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A Note on the Pronunciation of Deverry Words

The language spoken in Deverry is a P-Cdltic language. Although closdly related to Welsh, Breton,
and Cornish, it is by no means identicd to any of these actud languages and should never be taken as
such.

Vowels are divided by Deverry scribes into two classes. noble and common. Nobles have two
pronunciations, commons, one.

A asin father when long; a shorter verson of the same sound, asin far, when short.
O asin bone when long; asin pot when short.

W as the 00 in spook when long; asin roof when short.

Y asthe i in machine when long; as the e in butter when short.

Easin pen.

| asin pin.

U asin pun.

Vowds are generdly long in stressed syllables, short in unstressed. Y is the primary exception to this
rule. When it appears as the lat letter of aword, it is dways long, whether that syllable is stressed or not.

Diphthongs have one consstent pronuncietion.
AE asthe a in mane.

Al asin aide.

AU as the ow in how.

EO as acombination of eh and oh.

EW asin Welsh, a combination of eh and oo.
IE asin pier.

OE asthe oy in boy.

Ul as the North Welsh wy, acombination of 0o and ee.

Note that Ol is never a diphthong, but is two digtinct sounds, asin carnoic (KAR-noh-ik).

Consonants are as in English, with these exceptions:



Cisdways hard asin cat.
Gisdways hard asin get.

DD isthe voiced th asin thin or breathe, but the voidng is consderably more pronounced than in
English. It is opposed to TH, the unvoiced sound asin the or breath.

Riswdl and truly rolled.

RH isavoicdess R, goproximately pronounced asif it were spelled hr.

DW, GW, and TW are angle sounds, asin Gwendolen and twit.

Y is never a consonant.

| before avowd a the beginning of aword is consonantd, asit isin the plurd ending -ion.

Doubled consonants are both sounded clearly, unlikein English. Note that DD is consdered a angle
consonant.

Accent is generdly on the penultimate syllable, but compound words and place names are often an
exception to thisrule.

Following isalig of some of the more important names and words in the text, which should help the
reader get afed for the language.

Aberwyn AHB-ehr-wuhn
Adoryc aDOR-yhk
Braedd brayth (voiced th)
Brangwen BRAHN-gwehn
Cadwadlon cad-WAHL-lon
Cannobaen CAHN-noh-bayn
Cerrgonney  kairr-GON-nee
Cullyn  KUHL-luhn
Deverry DEHV-ehr-ree
dweomer DWEHOH-mer
Eldidd EHL-dith (voiced th)
Gerraent  GAIR-raynt
Gilyan gihl-LEE-an

Gwean GWEHR-an



Lovyan lov-EE-an

Lyssa LEES-sah

Macyn MAHK-uhn
Maroic MAHR-oh-ihk
Nevyn NEH-vuhn

Rodda ROTH-ah (voiced th)
Rhodry HROH-dree

Rhys hrees

Wmmglaedd OOM-glayth (voiced th; the second m isslent here, an exception to the rule)
Ynydd EE-nuhth (voiced th)
Ysgeryn ees-GAIR-ruhn

Yslla ee-SOHL-lah

A Note on Dating
Year One of the Deverry calender is the founding of the Holy City, gpproximately 76 C.E.



Prologue in the Year 1045

Menslifegangfranadak toadakness Thegoosseelifeasadedh . ..

TheSaret Bookdf CadnallontheDrud

Inthe hall of light, they reminded her of her destiny. There, dl was light, a pulsng gold like the heart of
acandle flame, filling eternity. The speakers were pillars of fire within the fiery light, and their words were
sparks. They, the greet Lords of Wyrd, had neither faces nor voices, because anything so human had
long since been burned away by long dweling in the hdls of light. She had no face or voice either,
because she was wesk, a little flicker of pale flame But she heard them speak to her of degtiny, her
grave task to be done, her long road to ride, her burden that she mugt lift willingly.

“Many deeaths have led you to this turning,” they said to her. “It is time to take your Wyrd in your
hands. Y ou belong to the dweomer in your very soul. Will you remember?’

Inthe hall of light, there are no lies.
“I'll try to remember,” she said. “I'll do my best to remember the light.”

She fdt them grow amused in a gentle way. Y ou will be helped to remember,” they said. “Go now. It
istime for you to die and enter the darkness.”

When she began to kned before them, to throw hersdf down before them, they rushed forward and
forbade her. They knew that they were only servants of the one true light, patry servants compared to
the glory they served, the Light that shines beyond dl the gods.

When she entered the gray misy land, she wept, longing for the light. There, dl was dhifting fog, a
thousand spirits and visons, and the speakers were like winds, tassng her with their words. They wept
with her at the bitter fdl that she must make into darkness. These spirits of wind had faces, and she
redized that she too now had a face, because they were dl human and far from the light. When they
spoke to her of fleshly things, she remembered lugt, the ecstasy of flesh pressed againg flesh.

“But remember the light,” they whispered to her. “Cling to the light and follow the dweomer.”

Thewind blew her down through the gray migt. All around her she fdt lust, sngpping like lightning in a
summer storm. All a once, she remembered summer storms, rain on a fleshly face, cool dampness in the
ar, warm fires and the taste of food in her mouth. The memories netted her like alittle bird and pulled her
down and down. She fdt him, then, and his lugt, a maeness that once she had loved, fdt hm close to her,
vay closg, like afire Hislust swept her down and down, round and round, like a dead lesf caught in a
tiny whirlpool a a river's edge. Then she remembered rivers, water sparkling under the sun. The light,
she told hersdlf, remember the light you swore to serve. Suddenly she was terrified: the task was very
grave, she was very weak and human. She wanted to bresk free and return to the Light, but it was too
late. The eddy of lugt swept her round and round until she fdt hersdf grow heavy, thick, and palpable.



Then there was darkness, warm and gentle, a dreaming water-darkness. the soft safe prison of the
womb.

In those days, down on the Eldidd coast stretched wild meadows, crisscrossed by tiny streams,
where what farmers there were pastured their cattle without bothering to lay dam to the land. The
meadows were a good place for an herbman to find new stock, and old Nevyn went there frequently. He
was a shabby man, with a shock of white hair that dways needed combing, and dirty brown clothes that
aways needed mending, but there was something about the look in his ice-blue eyes that commanded
respect, even from the noble-born lords. Everyone who met him remarked on his vigor, too, that even
though his face was as wrinkled as old leather and his hands dark with frog spots, he strode around like a
young prince. He traveled long miles on horseback with a mule behind him, as he tended the ills of the
various poor folk in Eldidd province. A marve heis the farmers dl said, a marvel and a haf congdering
he mugt be near eighty. None knew the true marvd, that he was wel over four hundred years old, and
the greatest master of the dweomer that the kingdom had ever known.

That particular summer morning, Nevyn was out in the meadows to gather comfrey root, and the
olovefinger white flowers danced on the skinny stems as he dug up the plants with a Slver spade. The
un was S0 hot that he sat back on his heds for a bit of a rest and wiped his face on the old rag that
passed for a handkerchief. It was then that he saw the omen. Out in the meadow, two larks broke cover
with a heartbreaking beauty of song that was a battle cry. Two maes swept up, drding and chasing each
other. Yet even as they fought, the female who was ther prize rose from the grass and flew indifferently
away. With a cold dutch of dweomer knowledge, Nevyn knew that soon he would be watching two men
fight over awoman tha neither could rightfully have.

She had been reborn.

Somewhere in the kingdom, she was a new babe, lying in her exhausted mother’s arms. Dimly he saw
itin vison: the pretty young mother’s face, bathed in swesat from the birth but amiling at the babe at her
breast. When the Vison faded, he jumped to his feet in sheer excitement. The Lords of Wyrd had been
kind. Thistime they were sending him a warning that somewhere she was waiting for him to bring her to
the dweomer, somewherein the vast expanse of the kingdom of Deverry. He could search and find her
while she was dill a child, before harsh circumstances made it impossible for him to untangle the snarl of
thar intertwined dedtinies. This time, perhaps, she would remember and ligen to him. Perhaps. If he
found her.



Cerrgonney, 1052

Theyourgfod telshismedarthet hewill Lffer toganthediveoma. Why isheafod ?Becassthedveomer
hesdreedy mecehimpey and pey and pey agginbefareheavandood anitsdoadep..

TheSare Bockdf CadnallontheDruid

With a cold drizzling rain, the lagt of the twilight was dosing in like gray stedl. As she looked a the
sky, Jll was frightened to be outsde. She hurried to the woodpile and began to grab an untidy load of
firewood. A gray gnome, dl spindly legs and long nose, perched on abig log and picked &t its teeth while
it watched her. When she dropped a stick, it snatched it and refused to giveit back.

“Beadt!” Jl snapped. “Then keep it!”

At her anger, the gnome vanished with a puff of cold ar. Half in tears, Jll hurried across the muddy
yad to the round stone tavern, where cracks of chearful light gleeamed around wooden shutters.
Clutching her firewood, she ran down the corridor to the chamber and dipped in, hestating a moment a
the door. The priestess in her long black robe was kneding by Mama's bed. When she looked up, JlI
saw the blue tattoo of the crescent moon that covered hdf her face.

“Put some wood on the fire now, child,” the priestess said. “I need more light.”

JII picked out the thinnest pitchiest sticks and fed them carefully into the fire burning in the hearth. The
flames sorang up, sending flares and shadows dancing round the room. JIl sat down on the
straw-covered floor in a corner to watch the priestess. Mama lay very 4ill, her face a deadly pale,
running big drops of sweat from the fever. The priestess picked up a siver jar and helped Mama drink
the herb water in it. Mama was coughing so hard that she couldn’t keep the water down.

JII grabbed her rag doll and held her tight. She wished that Heledd was redl, and that she'd cry so Jll
could be very brave and comfort her. The priestess set the slver jar down, wiped Mamad's face, then
began to pray, whispering the words in the ancient holy tongue that only priests and priestesses knew. Jll
prayed, too, in her mind, begging the Holy Goddess of the Moon to et her mama stay dive.

Hegtantly Macyn came to the doorway and stood wetching, his thick pudding face set in concern, his
blunt hands twigting the hem of his heavy linen overshirt. Macyn owned this tavern, where Mama worked
asasaving lass, and let her and Jll livein this chamber out of smple kindness to a woman with a bastard
child to support. He reached up and rubbed the bald spot in the middle of his gray har while he waited
for the priestess to finish her prayer.

“How isshe?” Macyn sad.
The priestess looked at him, then pointedly at Jill.

“You can say it,” Jll said. “1 know she’ s going to die”



JII wanted to cry, but she fdt that she’d been turned to stone.
“She might as wdl know the truth,” the priestess said. “Here, does she have afather?’

“Of asort,” Macyn said. “He's a slver dagger, you see, and he rides this way every now and then to
give them what coin he can. It’'s been a good long while snce the lagt time”

The priestess 9ghed in a hiss of irritation.

“I'll keep feeding the lass” Macyn went on. “JlII's dways done a bit of work around the place, and ye
gods, | wouldn't throw her out into the Street to starve, anyway.”

“Wdl and good, then.” The priestess held out her hand to Jll. “How old are you, child?’
“Seven, your holiness”

“Wdl, now, that’s very young, but you'll have to be brave, just like awarrior. Your father'sawarior,
it he?

“Heis. A great warior.”

“Thenyou'll have to be as brave as he'd want you to be. Come say good-bye to your mama; then let
Macyn take you out.”

When Jll came to the bedside, Mama was awake, but her eyes were red, swollen, and cloudy, as if
she didn’t redly see her daughter sanding there.

“JII?” Mama was gasping for breath. “Mind what Macco tdlsyou.”
“I will. Promise”

Mama turned her head away and stared at the wall.

“Cullyn,” she whispered.

Cullyn was Da s name. JIl wished he was there; she had never wished for anything so much in her life
Macyn picked Jil up, doll and dl, and carried her from the chamber. As the door closed, JIl twisted
around and caught a glimpse of the priestess praying over Mama again.

Since no one wanted to come to a tavern with fever in the back room, the big haf-round of the
aehouse was empty, the long wooden tables standing forlorn in the dim firdight. Macyn sat Jil down at a
table near the fire, then went to get her something to eat. Just behind her was a stack of de barrels, laced
with particularly dark shadows. Jll was suddenly sure that Death was hiding behind them. She made
hersdf turn around and look, because Da dways said a warrior should look Degth in the face, but she
was glad when there was nothing there. Macyn brought her a plate of bread and honey and a wooden
cup of milk. When Jll tried to eat, the food seemed to turn dry and sour in her mouth. With a sgh,
Macyn rubbed his bad spot.

“Well now,” he said. “Maybe your dawill ride our way soon.”
“l hope s0.”

Macyn had along swdlow of de from his pewter tankard.



“Does your doll want agp of milk?" he said.
“She doesn't. She'sjudt rags.”

Then they heard the priestess, chanting along sobbing note, keening for the soul of the dead. Jll tried
to make hersdf fed brave, then lad her head on the table and sobbed aoud.

They buried Mama out in the sacred oak grove behind the village For a week, JIl went every
morming to cry beside the grave until Macyn findly told her thet vigting the grave was like pouring ail on a
fire—she would never put her grief out by doing it. Since Mama had told her to mind what he said, Jll
stopped going. Soon custom picked up again in the tavern, and she was busy enough to keep from
thinking about Mamaadl the time.

Locd people came in to gossp, famers stopped by on market day, and every now and then
merchants and peddlars paid to deep on the floor for want of a proper inn in the village. Jll washed
tankards, ran errands, and even served the de when the tavern was crowded at night. Whenever a man
from out of town came through, JlIl would ask himif he'd ever heard of her father, Cullyn of Cerrmor, the
slver dagger. No one ever had any news & dl.

The village was in the northmost province of the kingdom of Deverry, the greatest kingdom in the
whole world of Annwn—or so JlIl had aways been told. She knew that down to the south was the
splendid aity of Dun Deverry, where the High King lived in an enormous palace. Bobyr, however, where
JU had spent her whole life, had about fifty round houses, made of rough dabs of flint packed with earth
to keep the wind out of the wals On the sde of a steep Cerrgonney hill, they dung to narrow twisted
streets so that the village looked like a handful of boulders thrown among a stand of straggly pine trees.
In the little valeys among the hills farmers wrestled smdl fidds out of the rocky land and walled their
plots with the stones.

About a mile avay was the dun, or fort, of Lord Meyn, to whom the village owed fedty. Jll had
aways been told that it was everyone's Wyrd to do what the noble-born said, because the gods had
made them noble. The dun was certainly impressve enough to JiII's way of thinking to have had some
dvine ad behind it. It stood on the top of the highest hill, surrounded by both aring of earthworks and a
ramparted ssonewadl. A broch, around tower of dabbed stone, rose in the middle and loomed over the
other buildingsingde the walls. From the top of the village, Jil could see the dun and Lord Meyn's blue
banner flgoping on the broch.

Much more rardly JlIl saw Lord Mdyn himsdf, who only occasondly rode into the village, usudly to
adminigter a judgment on someone who' d broken the law. When, on one particularly hot and airless day,
Lord Mdyn actudly came into the tavern for some ae, it was an important event. Although the lord had
thin gray hair, a florid face, and a paunch, he was an impressve man, sanding ramrod sraight and
griding in like the warrior he was. With him were two young men from his warband, because a noble
lord never went anywhere done. Jll hadtily ran her hands through her messy har and made the lord a
curtsey. Macyn came hurrying with his hands full of tankards, he set them down and made the lord a
bow.

“Cursed hot day,” Lord Mdyn remarked, drinking thirdtily.
“Itis, my lord,” Macyn said, somewhat awestruck that the lord would speak to him.
“Pretty child.” Lord Mdyn glanced at Jll. *Y our granddaughter?’

“She's not, my lord,” Macyn said. “Buit the child of the lass who used to work here for me”



“She died of afever,” one of the riders interrupted. * Cursed sad thing.”
“Who's her faher?’ Lord Mdyn sad. “Or does anyone even know?’

“Oh, not a doubt in the world, my lord,” the rider said with an unplessant grin. “Cullyn of Cerrmor,
and no man would have dared to trifle with hiswench.”

“True enough.” Lord Mdyn laughed under his breath. “ So, lass, you' ve got a famous father, do you?’
“l do?’ Jll sad.
Lord Mdyn laughed again.

“Wel, no doubt a warrior's glory doesn't mean much to a little lass, but your da's the greatest
swordsman in dl Deverry, siver dagger or no.” The lord reached into the leather pouch at his belt and
brought out some coppers to pay Macyn, then handed JlIl a slver piece. “Here, child, without a mother
you'll need a bit of coin to get a new dress.”

“My humble thanks, my lord.” As she made him a curtsey, Jll redized that her dress was indeed
anfully shabby. “May the gods bless you.”

After the lord and his men I€ft the tavern, JIl put her Slver piece into a litle wooden box in her
chamber. At fird, looking at it gleaming in the box made her fed like arich lady hersdf; then dl a once
sheredized that his lordship had just given her charity. Without that coin, she wouldn't be able to get a
new dress, just as without Macyn’s kindness, she would have nothing to eat and nowhere to deep. The
thought seemed to burn in her mind. Blindly she ran outside to the stand of trees behind the tavern and
threw hersdf facedown onto the shady grass. When she cdled out to them, the Wildfolk came—her
favorite gray gnome, a pair of warty blue felows with long pointed teeth, and a sprite, who would have
looked like atiny beautiful women if it weren't for her eyes, wide, dit like a cat’s, and utterly mindless. Jl!
sat up to let the gray gnome dimb into her 1ap.

“l wish you could tak,” JlIl said. “If something should happen to Macyn, could | come live in the
woods with your folk?’

The gnome idy scratched his armpit while he considered.

“I mean, you could show me how to find things to eat,” JIl went on. “And how to keep warm when it
Sows.”

The gnome nodded in a way that seemed to mean yes, but it was dways hard to tdl what the
Wildfolk meant. JIl was not even exactly sure what they were. Although they suddenly appeared and
vanished at will, they felt real enough when you touched them, and they could pick up things and drink
the milk that JIl set out for them at night. Thinking of living with them in the woods was as much
frightening as it was comforting.

“Wel, | hope nothing happens to Macco,” Jll said. “But | worry.”

The gnome nodded sympathetically and patted her am with a skinny twisted hand. Since the other
children in the village made fun of Jil for being a bastard, the Wildfolk were the only red friends she had.

“JII?" Macyn was cdling her from the tavern yard. “Time to comein and help cook dinner.”



“I've got to go,” Jll sad to the Wildfalk. “I'll give you milk tonight.”

They dl laughed, dancing in allittle cirdle around her feet, then vanishing without a trace. As JIl walked
back, Macyn came to meet her.

“Who were you taking to out here?” he said.
“No one. Jugt taking.”
“To the Wildfalk, | suppose?’ Macyn was grinning, teesing her.

JI merdy shrugged. She'd learned very early that nobody believed her when she told them that she
could see the Wildfolk.

“I've got a nice bit of pork for our dinner,” Macyn said. “We'd best eat quickly, because on a hot
night like this one, everyone' s going to come for abit of de”

Macyn was exactly right. As soon as the sun went down, the room filled up with locd people, men
and women both, come to have a good gossip. No one in Bobyr had much rea money; Macyn kept
track of what everyone owed him on a wooden plank. When there were enough marks under someone's
name, Macyn would get food or cloth or shoes from that person and start keeping track dl over again.
They did earn afew coppers that night from a wandering peddler, who had a big pack of fancy thread
for embroidery, needles, and even some ribands from a big town to the west. When JiI served him, she
asked, as uaud, if he'd ever heard of Cullyn of Cerrmor.

“Heard of him?’ the peddler said. 1 just saw him, lass, about a fortnight ago.”
JII's heart started pounding.
“Where?’ she said.

“Up in Gwingedd. There's something of a war up there, two lords and one of their cursed blood
feuds, which is why, | don't mind tdling you, | came down this southern way. But | was drinking in a
tavern my last night there, and | see this lad with a Slver dagger in his belt. That's Cullyn of Cerrmor, a
lad says to me, and don’'t you ever cross him, neither.” He shook his head dolefully. “Them slver daggers
isdl abad lot.”

“Now here! HE smy dal”
“Oh, ishe now? Wdl, what harsh Wyrd you' ve got for such alittle lass—a slver dagger for ada”

Although JlIl was furious, she knew that there was no use in arguing. Everyone despised siver
daggers. Although mogt warriors lived in the dun of a noble lord and served hm as pat of his
honor-sworn warband, slver daggers traveled around the kingdom and fought for any lord who had the
coin to hire them. Sometimes when Da rode to see Jil and her mother, he would have lots of money to
gve them; at others, barely a copper, dl depending on how much he could loot from a battlefidd.
Although JiI didn’'t understand why, she knew that once a man was a slver dagger, no one would ever
let im be anything else. Cullyn had never had the chance to marry her mother and take her to live with
himin a dun, the way honor-sworn warriors could do with their women.

That night JIl prayed to the Goddess of the Moon to keep her father safe in the Gwingedd war.
Almog as an afterthought, she asked the Moon to let the war be over soon, so that Cullyn could come



see her right away. Apparently, though, wars were under the jurisdiction of some other god, because it
was two months before JIl had the dream. Every now and then, she would dream in a way that was
exceptiondly vivid and redidic. Those dreams dways came true. Jugt like with the Wildfolk, she had
learned early to keep her true dreams to hersdlf. In this particular one, she saw Cullyn come riding into
town.

JII woke in a fever of excitement. Judging from the short shadows that everything had in the dream,
Dawould arrive around noon. All morning Jil worked as hard as she could to make the time pass faster.
Fndly, she ran to the front door of the tavern and stood there looking out. The sun was dmogt directly
overhead when she saw Cullyn, leading a big chestnut warhorse up the narrow street. All a once Jll
remembered that he didn’t know about Mama. She dodged back ingde fast.

“Macco! Da's coming! Who's going to tdl him?’
“Oh by the hdld” Macyn ran for the door. “Wait here”

For a few miserable minutes JIl stayed insde, panfully aware that the men gtting a one table were
looking at her with pity. The looks made her remember the terrible night when Mama died so much that
she had to get away from them, and she ran out the door. Just down the street Macyn was taking to her
father with a sympathetic hand on Cullyn's shoulder. Cullyn was saring at the ground, his face set and
orim, saying not a word.

Cullyn of Cerrmor was wdl over 9x feet tdl, warrior-straight and heavy-shouldered, with blond har
and ice-blue eyes. Down his left cheek ran an old scar, which made him look frightening even when he
amiled. His plain linen shirt was filthy from the road, and so were his brigga, the loose woolen trousers
that dl Deverry men wore. On his heavy bdt hung his one splendor—a sword in a gold-trimmed
scabbard, agift from a great lord—and his shame, the Slver dagger in a tattered leather sheeth. The Slver
pommd with its three little knobs gleamed, as if waning people againg its owner. When Macyn finished
taking, Cullyn laid his hand on his sword hilt, as if for comfort. Macyn took the horse's reins, and they
walked up to the tavern.

JII ran to Cullyn and threw hersdlf into his ams. He picked her up, holding her tightly. He smelled of
sweat and horses, the comforting familiar scent of her beloved da

“My poor littlelass” Cullyn said. “By the hdlls, what a rotten father you've got!”

JII was crying too hard to say anything. Cullyn carried her into the tavern and sat down with her in his
lgp at a table near the door. The men a the far table set down ther tankards and looked a him with
cold, hard eyes.

“You know what, Da?” Jll snivded out. “The last thing Mama said was your name.”

Cullyn tossed his head back and keened, a long, low howl of mourning. Hovering nearby, Macyn
risked patting his shoulder.

“Here, lad,” Macyn said. “Here, now.”

Cullyn kept keening, one long moan after another, even though Macyn kept patting his shoulder and
sying “here now” in a helpless voice. The other men walked over, and Jil hated their tight little amiles, as
if they were taunting her dafor his grief. All a once, Cullyn redized that they were there. He dipped Jll
off hislap, and as he stood up, his sword legpt into his hand asif by dweomer.



“And why shouldn’t I mourn her?” Cullyn yeled. “ She was as decent a woman as the Queen hersf,
no matter what you pack of dogs thought of her. Is there anyone in this stinking village who wants to say
otherwise to my face?’

The clot of men faded back, one cautious step at atime.
“None of you are even fit to be killed to pour blood on her grave,” Cullyn said. “Admit it.”

All the men muttered, “We aren't, truly.” Cullyn took one step forward, the sword dlittering in the
aunlight from the door.

“Wdl and good,” he said. “Go on, scum—get back to your drinking.”

Instead, shoving each other to be the firgt out the door, the men fled the tavern. Cullyn sheathed the
sword with a dgp of the metd into leather. Macyn wiped swest off his face.

“Wel, Macco,” Cullyn said. *You and the village can think aslow of me as you want, but my Seryan
deserved better than a dishonored piss-poor excuse for amean like me”

“Er shwell” Macyn sad.

“And now you're dl I've got left of her.” Cullyn turned to Jil. “We ve got a cursed strange road
ahead of us, my sweet, but we' ll manage”

“What?' Jll said. “Da, are you going to take me with you?’
“Cursed right. And today.”

“Now here” Macyn broke in. “Hadn’'t you best wait and think this over? You're not yoursdf right
now, and—"

“By dl theiceindl the hdld” Cullyn soun around, his hand on his sword hilt. “I'm as much mysdf as
1 need to be!”

“Ahwdl.” Macyn stepped back. “So you are”

“Get your clothes, Jll. We Il go see your mother’s grave, and then well be on our way. | never want
to see this stinking village again.”

Pleased and terrified dl a the same time, Jl ran to the chamber and began bundling the few things she
owned up into a blanket. She could hear Macyn trying to talk to Cullyn and Cullyn snarling right back at
him. She risked cdling out softly to the Wildfolk. The gray gnome materidized in midair and floated to the
straw-strewn floor.

“Da staking me away,” Jll whispered. “Do you want to come? If you do, you'd better follow us or
get on hishorse”

When the gnome vanished, JiIl wondered if she'd ever see him again.
“JII" Cullyn yelled. “ Stop talking to yoursdf and get out here!”

JII grabbed her bundle and ran out of the tavern. Cullyn shoved her things into the bedroll tied behind
his saddle, then lifted her up on top of it. When he mounted, JlIl dipped her arams around his waist and



rested her face againg his broad back. His shirt was stained dl over in a pattern of blurry rings, rust
marks made by his sweeting indde his chain mail. His shirts dways looked like that.

“Wdl,” Macyn sad. “Farewdl, Jll.”
“Farewd|.” All a once she wanted to cry. “And my thanks for being so good to me.”

Macyn waved, somewhat teary-eyed. Jll turned on her unessy perch to wave back as they started
downhill.

On the downhill side of the village stood the haly oaks, sacred to Bd, god of the sun and the king of
dl the gods. Scattered among them were the village burids. Although Seryan had no stone to mark her
grave as the richer people did, JIl knew that she would never forget where it lay. As soon as she led her
father there, Cullyn began to keen, throwing himsdf down full-length on it, asif he were trying to hold his
beloved through the earth. Jll was terrified until a last, he fdl slent and sat up, “I brought your mama a
present thistrip,” Cullyn said. “And by the gods, she’ s going to have it.”

Cullyn pulled his slver dagger and cut out a piece of sod, then dug down like a badger to make a
shdlow hole. He took a gold bracelet out of his shirt and held it up for Jil to see: a thin rod of pure gold,
twisted round and round to look like rope. He put it into the hole, smoothed the dirt down, then put the
chunk of sod back.

“Farewdl, my love,” he whispered. “For dl my wandering, | never loved a woman but you, and |
pray to every god you believed me when | told you that.” He stood up and wiped the dagger blade clean
on the sde of hisbrigga. “That's dl the mourning you'll ever see me do, Jll, but remember how | loved
your mother.”

“I will, Da. Promis2”

All afternoon, they rode down the east-running road, a narrow dirt track through the sharp-peaked
hillsand pine forests. Every now and then they passed fidds where the grain stood green and young, and
the farmers would turn to stare at the strange Sght of a warrior with a child behind his saddle. JIl was
soon giff and sore on her uncomfortable perch, but Cullyn was so wrapped in a dark brooding that she
was afrad to speak to him.

Jugt a twilight, they crossed a dhdlow river and reached the waled town of Averby. Cullyn
dismounted and led the horse dong narrow twiding streets while Jil dung to the saddle and looked
around wide-eyed. She had never seen so many houses in her life—eedly two hundred of them. At last
they reached a shabby inn with abig stables out in back, where the innkeep greeted Cullyn by name and
gave him a friendly dap on the shoulder. Jil was too tired to eat dinner. Cullyn carried her updtairs to a
dusty wedge-shaped chamber and made her a bed out of his cloak on a straw mattress. She fdl adeep
before he'd blown the candle out.

When she woke, the room was full of sunlight, and Cullyn was gone. Jll sat up in panic, trying to
remember why she wasin this strange chamber with nothing but a pile of gear. It took her severd minutes
to remember that Da had come and taken her with him. It wasn't long before Cullyn came back, with a
brass bowl of geaming water in one hand and a large chunk of bread in the other.

“Ed this, my sweset,” he said.

Eagerly Jll started in on the bread, which was studded with nuts and currants. Cullyn set the bowl
down, rummeaged in his saddlebags for soap and a fragment of mirror, then knelt on the floor to shave.



He dways shaved with his dlver dagger. As he took it out, JIl could see the device engraved on the
blade, a griking facon, which was Cullyn’s mark, graved or stamped on everything he owned.

“Thet dagger’ s anfully sharp, Da,” Jll said.

“Itis” Cullyn began lathering his face. “It's not pure siver, you see, but some sort of dloy. It doesn't
tarnish as eesly as red slver, and it holds an edge better than any sted. Only a few dlveramiths in the
kingdom know the secret, and they won't tdl anyone else”

“Why not?”

“And how should | know? A suspicious lat, the smiths who serve the sSiver dagger. | tdl you, not just
any exile or dishonored man can buy one of these blades. Y ou have to find yoursdf another siver dagger
and ride with him awhile—prove yoursdf, like—and then helll pledge you to the band.”

“Do you have to show him you can fight good?’

“Hght well.” Cullyn began to shavein neet, precise strokes. “Tha's somewhat of it, truly, but only a
part. Here, Slver daggers have an honor of our own. We're scum, dl of us, but we don’t stedl or murder.
The noble lords know we don't, and so they trust us enough to give us our hires. If a couple of the wrong
kind of lads got into the band, gave us a bad name, like, wdl, then, we'd dl sarve.”

JII had a few more bites of bread.
“Da, why did you want to be a dlver dagger?’

“Don't tak with your mouth full. | didn’t want to. It was only choice | had, that's dl. I've never heard
of aman being so big afoal as to join up just because he wanted to.”

“l don’'t understand.”
Cullyn considered, wiping the lagt bit of lather off his upper lip with the back of his hand.

“Wdl,” hesad at lag. “No men joins the daggers if he has a chance at a decent lifein a lord's dun.
Sometimes men are fools, and we do things that mean no lord would let us ride in his warband ever
agan. When that happens, well, carrying the dagger is a cursed Sght better than sweeping out a stable or
suchlike. At least you get to fight for your hire, like aman.”

“You never could have been afool!”
Cullyn'slips twitched in a brief amile

“l was, truly,” he said. “A long time ago your old Da here was a rider in a warband in Cerrmor, and
he got himsdf into a good bit of trouble. Never dishonor yoursdf, Jil. You ligen to me. Dishonor sticks
closer to you than blood on your hands. So my lord kicked me out, as he had every right to do, and
there was nothing left for me but the long road.”

“The what?’
“Thelong road. That's what Slver daggers cdl our life”

“But Da, what did you do?’



Cullyn turned to look at her with eyes so cold that Jil was afraid he was going to dap her.

“When you're done eating,” he said mildly. “We're gaing to the market farr and buy you some lad's
clothes. Dresses aren't any good for riding and camping by the road.”

And JlI redized that she would never have the courage to ask him that question again.

Cullyn was as good as his word about the new clothes. In fact, he bought her so many things, boots,
brigga, shirts, a good wool cloak and a smdl ring brooch to clasp it with that Jil redized she'd never
seen him with so much money before, red coins, dl of them bright-minted slver. When she asked him
about it, Cullyn told her that he'd captured a great lord's son on the fidd of battle, and that this money
was the ransom the lord' s family had to pay him to get their son back.

“That was honorable, Da,” Jll said. “Not killing him, I mean, and then letting him go home.”

“Honorable?” Cullyn amiled faintly. “I’ll tdl you, my swest, it's every Slver dagger’s dream to capture
alord sngle-handedly. It’'s the coin you want, not the glory. And by the hdls many a poor lordling has
made himsdf arich lord doing the same thing.”

JII was honestly shocked. Taking someone prisoner for profit was one of those things that never got
mentioned in the bard songs and the glorious taes of war. She was glad enough of the coin, however,
especidly when Cullyn bought her a pony, a dender gray that she named Gwindyc after the great hero of
ancient times. When they returned to the inn, Cullyn took Jll up to therr chamber, made her change her
clothes, then unceremonioudy cropped off her har like alad’ swith his slver dagger.

“That long hair's too messy for the road,” he said. “Cursed if I'll spend my time combing it for you
like a nursemaid.”

JII supposed that he was right, but when she looked at hersdf in the bit of mirror, she fdt that she no
longer redly knew who she was. The feding persisted when they went down to the tavern room of the
inn for the noon med. She fdt that she should get up and help Blaer the innkeep serve, not St there and
edt stew with the other customers. Because it was market day, the tavern was crowded with merchants,
who dl wore checked brigga as a Sgn of their station. They looked Cullyn over with a shudder for the
slver dagger in his belt and gave him as wide a berth as possible.

JII was just finishing her stew when three young riders from a warband swaggered in and demanded
de. Jll knew they were alord’s riders because their shirts had embroidered blazons, running stags in this
case, on the yokes. They stood right in the way near the door and kept Blaer so busy that when Cullyn
wanted more de, he had to get up and fetch it himsaf. As he was coming back with the full tankard, he
hed to pass the three riders. One of them stepped forward and ddliberately jogged Cullyn’'s arm, making
hmsoll thede.

“Waetch your step,” the rider sneered. “ Siver dagger.”

Cullyn st the tankard down and turned to face him. Jll climbed up on the table so she could see.
Grinning, the other two riders moved back to the wdl to leave a clear space around Cullyn and their
felow.

“Are you looking for afight?’ Cullyn said.

“Jud looking to make alout of adlver dagger mind his manners,” the rider said. “What's your name,
sum?’



“Cullyn of Cerrmor. And what'siit to you?’

Theroom went dead dlent as every man init turned to stare. The other two riders laid urgent hands
on their friend's shoulders.

“Come dong, Gruffidd,” one of them said. “Just drink your cursed ae. You're a bit young to die”
“Get away,” Gruffidd snarled. “Are you cdling me a coward?’
“Cdling you afool,” the rider said, glancing at Cullyn. “Here, our gpologies.”

“Don’'t you gpologize for me” Gruffidd said. “I don't give a pig's fart if he's the Lord of Hel! Ligten,
slver dagger, not hdf of those tales about you can be true.”

“Indeed?’ Cullyn laid his hand on his sword hilt.

It seemed that the whole room gasped, even the walls. Jll clasped her hands over her mouth to keep
from screaming. Frightened men moved back and away, leaving Cullyn and Gruffidd facing each other.

“Herel” Blaer yelped. “Not in my inn!”

Too lae—Gruffidd drew his sword. With a sour amile, Cullyn drew his own, but he let the blade tral
lazily in his hand with the point near the floor. The room was so quiet that JIl heard her heart pounding.
Gruffidd moved and struck—the sword went flying out of his hand. Across the room men yelped and
dodged as the sword fdl dattering to the floor. Cullyn had his blade raised, but casudly, as if he were
only using it to point out something. There was a smear of blood on it. Cursing under his breath, Gruffidd
clutched hisright wrig with his left hand. Blood welled between hisfingers

“| cal you dl to witness that he struck firgt,” Cullyn said mildly.

The room broke into excited whispers as Gruffidd's friends dragged him away. Blaer hurried after
them, quite pale and carrying the rider’s sword. Cullyn wiped the blood off his sword on his brigga leg,
shegthed it, then picked up his tankard and came back to the table.

“Jll, get down!” he snapped. “Where' s your courtesy?’

“l just wanted to see, Da,” Jll said as she scrambled down. “That was splendid. | never even saw you
move.”

“Neither did he. Wdll, Jll, I’'m going to drink thisde, and then we ll be packing up and getting on the
road.”

“| thought we were going to stay here tonight.”

“We were.”

All aflutter, Blaer ran over to them.

“By the hdls” Blaer said. “How often does this sort of thing happen to you?’

“Far too often,” Cullyn said. “These young dogs would count it an honor to be the man who killed

Cullyn of Cerrmor.” He had along swalow of de. “So far dl they’ve won for ther trouble is a broken
wrig, but by the hdls it wearies me”



“Soit must.” Blaer shuddered asif he were cold. “Wdl, lass, it's a strange life you're going to lead,
riding with him. You'll make some man a cursed strange wife someday, too.”

“I'll never marry a man who in't as great a swordsman as my Da,” Jll said. “So probably I'll never
mary at al.”

That afternoon they rode fast and steadily, findly stopping about an hour before sunsat when Cullyn
judged that they were far enough away from Gruffidd's warband. They found a farmer who let them
camp in a corner of his pasture and who sold them oats for Cullyn's horse and the new pony. While
Cullyn scrounged dead wood from the nearby forest for afire, JIl put the horses on their tether ropes and
staked them out. She had to stand on the head of the stakes and use her whole weight, but findly she
forced them in. She was garting back to the camp when the gray gnome appeared, popping into redity in
front of her and dancing up and down. With alaugh, Jil picked him up in her arms.

“You did follow me! That gladdens my heart.”

The gnome gave her a gape-mouthed grin and put his arms around her neck. He fdt dry, alittle scay
to the touch, and smedled of freshly turned earth. Without thinking, Jll carried hm back to camp and
talked dl the while about the things that had happened on the road. He lisened solemnly, then suddenly
twiged in her aamsin darm and pointed. JlIl saw Cullyn, trotting back with a load of wood, and his eyes
were narrow with exasperation. The gnome vanished.

“Jll, by the gods!” Cullyn snapped. “What cursed strange kind of game or suchlike were you playing?
Tdking to yoursdf and pretending to carry something, | mean.”

“It was naught, Da. Just a game.”
Cullyn dumped the wood onto the ground.

“l won't haveit,” he snapped. “It makes you look like a haf-wit or suchlike, sanding around taking
to yoursdf. I'll buy you adall if you want something to talk to that badly.”

“I've got a doll, my thanks”

“Then why don't you tak to it?’

“I will, Da. Promise.”

Cdlyn et his hands on his hips and |ooked her over.

“And just what were you pretending?’ he said. “More of that nonsense about the Wildfolk?’

JII'hung her head and began scrubbing at the grass with the toe of her boot. Cullyn dapped her across
the face.

“l don’t want to hear aword of it,” he said. “No more of this babbling to yoursdf.”
“l won't, Da. Promise.” Jll bit her lip hard to keep back the tears.

“Oh here” Suddenly Cullyn knelt down in front of her and put his hands on her shoulders. “Forgive
me the dap, my sweet. Your poor old father's dl to pieces these days” He hestated for a moment,
looking honedtly troubled. “Jll, ligen to me. There's plenty of people in the kingdom who beieve the



Wildfolk are rea enough. Do you know what else they believe? Tha anyone who can see them is a
witch. Do you know what could happen to you if someone heard you taking to the Wildfolk? For dl that
you're but alittle |ass, there could be trouble over it. | don’t want to have to cut my way through a crowd
of peasants to keep you from being beaten to death.”

JI went cold dl over and started shaking. Cullyn drew her into his arms and hugged her, but she fdt
like shoving him away and running wildly into the forest. But | do see them, she thought, does that make
me awitch? Shefdt sck at the thought —was she gaing to turn into an old hag who had the evil eye and
poisoned people with herbs? When she redlized that she couldn’'t even share these fears with her father,
she began to cry.

“Oh here, here)” Cullyn said. “My gpologies. Now don’t think of it anymore, and we'll have a bit to
egt. But now you know why you can't go babbling about Wildfolk where other people can hear you.”

“l won't, Da. | truly truly promise.”

In the middle of the night, JIl woke up to find the world turned to siver by moonlight. The gray gnome
was hunkered down near her head asiif he was keeping guard over her. Since Cullyn was snoring loudly,
JlI risked whispering to him.

“You'remy best and truest friend,” she said. “But | don't want to be awitch.”
The gnome shook his head in a vigorous no.
“Ign't it true? Do only witches see you?’

Agan came the reassuring no. He patted her face gently, then disappeared with a gust of wind that
seemed to send the moonlight dancing. For along time Jil lay awake, amiling to hersdlf in profound reief.
Y et she knew that her Da was right; from now on, she would have to be very careful.

The folk of Deverry have dways been the restless sort. In the old days of the Dawntime they
wandered thousands of miles before they settled the old kingdom, Devetia Riga, in the Homeand. The
bards 4ill tdl many atae of how they fled the encroaching Rhwmanes and sailed across a vast ocean
under the leadership of King Bran to find the Western Ides. Then they rode dl over the Ides, too, before
King Bran saw the omen of the white sow that told him where to found the holy city of Dun Deverry.
Even during JII's time, there were dill people who lived more on the roads than a home—merchants
with caravans, peddlers with packs, tinkers, priests on pilgrimages, young men riding from one lord to
another in the hopes of finding a place in a warband, and of course, siver daggers. After a few weeks of
riding with her father, Jll redized that the lure of the road had caught her, too. There was dways
something new to see, someone new to meet; she wondered how she'd ever endured being confined to
one smd| village

Since Cullyn had plenty of coin, Jil was surprised when he began to look for another hire. As they
rode amlessy east through Cerrgonney, he was dways asking for news of feuds and border wars.

“The summer’s hdf gone,” he told Jll one night at their campfire. “A slver dagger has to think about
coin for the winter. Well, not that many of my cursed band do think, mind, but they don’t have a daughter
to worry about.”

“True spoken, Da. Did you ever have to deep out in the snow?’

“l didn’t, because | could dways ride back and winter with your mother.” All at once, Cullyn turned



mdanchaly, his face dack as if he were suddenly exhausted. “Ah ye gods, | only hope no word of this
comes to her in the Otherlands. Her only child, riding the roads with aman like mel”

“Da, you're splendid, and thisis splendid, too. When | grow up, I'll be aslver dagger like you.”
“Ligen to you. Lasses can't be warriors.”

“Why not? They were, back in the Dawntime. Like Aiva Have you heard those songs, Da? Lord
Mdyn's bard used to come to the tavern, and he'd sng for me sometimes. | aways asked for the ones
about Aiva. She was splendid. She was a Hawk woman, you see.”

“Oh, I’ ve heard the tales, but that was long ago. Things are different now.”

“Why? That's not fair. Besides, there was Lady Gweniver, too, and she was only back in the Time of
Troubles, not the Dawntime. These men insulted her honor, and she gets them for it.” JlIl lad her hand on
her heart, just as the bard did. “ *Back they fdl, and bright blood blooms, on hdm and heart as the hels
damthem.’ | learned that bit by heart.”

“If ever we ride back to Bobyr, I'm going to have a thing or two to say to Lord Mdyn's bard. Ye
gods, what have | sred?’

“Someone judt like you. That's what Mama dways said. She said | was stubborn just like you and
evey bit as nasty when | wanted to be.”

Cullyn laughed, a muttered chuckle under his breath. It was the firg time Jll had ever heard him laugh
doudin her life

It was two days later that Cullyn got the news he wanted about a hire. They had stopped in the midst
of a grove of oak trees for their noon med, and they were eating bread and cheese when JlI heard the
sound of two horses, trotting sraight for them. Cullyn was up and standing with his sword drawn before
the sound truly made sense to her. Jil scrambled up just as the horsemen came in Sght, ducking and
dodging under the branches. They were armed, wearing chainmall, and their swords were drawn.

“Hold and stand!” the leader cdled oui.

As they rode into the dearing, Cullyn stepped smoothly between them and Jill. The men pulled up
their horses, then suddenly amiled. The leader leaned over in his saddle.

“My gpologies” he said. “I thought you were some of Lord Y nydd' s men.”

“Never even heard of him,” Cullyn said. “What have we done, wandered into a feud?’
“Jud that. We serve Tieryn Braedd, and these woods are his, by every god!”

“I"d never deny it. Does Lord Y nydd?’

“He does. Here, you're a siver dagger! Looking for a hire? There's only four of us againg Ynydd's
seven, you see.”

“By the hdld” Cullyn tossed his head. “This must have been a bloody little affair.”

“Wdl, not truly,” the rider said regretfully. “You see, there was only five agangt seven to begin with.
But truly, go speak with our lord. The dun’s just two miles down this road. You can't missit.”



The rider spoke the truth about that, certainly. Out in the middle of cleared farmland was a low hill,
ringed with the massve stone walls of the Tieryn's dun. Behind them stood a broch that was at least four
gtories high, with a red and gray pennant flying proudly &t the top. Yet as they rode up to it, JIl saw that
the great iron-bound gates in the walls were only for show. A long time ago the walls had been dighted
and breached, three gaps wide enough to drive a wagon through. vy grew over the rubble left lying
around. Insde the wdls, they found a muddy ward that had once sheltered many buildings, to judge from
the circular foundations and the occasiond piece of standing wall left amid the tal grass. Around to one
gde of the broch, the wal of the top story had been knocked away. Jil could see into litle empty
chambers.

“What did that, Da?’
“A catapult, no doubt.”

The ward was dlent and empty except for a flock of big white geese, poking for snals in the
ivy-covered rubble. When Cullyn called out a halloo, a young boy with a dirty red and gray tabard| over
his shirt and brigga ran out of the broch.

“Who are you?’ he said.
“Cullyn of Cerrmor. | want to speak with your lord.”
“Wel, Da s taking to him right now, but they won’t mind if you just comein.”

“Now herel” Cullyn said gernly. “Y ou're supposed to bow to. me and say: I'll see, good sir, but the
great Tieryn Braedd may have important business afoot.”

“But he doesn’t. He never does anything unless he' s fighting with Lord Y nydd, and he isn't today.”
“Oh very wdl then. Lead on.”

Tieryn Braedd' s great hdl had once been great indeed, a vast circular room encompassing the entire
ground floor of the broch. At ether Sde were two massve stone hearths, carved with bands of
interlacement and lions. In between was easly enough room for two hundred men to have feasted there.
Now, however, the far hearth was a kitchen, where a daternly lass was sanding at a battered table and
chopping carrots and turnips while a joint of mutton roasted on a spit. By the nearer hearth were three
tables and unsteady-looking benches. Two men were gtting and drinking at one of them: a man of solid
years, with a soft black beard, and atal pae lad of about seventeen with along nose that reminded Jll of
a rabbit. Since he was wearing plad brigga and a shirt embroidered with lions, the lad had to be the
Tieryn. The young page skipped up to the table and tugged on the Tieryn's deeve.

“Your Grace? There' s aslver dagger here named Cullyn of Cerrmor.”
“Indeed?’ Braedd rose from his chair. “Now, thisis a handy thing. Come join me.”

Without ceremony Braedd sat Jil and Cullyn down on a bench, sent the boy, Abryn, to fetch more de
dl round, and introduced the older man as Glyn, his councillor. When the Tieryn sat down again, his char
creaked darmingly, but he ignored the sound.

“I met a pair of your menin the oak wood, Your Grace,” Cullyn said. “They told me of your feud.”

“Ah'Ynydd, that bastard-born son of adug.” Braedd had a moody sp of de. “Truly, | want to offer



you a hire, but my treasury matches my dun wals” He glanced a Glyn. “Could we squeeze out
something?’

“A horse, | suppose,” Glyn said. “He could dways sl it in town for the coin.”

“True” Braedd said, grinning. “Or here, what about cabbages? I've got fidds and fidds of those.
Here, slver dagger, think of dl the uses cabbages have. You can let them rot, then throw them a
enemiesin the street, or if you' re courting a wench, you can give her a bouquet of fresh ones, and that's
something she' d never have seen before, or—"

“Your Grace?’ Glyn sad wearily.

“Wl, truly, | ramble a bit.” Braedd had another long swalow of de. “But if you'll take a horse, and
your maintenance, and maintenance for your page, of course?’

“I'will,” Cullyn said. “Done, Your Grace—I’m on. But thisis my daughter, actudly, not a page.”
“So sheis” Braedd said, leaning closer. “Do you honor your father, child?’

“More than any men in the world,” JIl said. “Except the King, of course, but I've never even met
him.”

“Wdl spoken.” Braedd belched profoundly. “What a pity that the pusboil Ynydd doesn’'t have the
respect for the King that we see in this innocent little lass”

Cullyn turned to address his questions to Councillor Glyn.
“What' s this feud about, good sr? The riders only told me that the woods were in dispute.”

“Well, more or less” Glyn stroked his beard thoughtfully. “The feud goes back a long time, when
Lord Ynydd s grandfather declared war on his grace's grandfather. In those days, they were fighting
over who should be Tieryn, and many other grave matters, but bit by bit, the thing’'s gotten itsdf settled.
The woods, you see, lie on the border of the two demesnes. They're the last thing left to squabble over.”

“So Ynydd thinks” Braedd dammed his hand onto the table. “A coundillor from the High King
himsdf judged the matter and awarded the dam to me”

“Now Your Grace,” Glyn said soothingly. “Ynydd's only diouting part of the judgment. He's ceded
you the trees.”

“But the bastard!” Braedd snapped. “Indging he has ancient and prior dam to swine rights”
“Swinerights?” Cullyn said.

“Swinerights” Glyn said. “In the fdl, you see, the peasants take the swine into the woods to eat the
acorns. Now, there' s only enough acorns for one herd of swine—his or ours.”

“And the withered testicle of a sterile donkey says it's his” Braedd broke in. “His men killed one of
my riders when the lad turned Y nydd' s hogs out of the woods last fal.”

Cullyn sghed and had a very long swalow of de.

“Da, | don't understand,” Jll said. “Y ou mean someone was killed over pig food?’



“It's the honor of the thing!” Braedd dammed his tankard the table so hard that the de jumped out
and spilled. “Never * will | let a man take what' s rightfully minel The honor of my warband cdls out for
vengeance! WE |l fight to the last man.”

“Pity we can’'t am the swine,” Cullyn said. “Everyone will fight for their own food.”

“Now, splendid.” Braedd gave him a delighted grin. “They hdl have litle hdms, with their tusks for
swords, and we shdl teach them to trot a the sound of a horn.”

“Your Grace?’ Glyn said.
“Wdl, truly, | ramble again.”

Glyn and Abryn, the councillor's son as it turned out, took JlIl and Cullyn out to the last building
ganding in the ward, the barracks. As was usudly the case, the warband dept directly above the stables.
In the winter, the body heat from the horses helped keep the men warm, but now, on this warm summer
day, the smdl of horse was overwheming. Glyn showed Cullyn a pair of unoccupied bunks, then lingered
to watch as Cullyn began to stow away thar gear.

“You know, slver dagger,” Glyn said. “I don’t mind admitting thet it gladdens my heart to have a man
of your experience joining the warband.”

“My thanks,” Cullyn said. “Have you served the Tieryn long, good Sr?’

“All hislife. | served hisfather fird, you see, and truly, he was a great man. He's the one who settled
the war, and more by law than the sword. | fear me that Tieryn Braedd takes more after his grandfather.”
Glyn paused, turning to Abryn. “Now, Abryn, Jll is our guest, so be courteous to her and take her
outsdeto play.”

“That means you're going to say something interesting,” Abryn said.
“JlI,” Cullyn said. “Out.”

JII grabbed Abryn’s arm and hustled him out of the barracks fast. They lingered by the stables and
watched the geese waddling through the rubble.

“Do those geese bite?” JIl said.

“They do. Huh, | bet you're scared.”

“Oh, do you now?’

“You're alass. Lasses are dways scared. Y ou shouldn’t be wearing those brigga, ether.”
“Oh, are we now? And my da gave me these brigga.”

“Your da’'s adlver dagger, and they’redl scum.”

JII hauled back and hit him in the face as hard as she could. Abryn shrieked and hit back, but she
dodged and punched him on the ear. With a howl, he legpt for her and knocked her down, but she
shoved her ebow into his somach until he let go. They wrestled, kicking, punching, and writhing, until Jll
heard Cullyn and Glyn ydling a them to stop. Suddenly Cullyn grabbed Jlil by the shoulders and pulled
her off the hepless Abryn.



“Now what's dl this?” Cullyn snapped.
“He sad slver daggers were dl scum,” Jdll said. “So | hit him.”

Abryn sat up snivding and wiping his bloody nose. Cullyn gave Jll a broad grin, then hadtily looked
gern again.

“Now here, Abryn!” Glyn said, grabbing him. “That's a nasty way to treat a guest! If you don't learn
courtesy, how can you serve a great lord someday?’

Berating him dl the while, Glyn hauled Abryn off into the broch. Cullyn began brushing the dirt off
JI'sclothes.

“By the asses of the gods, my swest,” he said. “How did you learn to fight like that?”

“Back in Bobyr, you know? All the children dways cdled me a bastard, and they said you were
scum, and so 1'd hit them, and then | learned how to win.”

“Wel, so you did. Ye gods, you're Cullyn of Cerrmor’s daughter, sure enough.”

For the rsst of the day, JlIl and Abryn scrupuloudy avoided each other, but on the morrow morning
Abryn came up to her. He looked at the ground near her feet and kicked at alump of dirt with the toe of
hisclog.

“I'm sorry | said your da was scum,” Abryn said. “And you can wear briggaif you want to.”
“My thanks. And I'm sorry | made your nose bleed. | didn’t meen to hit you that hard.”
Abryn looked up with asmile

“Want to play warrior?” he said. “I’ve got two wooden swords.”

For the next couple of days, life went on quietly in Tieryn Braedd's dun. In the mornings, Cullyn and
two of the riders weny out to patrol the oak wood; in the afternoons, the Tieryn and the other two riders
rode out to relieve them. JlI helped Abryn with his tasks around the dun, which left them plenty of time to
play a swords or with Abryn’s leather bdl. JlI's only problem was Abryn’s mother, who was sure that
JII should be learning needlework instead of playing outside. JIl grew quite clever a avoiding her At
meds, the warband ate a one table in the great hdl, while the Tieryn and Glyn's family ate a another.
Once the coundillor retired to his chambers, however, Braedd would come drink with the riders. He
aways talked about the feud, which he knew year by year, events that had happened long before he was
born down to the most recent insult.

Fndly, after about a week of this pleasant routine, Braedd hurried over to the warband's table one
evening with his pae eyes gleaming. He had news one of the servants had been to the locd village and
hed overheard gossip about Y nydd's plans.

“The baseborn pusboil!” Braedd said. “He' s daming that snce the swinerights are his, he can send in
his swine any time he likes, summer or fdl. They say he's planning on sending a few pigs in under armed
guard.”

Except for Cullyn, the warband began curang and damming their tankards on the table.



“And | sy he won't set one trotter in my woods,” Braedd went on. “From now on, the full
warband’ s going to ride on patral.”

The warband cheered.
“Your Grace?’ Cullyn said. “If | may speak?’
“By dl means” Braedd said. “I vaue your experience in the fidd highly.”

“My thanks, Your Grace. Well, here, the woods are a bit long for only one patrol. The warband might
be down at one end while Ynydd's meking his entry at the other. We'd best split into two patrols and
ride a crisscross route. We can use the page and a servant to send messages and suchlike”

“Wdl spoken,” Braedd said. “Well do just that, and take Abryn dong with us”

“Can go, Your Grace?’ Jdll burst out. “I’ve got my own pony.”

“Jll, hush!” Cullyn snapped.

“Now there's alass with her father’s spirit,” Braedd said with a grin. “Y ou may come indeed.”

Since Braedd was the Tieryn and he the slver dagger, Cullyn could say nothing more, but he gave Jll
agood dap later when he got her done.

After two days of riding with the patrol, JIl was sorry she'd pressed the issue, because it was very
boring. With Cullyn and two riders, she trotted up to one end of the wood, then turned and trotted back
to meet the Tieryn and the rest of the warband —back and forth, from dawn to dusk. Her one solace
was that she got to carry abeautiful Slver horn dung over her shoulder on a legther strap. Findly, on the
third day, when they’ d been out on patrol no more than an hour, JIl heard a strange noise a good ways
from them on the edge of the woods. She dowed her pony and fdl back to ligen: a datering, grunting,
sarfling sound.

“Da” Jll caled out. “I hear pigs and horses” The three men swung ther horses around and rode
back,

“Soitis” Cullyn drew his sword with aflourigh. “Ride for the Tieryn. WE Il hold them off.”

As she galoped, JIl blew her horn repeatedly. At last she heard Abryn’s horn close a hand. Tieryn
Braedd burst out of the trees to meet her.

“Your Grace!” Jll screamed. “They're here”

Then she turned her pony and raced back ahead of them, because she didn’t want to miss a sngle
thing. As she burst out of the forest, she could hear the swine clearly, grunting their way dong. There was
apah crossng a wide green meadow, and Cullyn and the others were dtting on their horses to block it.
Down across the meadow came a strange procession. At its head was a lord who had to be Ynydd,
carying a green-blazoned shield with a gold boss. Seven riders, dso armed and ready, rode behind him.
At the rear was a herd often swine with two terrified- peasants poking the pigs with sticks to keep them
moving. Tieryn Braedd and his men gdloped into position beside Cullyn and the others. When Braedd
drew his sword, the other men did the same, screaming out insults to Lord Y nydd, whose men screamed,
right back. Cullyn ydled at Jll and Abryn to stay out of the way, then sat quietly on his horse, his sword
resing on his saddle peak.



“Lord Ynydd' s aswine himsdf,” Abryn said. “Bringing dl hismen just so he can outnumber us”
“Heis, but we're not truly outnumbered. My da s worth at least three men.”

Sowly the procession came on. The swine kept breaking ranks, grunting and complaining, forcing the
men to wait while the peasants rounded them up again. At last Lord Y nydd pulled his horse up about ten
feet in front of Tieryn Braedd. While the two lords glared a each other, the swine milled around. Even
from her distance, Jll could amdl the big gray boars, with a roach of dark har down ther backs and
shiny tusks curling out of thelr snouts.

“S0,” Ynydd caled out. “Would you block me from my lawful rights, Braedd?’
“These rights are not yours to take,” Braedd said.
“They are. | will not be blocked thisway and dishonored.”

The swine grunted loudly, as if they were cheering him on. Cullyn urged his horse up closer and
bowed in his saddle to the lords.

“Your Grace, my lord, both of you,” Cullyn said. “Can’t you see what a pretty picture we make, with
the swine to watch our tournament?’

“Hold your tongue, slver dagger,” Y nydd snapped. “I won't be mocked by a dishonored man.”

“I meant no mockery, my lord,” Cullyn said. “If | may speak, would you dam that you yoursdf have
the right to ride into the grove?’

Braedd grinned smugly a Y nydd's sullen silence.

“Tdl me, my lord,” Cullyn went on. “If these swine weren't a stake, would you dishonor the High
King's judgment on these woods?’

“Never would | dishonor the High King,” Ynydd sad. “But my swine—"

With a whoop, Cullyn kicked his horse to a gdlop, dodged around Ynydd and his men, and rode
graght for the herd of swine. Ydling awar cry at the top of hislungs, he svung around with the flat of his
sword. The swine and their tenders fled in terror, pig and peasant dike grunting and ydling as they raced
across the meadow toward home. Both warbands were laughing too hard at the Sght to give chase,
much less battle. Only Ynydd was furious, ydling a his men to stop laughing and do something. Findly
Cullyn left the chase and jogged back.

“Good my lord?” Cullyn cdled out. “Your swine no longer desire passage here.”

Y nydd spurred his horse forward and swung at Cullyn. Cullyn parried, catching the blade on his own
and leaning dightly to one side. Ynydd tumbled out of his saddle and onto the ground. In his warband,
ydls exploded. Chasing swine was one thing: dishonoring their lord, quite another. The seven men swung
their horses around and charged draight for Cullyn with Braedd’s men in close pursuit. Jil clutched her
saddle peak and screamed. Da was out there dl aone. She saw Ynydd scrambling back onto his horse
just as the warbands closed around them.

The horses were plunging and kicking; the men, swinging and curang. Dust rose up as thick as smoke.
The men were dodging and parrying more than they were honestly trying to strike. JIl wondered if any of



them had ever been in battle before. The flash of blades, the horses rearing, men pushing and swinging
and ydling—it began to look like a terrifying dance, the clot of horses and men turning dowly around and
around, the flashing swords keeping time. At lagt Jil saw Cullyn, moving his horse around the edge of the
melee

Cullyn was dlent, his face perfectly cam, asif he found battle tedious. Then he began to strike, and he
wasn't dodging like the others. He cut hard, shoved his way into the mob, dashed around, and struck
over and over as he made a set course for Lord Ynydd. Ahead of him Ynydd's warband fdl back. One
men reded in the saddle with blood running down his face; Cullyn went on swinging with a bloodied
blade and led Braedd’'s men behind him like a wedge. He was dmogt to Ynydd's side when one rider
shoved his horse in between them. For a moment swords flashed and swung; then the rider screamed
and fell over his horse's neck into the mob. Cullyn tossed his head, but his face showed nothing at dl.

Lord Ynydd's line broke. With a shout of surrender, Ynydd turned his horse and fled, his warband
close behind him. One riderless horse went dong with them. Braedd and his men chased them, but
dowly, down to the edge of the meadow. Cullyn stayed behind, dismounted, then knelt down by the
body of the rider. Without thinking, Jll dismounted and raced over to him.

“Da, areyou dl right?”
“Get away.” Cullyn rose and dapped her across the face. “ Get back, Jll.”

Although JII ran back, it was dready too late. She'd seen what Cullyn didn't want her to see—the
rider lying face down in the grass with a pool of blood spreading from his throat and soaking into his soft
blond hair. Blood smdled warm, sticky, and unexpectedly sweet. Abryn ran to meet her.

“Did you see?’ His face was dead white.

JiI fdl to her knees and began to vomit, kept it up until her tomach was sore. Abryn grabbed her
shoulder when she was done and helped her stand up. She fdt as cold as if it were snowing. They
walked back to the two ponies and sat down to watch the warband come back, laughing and crowing at
the victory. Jll was s0 tired that she closed her eyes, but she could see the dead man like a picture, the
blood spreading around him. Hastily she opened her eyes again. Eventudly Cullyn Ieft the warband and
walked over to her.

“| told you to stay away,” he said.
“l just forgot. | couldn’t think.”
“| suppose not. What's that on your mouth? Did you throw up?’

JII wiped her face on her deeve. He was 4ill her da, her handsome wonderful da, but she had just
seen himkill a man. When he laid his hand on her shoulder, she flinched.

“I'm not going to dap you,” Cullyn said, misunderstanding. “1 threw up mysdf the fird time | saw a
men killed. Ah by the hells, another man dead over pig food! | hope that fool ends this here.”

“Ynydd, you mean?’ Abryn said.
“Him, too,” Cullyn said.

The warband took the dead man's body back to the dun for the Tieryn to send to Ynydd in



honorable return. Since the dead man’s horse had fled in the rout, Abryn had to give up his pony and ride
behind Cullyn. When the riders tied the corpse over the saddle, JIl made hersdf look at it, flopping like
her rag dall, not aman anymore at dl. She fet sicker than before. When they reached the dun, Glyn and
the servants ran out to meet them. In the confusion, Jil dipped away, going around behind the broch and
finding a quiet spot to gt in the shade of the ruined wadl. She knew that Abryn would run to his mother,
and she envied him bitterly.

She' d been there for some time before Cullyn found her. He sat down next to her on the ground. She
could hardly look at him.

“The herad's riding out now to take that poor lad home” Cullyn said. “This corpse should end the
thing. The honor of Braedd' s piss-poor warband has been avenged, and Ynydd's had dl the gas scared
out of both ends of him.”

JIl looked at Cullyn’'s hands, resting on his thighs. Without his heavy gauntlets, they looked like his
hands again, the ones that gave her food and combed her har and patted her on the shoulder. She
wondered why she'd thought that they would have changed. He's killed lots of men, she thought, that's
why he hasdl that glory.

“Sill fed sick?” Cullyn said.

“l don’t. I didn’t think blood would smdl like that.”

“Wdl, it does, and it runs like that, too. Why do you think | didn’t want you riding with us?’
“Did you know someone would get killed?’

“l was hoping | could stop it, but | was ready for it. | dways am, because | have to be. | truly did
think those lads would break sooner than they did, you see, but there was one young walf in the pack of
rabbits. Poor bastard. That's what he gets for his honor.”

“Da? Are you sorry for him?’

“I'am. I'll tdl you something, my swest, that no other man in Deverry would admit: I'm sorry for every
men | ever killed, somewhere deep in my heart. But it was his Wyrd, and ther€’ s nothing a man can do
about his own Wyrd, much less someone ese's. Someday my own Wyrd will take me, and I've no
doubt it ll be the same one I’ ve brought to many a man. It’s like a bargain with the gods. Every warrior
makesit. Do you understand?’

“Sort of. Your lifefor theirs, you mean?’

“Jud that. There€' s nothing ese aman can do.” Jll began to fed better. Thinking of it as Wyrd made it
seem clean again.

“It' s the only honor left to me, my bargain with my Wyrd,” Cullyn went on. “I told you once, and no
doubt I'll tdl you a thousand times over, never dishonor yoursdf. If ever you're tempted to do the
dightest bit of a dishonorable thing, you remember your father, and what one dishonor brought him—the
long road and shame in the eyes of every honest man.”*

“But wasn't it your Wyrd to have the dagger?’

“It was't.” Cullyn alowed himsdf a brief amile “A man can't make his Wyrd better, but it's in his



hands to make it worse.”
“Da? Jll said. “Do the gods make a man’'s Wyrd?’

“They don't. Wyrd rules the gods, too. They can't turn aside a man's Wyrd no matter how much he
prays and carries on. Do you remember the story of Gwindyc, back in the Dawntime? The Goddess
Epona tried to save hislife, but his Wyrd was upon him. She sent a spear at the Rhwmanes, but Gwindyc
turned and took the spear in hisown sde”

“So he did, and he didn’t even complain. But thet lad you killed screamed.”

“I heard him.” Cullyn’s face went dead cdm, just asit had in the battle. “But don’t hold it againgt him.
| don't.”

JII thought for a moment, then leaned againg his shoulder. Cullyn put his am around her and pulled
her close. He was dill her fathie—and dl she had in the world.

Close to nightfal, the herald returned. After conferring with the Tieryni and the herald, Councillor Glyn
sought Cullyn out.

“Lord Ynydd will sue for peace in the morning,” Glyn said. “And Tieryn Braedd will grant it.”
“Thanks be to dl the gods,” Cullyn said. “Here, Jll and | will be riding on in the morning.”

That night Cullyn let Jll deep in the same bunk with him. She cuddled up to his broad back and tried
to think of things other than the battle, but she dreamt about it. All over again she ran up to Cullyn and
saw the dead rider, but when she looked up, Cullyn was gone, and Aiva stood there, just as Jil had
aways imagined hee—tal and strong, with golden braids coiled about her head and a long spear in her
hand. She was carrying a shield with the device of the moon in its dark phase. JlIl knew she couldn’t see
the moon if it was dark, but in the dream she could. Since she refused to disgrace hersdf in front of Aiva,
JII made hersdlf look at the rider. As she watched, his whole body turned to blood and soaked into the
earth until there was nathing but grass, growing thick and green. When she looked up, Aiva was gmiling
a her, and the moon on her shidd wasfull.

JII woke up and ligened to the comfortable sound of Cullyn snoring beside her. She thought over the
dream to make sure that she remembered dl of it. Although she wasn't sure why, she knew it was very
important.

For saven long years, ever snce the lark omen down on the Eldidd coast, Nevyn had been wandering
the kingdom and searching for the child who held his Wyrd in her soul. For dl the power of his dweomer,
it had itslimits. He could never scry out a person whom he hadn't seen at least once in the flesh. Trusting
the luck that’'s more than luck, he'd taken his riding horse and his pack mule, laden with herbs and
medicines, and lived by tending the ills of the poor folk as he traveled endlesdy from place to place.
Now, with another summer coming to an end, he was on the road to Cantrae, a city in the northeast
corner of the kingdom. He had a good friend there, Lidyn the apothecary, with whom he could spend the
winter in comfort.

The Cantrae road ran through endless grassy hills stippled with white birches in the litile valeys.



Nevyn traveled past roaming herds of horses, tended by mounted men, which were Cantrae province' s
true wedth. That particular day, he was traveing dowly, Ieting his horse pick its own pace while the
mule plodded behind. He was logt in thought that was close to being a trance, musng over the woman he
would aways think of as Brangwen, even though she was now a child with another name. All a once he
was Startled out of his reverie by the clatter and pounding of a mounted warband trotting straight downhill
toward him. There were about twenty men with the siver dragon of Aberwyn blazon on the shieds dung
beside each saddle, and at their head was a young lad. One of the men screamed a Nevyn to get off the
road and out of the way. Nevyn hurriedly swung his horse’s head to the right, but the lad rose up in his
dirrups and yelled at the warband to halt.

Sulkily, with a clatter of hooves and the jingle of tack, the men did as they were told. As Nevyn rode
toward them, he rediized with a sense of absolute amazement that the young lord at their head was
ordering them to get off the road and let the aged herbman pass by. The lad was only about ten, dressed
inthe blue, slver, and green plaid of Aberwyn, and easlly one of the most beautiful children Nevyn had
ever seen. He had raven-dark wavy hair, large cornflower blue eyes, and perfect features, his mouth so
soft and wel formed that it was dmogt girlish. Nevyn stopped his horse beside him and made him a bow
from the saddle.

“My humble thanks, my lord,” Nevyn said. “Y ou honor me too highly.”

“Any man with hair as white as yours, good dr, deserves some courtesy.” The young lord shot his
men a haughty glance. “It's easier for us to handle our horses than it must be for you.”

“Wel, true spoken. Would hislordship honor me by tdlling me his name?’

“Lord Rhodry Maelwaedd of Aberwyn.” The lad gave hm a charming amile. “And I'll wager you
wonder what Eldidd men are doing dl the way up here.”

“Wel, truly, | did have a thought that way.”

“Wdl, | was apage a my uncle's, Yvmur of Cantrae, but my father sent part of his warband to fetch
me home. My brother Aedry just got killed.”

“That saddens my heart, my lord.”

“It saddens mine, t0o.” Lord Rhodry looked at the reinsin his hand and blinked back tears. “I loved
Aedry. He wasn't like Rhys—he's my eldest brother, | mean. Rhys can be a true hound.” He looked
back up with a sheepish amile. “I shouldn’t be saying thet to a stranger.”

“Wl, truly, you shouldn’t, my lord.”

When Nevyn looked into the boy’s dark blue eyes, he nearly swore doud. For a moment he looked
into another pair of eyes, looked through them into the soul of a man whose Wyrd was inextricably
bound with his and Brangwen's. Then the vison left him.

“And will hislordship be gaying a the Aberwyn court?” Nevyn said.

“Probably.” Rhodry shrugged uneesily. “I guess my father wants me home because I'm the second
har now.”

‘It would doubtless be wise of him, my lord. | may see his lordship in Aberwyn. | often trave to
Eldidd to gather herbs”



Nevyn bowed agan, a gesture tha Rhodry acknowledged with a lordly wave of his hand, then
clucked to his horse and rode on by. At the top of the hill he turned in his saddle to watch the warband
trotting off in a cloud of dust. Luck and twice luck, Nevyn told himsdf, thanks be to the Lords of Wyrd!

That night, Nevyn found shelter in a shabby little inn beside the road. He got himsdf a stool by the
hearth—an old tired man from the look of him, nodding over a tankard of ae and saring into the flames.
None of the other patrons said a word to him, not even the rowdy riders of the locd lord. He shut the
noise out of his mind and concentrated on his scrying. In the hearth, the flames played over the glowing
logs When Nevyn thought of young Lord Rhodry, he saw an image of the lad clearly, wrapped in his
plad cloak by a campfire and egting a chunk of bread while hismen sat nearby. Nevyn amiled at the lad,
then banished the vison.

At least he had one good cdue now. Always before, in dl those other lives they'd shared, he'd found
Brangwen linked to this man’s soul. Sooner or later, if Nevyn didn't find her fird, she and Rhodry would
be drawn together, and now Nevyn knew where to find Rhodry. And what was his name then? Nevyn
asked himsdlf. Blaen, truly, that wasiit.

In the tavern men were laughing, jesting over de, wagering on the dice. Nevyn fdt utterly cut off from
them and the normd life they represented. He was dso very tired that night, and the memories came to
him unbidden, as bitter as dways. All he truly wanted to do was die and forget, but death was forbidden
to him. A long time ago now, he thought, but it was the beginning of it dl.



Deverry, 643

If youwniteinthesandwithadtid, soonthewavesandwindwill weshaway thewords Soarethenidekesaf
adnay men If youatwatsirtosone they rameinfaeve. A menwhodamsthedveome beoomesadhisd,
All ismistesaregavedinothevay flark o Timeitsdf. ...

TheSare Bockdf CednallontheDruid

The storm came at sunset, a steady rain with a south wind that set the forest Sghing with a tremble of
soring leaves. By dawn, the roof of the hut was lesking, one thin steady trickle in the corner. The water
dug alittle trench in the dirt floor before it escaped through a crack under the wall. Rhegor stood with his
hands on his hips and watched it run.

“Theway out won't be so easy for you,” Rhegor said.
“I know,” the prince said. “But I'll be back here before the Beltane feast. | swear it.”

Rhegor amiled asif he doubted it. He picked a couple of big logs off the woodpile in the corner and
lad them on the amd| stone hearth. When he waved his hand over the logs, flames sprang up and flared
dong the bark. The prince let out his breath with alittle hiss.

“You'll have to get over your infatuation with these tricks” Rhegor said. “The true dweomer lies
deeper than that.”

“Soyou've sad, but | can't lieand say I’ ve dready gotten over it.”
“True enough. You're agood lad in your way, Gdrion.”

As supple as a cat, Rhegor stretched his back, regarding the prince with shrewd eyes. Rhegor looked
like an old peasant, short, barrel-chested, dressed in a dirty pair of brown brigga and a patched plain
shirt with a bit of rope around hiswast for want of a proper bdt. His gray hair was cropped and untidy;
his gray mustaches dways needed a trim. At times, when he wasn't waiching his thoughts, Prince Gdrion
wondered why he was so impressed with this man that he'd follow his orders blindly. It's the dweomer,
he told himsdlf. Who needs weslth when you' ve got the dweomer?

“Have you been thinking about this betrothed of yours?’ Rhegor said.
“I have” Gdrion said. “I'll do what you told me”

“You should be doing it because you understand the reasons, not just falowing my commands like a
hunting dog.”

“Of course. But you're sure? | can bring her with me?’

“If hell come. Marry her fird, then bring her dong.” Rhegor glanced around the skew-walled hut.
“It'snot a palace, but we'll build her a better home by winter.”



“But whet if she doesn’t want to come?’
“If she chooses fredly, then release her.” Rhegor paused for effect. “Fredy, mind you.”
“But if she—if we—have a child?’

“What of it?” Rhegor caught his sulky glance and stared him down. “A vow is a vow, lad, and you
swore one to her. If thiswere the usud arranged marriage, it would be different, but you sought her and
won her. A man who can't keep hisword is of no use to the dweomer, none”

“Very wel then. I'll ride to Brangwen before | go and lay the matter before my father.”
“Good. She deserves the news first.”

Wrapped in his fine wool cloak of scarlet and white plaid, Garion mounted his blooded black horse
and rode off through the unbroken forest of ancient oaks. In a litle while, he would return as a
poverty-stricken exile to study the dweomer—if he could fight imsdf free of his old life. Gdrion was the
third of the four sons of Adoryc, High King of dl Deverry. With two hedthy heirs ahead of him, and one
behind in reserve, he was a disposable young man, encouraged dl hislife to spoil himsdf with his beloved
horses and hunting, so that he' d present no coveting threet to his eldest brother’s daim to the throne. He
saw no reason why he shouldn't ride away from court, out of the way for good and no longer a drain on
the roya treasury. Y et he doubted if his father would see things so Smply. Adoryc the Second, the ruler
of arecent and ungtable dynasty, sddom saw anything smply.

And there was the matter of Brangwen, the lord’s daughter whom Gdrion had won over many
another suitor. Only a few months ago, he'd loved her so much that the wait of ther betrothd time
seemed like an unjust torment. Now he saw her as a potentia nuisance. Rhegor admitted that Garion
would make dower progress with his sudies if he had a wife and children than if he were done. There
were duties a man had to fufill if he were married, Rhegor dways said, but after twenty-two years of
having every one of his royd whims satisfied, Garion wasin no mood to hear tak of duty. He was used
to having exactly what he wanted, and he had never wanted anything as much as he wanted dweomer
power. He hungered after it and thirsted for it.

Or, as he thought about it during his damp ride through the forest, wanting the dweomer was a lug, a
burning ingde him. Once he'd thought he lusted for Brangwen, but now a new lust had driven that
passion out. To delve into secret lore, to learn and master the secret ways of the universe, to stand in
control of forces and powers that few people even knew exised—agang rewards such as those, mere
love looked as vauable as a pebble lying in the dirt.

The prince s ride was a short one. One of the many things bemusing Gdrion these days was the way
thet Rhegor had chosen to stitle so close to the Falcon dan and Brangwen, where Garion could sumble
across him and the dweomer both. If he'd been but ten miles farther south, 1'd never have found him,
Gdrion thought. Truly, dweomer mugt be my Wyrd. It occurred to him that his love for Brangwen was
probably just atool in the hands of his Wyrd, drawing him to Rhegor. Rhegor himsdf, of course, had
dready hinted that there were other, important reasons that Garion had fdlen in love with her; Gdrion's
heart sank as he remembered those hints

Jugt as the drizzle was dying into a cloudy gray noon, he rode out of the woods into cleared fidds and
saw the Falcon dun, rising at the crest of an atificid hill, built for defense in this fla country. Around the
base of the hill ran apair of earthworks and ditches; a the top stood a wooden paisade with iron-bound
gates. Ingde stood the squat stone broch and a clutter of round wooden sheds and huts for the servants.



As Gdrion led his horse in, the muddy ward came dive with servants—a groom running to take his
horse, a page to take his saddlebags, the chamberlain to greet hm and escort hm ceremonioudy insde.
As the aged chamberlain struggled with the heavy door, the prince glanced up. Over the lintd was a
severed head, blackened, weather-shrunken, with rain dripping from the remains of a blond beard.
Brangwen's father, Dwen, was one of the last of the old-style warriors. No matter how much the priests
reproached him, no matter how often his daughter begged him to have it taken down, Dwen stubbornly
kept histrophy up, the head of his worst enemy from along blood feud.

The great hdl was warm, smokey, and light-shot from the fires burning a either sde. Up by the bigger
hearth, Dwen and Gerraent were drinking in their carved chairs with a pack of staghounds deeping in the
dirty straw by their feet. Gerraent rose to greet Gdrion, but Dwen stayed seated. He was sodden in his
chair, aflorid-faced man whose rheumy eyes glanced up through folds of skin. It was hard to believe that
in his youth he must have looked much like his son, this tal blond warrior, square-shouldered, with an
arogant toss to his head.

“Good morrow, my liege” Gerraent said. “My sgter’sin her chamber. I'll send a page for her.”
“My thanks.” Gdrion bowed to Dwen. “My lord.”
“St down, lad, and have some de.” Dwen wheezed as he spoke, then coughed and nearly choked.

Gdrion fdt a cold shudder, a brigling of hairs dong the back of his neck asif a draft had touched him.
Although Dwen had been ill for years and never seemed to scken further, Gdrion knew with a sharp
gab of dweomer that soon he would die. A page brought Garion de, a welcome didraction from
Dwen's illness When Gdrion raised the tankard to Gerraent in friendy sdute, Gerraent forced out a
anilethat was the barest twitch of his mouth. It didn’t take dweomer to know that Gerraent hated him.
Gdrion merdy wondered why.

The door across the great hdl opened, and Brangwen came in with her maidservant in attendance. A
tal lass, willow-dender in a dark green dress, she wore her long blond hair caught back in asmple clasp,
as befitted an unmarried woman. Her eyes were as deep and blue as a winter river—the most beautiful
lassin dl Deverry, men cdled her, with a face that was dowry enough for anty man in his right mind.
Drawn by the love he'd thought he'd cast out of his mind, Garion rose to greet her and take both her
handsin his

“l didn't think to see you soon, my prince,” Brangwen said. “This gladdens my heart.”
“And it gladdens mine, my lady.”

Gdrion seated her in his chair, then took a footstool from the maidservant and put it down to keep
Brangwen's feet off the damp, straw-strewn floor. He perched on the edge of the stool and smiled up at
her while she laughed, as merry as sunlight in the dark room.

“Will his highness honor me by riding with me to the hunt tomorrow?’ Gerraent said.
“l won't, by your leave,” Gdrion said. “1 have things to discuss with my lady.”
“She's not your lady yet.” Gerraent turned on his hed and stalked out of the hdll.

When he dammed the door shut behind him, Dwen roused from his doze, glanced around, then fdl
back adeep.



“Oh here, Gwennie,” Gdrion whispered. “I hope | haven't offended your brother by not riding with
him on the morrow.”

“Oh, Gerro’'s in such a mood these days.” Brangwen shrugged ddlicately. “1 can't tak a word of
sense into him about anything. Here, my love, don’t you think it’stime he married? He's put it off anfully
late. Hell be twenty at the turning of the summer.”

“True enough.” Gdrion was remembering his dweomer-warning of Dwen's coming death. “Hel be
the Falcon someday, after dl. Is there any woman he favors?’

“Not truly. Y ou men can be such beasts.” Brangwen giggled, hiding her mouth behind her hand. “But
wadl, Gerro rides to hunt with Lord Blaen of the Boar, and his Sgter’s just absolutely mad for Gerro. I've
been trying to speak wel of her to him, but he doesn’t much ligen.”

“I've seen the Lady Ysolla at court. She's alovdy lass, but nothing compared to you, of course.”

The compliment brought another giggle and a blush. At times Brangwen was a hdpless little thing,
unlike the women at the court, who were trained as partners in rulership. Once Gdrion had looked
forward to the chance to prune and form hiswifée s character; now, he found himsdf thinking thet she was
gaing to take an awful lat of histime.

“Do you know what Y sollatold me?” Brangwen said. “ She said that Blaen's jedlous of you.”

“Indeed? That could be a srious metter if it's true”

“Why?

“Ye gods, think! The Boar Rampant was involved in many a plot agang the last dynasty. A little
lover’srivary is a palitica matter when one of the rivasis a prince.”

“Truly. My gpologies.”

She was so woebegone about being snapped at that Garion patted her hand. She bloomed ingantly
and bent down to dlow him to kiss her cheek.

Circumstances conspired to keep the prince from having his necessary tak with his betrothed. All
evening, Gerraent kept them sullen company. On the bright and sunny morrow, Brangwen settled her
father outsdein the ward, then sat down beside him with her needlework. Much to Gdrion's annoyance,
the old man stayed wide awake. Findly, when Gerraent stopped by on his way to hunt, Garion decided
that Snce he might soon be Gerraent’ s elder brother, he might as wel put that authority to good use.

“Here, Gerro,” Gdrion sad. “I'll ride a little way with you &fter dl.”

“Wdl and good.” Gerraent shot him a glance that said the exact opposite. “Page, run and saddle the
prince's horse”

Preceded by a pack of hounds and followed by a pair of servants, Gdrion and Gerraent rode to the
fores. The Facon dan lay londy on the edge of the kingdom. To the north, the dan’'s farmlands
stretched out until they met those of the Boar, their only near neighbor. To the east and south was nothing
but uncdlamed land, meadow and primeva forest. 1t occurred to Gdrion that Brangwen was doubtless
looking forward to the splendid life at court that he could no longer give her.



“Wel, young brother,” Gdrion sad a ladt. “Thereé's something | wanted to tak with you about. My
lady Brangwen tdls me tha you' ve won the favor of Ysolla of the Boar. She'd make any man a fine
wife”

Gerraent stared sraight ahead at the road.

“You're ningteen,” Gdrion said. “It’'stime you married for your clan’s sake. The head of a dan needs
hers”

“True spoken. | know my duty to my dan.”

“Well then? Blaen's your sworn friend. It would be a fine match.”
“Did Gwennie put you up to thistak?’

“Shedid”

Gerraent glanced his way with bitter eyes.

“My sgter knows her duty to the clan, too,” Gerraent said.

Asthey rode on, Gerraent was logt in thought, his hand on his sword hilt. Garion wondered how this
brooding proud man was going to take it when Garion swept his sster off to a hut in the forest instead of
the palace. The prince was vexed dl over again a his supidity in getting himsdf betrothed just as he had
found the dweomer.

“Does Gwennie think Y sollawould have me?” Gerraent said.

“She does. She'd bring afine dowry, too.”

They rode in Slence for some minutes while Gerraent considered, his mouth working thisway and that
asif the thought of marrying arich, pretty wife pained him. Findly he shrugged as if throwing off a weight

from his shoulders.

“Grant me a boon, eder brother,” Gerraent said. “Will you ride to Blaen with me as my second in the
betrothd 7’

“Gladly. Shdl we ride soon?’
“Why not? The soonest done, the best.”

Tha evening the dinner was a ceebration. While the Facon's demesne sretched broad and
prosperous, there had been few sons born to the dan over the past generations. If Gerraent should die
without an heir, the dan would die with him, its lands reverting back to the High King for reassgnment.
Every now and then, Gdrion noticed Gerraent looking a the blade of his table dagger, where a fdcon
mark was graved, the clan’s symbol, and hiswhole life, his duty and power. Garion knew that Gerraent
mug be thinking of his duty to preserve the dan every time he turned his brooding eyes to the dagger.

After Brangwen escorted her father from the table, Gdrion had a chance & a private word with
Gerraent.

“My lady Brangwen was teesng me the other night,”



Gdrion said. “Saying Blaen's jedlous of me. Isthat just amaid's chatter?’

“It'strue enough.” Gerraent made the admisson unwillingly. “But she' s dweling on the thing to please
her vanity. Blaen will forget her soon enough. Men in our position marry where we have to, not to please
oursalves”

At the bitterness in his voice, Gdrion fdt a cold touch like a hand down his back, the
dweomer-warning of danger. Never had that warning failed to be true, not snce he'd fdt it fird as a little
lad, dimbing a tree and knowing without knowing how he knew that the branch was about to break
under him.

The dun of the Boar dan lay aful day’s ride to the north. A stone broch rose three floors above a
cobbled ward and proper wooden round houses for the important servants. Off to one sSde were the
gables that also doubled as a barracks for the warband of twelve men. Lord Blaen's grest hal was fully
forty feet across with a dressed stone floor. Two tapestries hung on either Sde of the honor hearth, and
fine furniture stood around in profusion. As he waked in, Gdrion had the thought that Brangwen would
be far happier in that dun than she would be in a wilderness.

Blaen himsdf greeted them and took them to the table of honor. He was a dender man, sandy-haired
and with pleasant blue eyes that dways seemed to be amiling at ajest, and good-looking in a rather bland

way.
“Good morrow, my prince,” Blaen said. “What brings me the honor of having you in my hal?’

“My brother and | have come to beg an enormous favor,” Gdrion said. “My brother has decided that
it' stime for im to marry.”

“Oh, have you now?’ Blaen shot Gerraent agmile. “A wise decison, with no hers for ytfur dan.”
“If it sso wise” Gerraent snapped. “Why haven't you made one like it?”

Blaen went as iff as a stag who sees the hunting pack.

“I have two brothers,” Blaen sad levelly.

The moment hung there. Gerraent stared into the hearth; Blaen stared at the prince; Gdrion hardly
knew where to look.

“Ah by the hdls” Blaen said. “Can’'t we dispense with dl this mindng around? Gerro, do you want
my sSster or not?’

“I do.” Gerraent forced out asmile “And my gpologies.”

When Gdrion let his eyes meet Blaen's, he saw only a man who wanted to be his friend—againgt
great odds, perhaps, but he did. Y et the dweomer-warning did down his back like snow.

In his role as a courting man’s second, Garion went to the woman's hdll, a pleasant haf-round of a
room on the second floor of the broch. On the floor were Bardek carpets in the dan colors of blue,
green, and gold; slver candlesticks stood on an daborately carved table. In a cushioned char, Rodda,
dowager of the clan, sat by the windows while Y solla perched on a footstool & her mother's side. Al
around them were wisps of woal from the spinning that had been hadtily tidied away a the prince's
approach. Rodda was a stout womean with deep-set gray eyes and afirm but pleasant little smile Gdrion



hed dways liked her when they’d met at court. Y sollawas a pretty lass of sixteen, dl dender and golden
with large eager eyes.

“l come as a supplicant, my lady,” Gdrion said, kneding before the two women. “Lord Gerraent of
the Falcon would have the Lady Y sollamarry him.”

When Y solla caught her breath with a gasp, Rodda shot her a sharp look.

“Thisisa grave mater,” Rodda pronounced. “My daughter and | must consider this carefully.”
“But Mother!” Ysollawalled.

“My lady?’ Gdrion said to Rodda. “Do you have any objections to Lord Gerraent?’

“None” Rodda said. “But | have my objections to my lass acting like a sarving puppy grabbing a
bone. You may tdl Gerraent that we are conddering the matter, but my son may start discussng the
dowry if he wants—just in case Y solla agrees”

Blaen was expandve about the dowry. Ys0lla, of course, had been filling her dower chest for years
with embroidered coverlets, sets of dresses, and the embroidered shirt her husband would wear a his
wedding. To go with it, Blaen offered ten gedings, five white cows, and a pdfrey for Y solla

“Gero?’ Gdrion said. “That's splendidly generous.”
“What?" Gerraent looked up with a start. “ Oh, whatever you think best.”

Y et that evening Gerraent acted the perfect suitor, happy to have his lady within his reach at last. At
table, he and Y solla shared a trencher, and Gerraent cut her tidbits of meeat and fed her with his fingers as
if they were aready married, a gesture that made Y solla beam with happiness. Garion and Rodda, who
were seated next to each other, found themsdlves watching the couple and occasondly turning to each
other to share a thoughtful glance. Since the bard was dnging, and Blaen laughing with his brother,
Camlann, Gdrion and Rodda could whisper in private.

“Tdl me” Rodda said. “Do you think Gerraent will come to love my daughter someday?’
“He'd be afool not to.”

“Who knows what you men will do?’

Gdrion broke adice of bread in hdf and offered her one portion.

“Isthis better than no bread at dl?’

“You're awise one for someone so young, my prince,” Rodda said, accepting the bread. “Does that
come from living at court?’

“It does, because if you want to live to be an old prince, not a poisoned one, you'd best keep your
eyes on every little wave of everyone' s hand and your ears on every word they speak.”

“So I've been tdling your litle Gwennie. Life a court is going to be difficult for her a firs. She's
lucky to have aman like you to watch over her interests.”

Gdrion fdt a stab of guilt. I'm as bad as Gerro, he thought. I'll have to offer Gwennie a least the



half-a-piece of bread— unless| find her aman who'd give her the whole loaf.

Courtesy demanded that Garion and Gerraent take the Boar’s hospitdity for severad days. The more
Gdrion saw of Blaen, the more he liked him, a cultured man as wel as a generous one, with afine ear for
the songs of his bard and a proper knowledge of the traditiona taes and lore. Even more, Gdrion came
to admire Rodda, who carried out her dowager role with perfect tact. She would make Brangwen a
plendid mother-in-law. At times, Garion remembered Rhegor’s ingstence that she choose fredly, but he
doubted if Gwennie, poor little innocent Gwennie, was capable of making such an important decison on
her own.

Late on the second day, the prince escorted the dowager to the garden for a gtroll. The soring sun lay
warm on the glossy leaves and the firg shy buds of the roses.

“I'm much impressed with your son,” Gdrion said. “He should fed more a home at my court.”

“My thanks, my prince.” Rodda hesitated, wondering, no doubt, how to turn this unexpected honor to
her son's advantage. “I'm most grateful that you favor him.”

“There's only one dight thing. You'll forgive my bluntness, and I'll swear an honest answer will do
Blaen no harm. Just how much does he hold Gwennie againg me?’

“My son knows his duty to the throne, no matter where his heart lies”

“Never did | think otherwise. | was merdly wondering how fine his honor might be in matters of the
heart. Let me be blunt again. Suppose Brangwen was no longer betrothed to me. Would he spurn her as
acagt-off woman?’

Briefly Rodda stared, as open-mouthed as afarm lass, before she recovered her polished reserve.
“I think my prince is troubled at heart to speak thisway.”

“Heis, but hell beg you never to ask him why. He'll tdl you this much: he' s troubled by the life ahead
of Brangwen. Flatterers a court will come around her like flies to spilled mead.”

“Not just flies, my prince. Wasps come to spilled mead, and Gwennie is very beautiful.”
“Sheis” Suddenly torn, Garion wondered if he could truly let her go. “And | loved her once.”
“Once and not now?’ Rodda raised a doubting eyebrow.

Gdrion waked a little ways ahead, letting her catch up with him in the shade of a linden tree. He
caught alow branch and stripped the leaves off atwig, to rub them between his fingers before he let them
fdl.

“My princeis deeply troubled,” Rodda said.

“The prince's troubles are his own, my lady. But you never answered me. Would Blaen marry
Gwennieif he could?’

“Oh, hewould in amoment! My poor lad, | swear he's been ensorcled by Gwenni€'s blue eyes. He
put off marrying until she came of age, and then, well—"

“The prince stepped in, giving the Boar another reason to chafe under the High King's rule. How



would the Boar take it if his mother hinted that the prince was yidding to a prior dam?’
“I've no doubt he' d honor the prince dways.”

Smiling, Garion made her a deep bow. It could work out well, he told himsdlf. Yet & the thought of
Brangwen lying in another man’'s arms, his heart gave aflash of rage.

When the day came for Prince Gdrion to ride back to court, Gerraent rode a few miles with him
amply because he was expected to. The prince smiled and chattered until Gerraent wanted to murder
him and leave his body in a ditch by the road. At last they reached the turning, and Gerraent sat on his
horse and watched the prince's scarlet and white plaid cloak disappear into the distance. Three more
weeks, only three more weeks, and the prince would return from Dun Deverry to take Brangwen away.
With her, Gerraent’ s heart would go breaking.

When he rode back to the dun, Gerraent found Brangwen dtting outside in the sun and sewing. He
gave his horse to Brythu, his page, and sat down at her feet like a dog. Her golden hair shone in the sun
like fine-spun thread, wisping around the soft skin of her cheeks. When she amiled a him, Gerraent fet
stabbed to the heart.

“What are you sawing?’ Gerraent said. “ Something for your dower chest?’

“It's not, but a shirt for you. The last one I'll ever make, but don't worry, Ysolla does splendid
needlework. I'll wager that your wedding shirt is ever so much nicer than my poor Garion's.”

Gerraent merdy watched her as she sewed. He wanted to get up and leave her done, but he stayed
trapped in his old torment, that his beautiful sister, the one beautiful thing in his world, would turn him into
something ugly and unclean, despised by the gods and men dlike, if ever they knew of his secret fault. All
a once she cried out. He jumped to hisfeet before he knew what he was doing.

“l just pricked my finger on the cursed needle” Brangwen said, grinning a him. “Don’t look so
darmed, Gerro. But, oh, here, I ve gotten a drop of blood on your shirt. Curseit!”

Thelittle red smear lay in the midst of red interlaced bands of spirals.
“No on€'s ever going to noticeit,” Gerraent said.

“Aslong asit’'s not a bad omen, you're right enough. Doubtless you'll get more gore on it than this
You do get o filthy when you hunt, Gerro.”

“l won't wear it hunting until it starts to wear out. It'll be my best shirt, the last one you ever sewed for
me” Gerraent caught her hand and kissed the drop of blood away.

Late that night, Gerraent went out to the dark, slent ward and paced restlessy back and forth. In the
moonlight, he could see the severed head of old Samoryc glaing down at him with empty eye sockets.
Once every dun and warrior’s home would have been graced with such trophies, but some years past,
the priests had had visons gaing that teking heads had come to displease great Bd. Dwen was one of
the last of the old-style warriors. Gerraent remembered the day when the priests came to implore him to
take the trophy down. A tiny lad, then, Gerraent hid behind his mother’s skirts as Dwen refused, roaring
with laughter, saying that if the gods truly wanted it down, they’d make it rot soon enough. Chanting a
ritud curse, the priests left defeated.

“I'mthe curse” Gerraent said to Samoryc. “I'm the curse the gods sent to our clan.”



Gerraent sat down on the ground and wept.

The days passed dowly, long days of torment, until Gerraent fled his Sster’s presence and rode to
Blaen on the pretense of seeing his new betrothed, but it was redly Blaen's soothing company thet he
wanted. They were more than friends; the year before, when they had ridden to war together, they had
sworn an oath together that they would fight at each other’s Sde until both were dead or both victorious,
and they had sedled that oath with drops of their own blood. They spent a pleasant pair of days, drinking
a Blaen's hearth, hunting out in his forest preserve, or riding aimlesdy-across his lands with the warband
behind them. Gerraent envied Blaen for having a warband. He was determined to get one of his own; the
ten horses that he'd receive in Ysolld's dowry would be a splendid start, and soon Brangwen's royd
marriage would bring wedlth to the Falcon. Y et, having the coin to support a warband seemed too amdl
acompensation for logng her.

On the third day, late in the afternoon, Gerraent and Blaen rode out done. Enjoying each other’ s Slent
company, they ambled through the fidds until they reached a low rise that overlooked meadowlands.
Tended by a pair of herders and a dog, Blaen’s herd of white cattle with rusty-red ears grazed peecefully
below.

“Let’'s hope there’ s no war this summer,” Blaen said.
“Wha?' Gerraent said, grinning. “What are you doing, turning into an old woman?’

“I'm not ready to start sucking eggs yet, but I'll tel you somewhat I'd never tdl any other man. There
aretimeswhen | wish I'd been born a bard, Snging about wars instead of fighting them.”

Thinking it ajest, Gerraent started to laugh, then stopped at the quiet seriousness in Blaen's eyes. Al
the way home, he puzzled over it, remembering Blaen's cdm courage in battle and wondering how any
men could want to be a bard rather than a warrior. They returned to the dun a sunset. As he
dismounted, Gerraent saw Brythu running out of the broch.

“My lord!” the boy panted out. “I just got here. Y our father's dying.”
Gerraent clutched the reins so hard that the lesther marked his pam.
“Take the best horse inmy stable,” Blaen said. “Break himif you have to.”

When he rode out, Gerraent left the page behind so that he could make good speed. He gdloped
through the twilight, dternately trotted and galoped even when dark fdl, dthough the road was
treacherous in the pae moonlight. Not for one moment did it occur to him that he might be thrown. All he
could think of was his father, dying without a lagt Sght of his son, and of Brangwen, tending the dying
adone. Whenever the horse sumbled, he would let it walk to rest, then spur it on again. At last he reached
the amdl village on the edge of hislands. He banged on the tavern door until the tavernman came hurrying
down in his nightshirt with a candle lantern in his hand.

“Can you change my horse?’ Gerraent said.
“Lady Brangwen had the gray brought here to wait for you.”

The gray was the fastest horse in the Falcon’s stable. Gerraent switched saddle and bridle, flung the
tavernman a coin, then kicked the gray to a gdlop, plunging out of the candidight and into the
night-shrouded road. At last he saw the dun risng, the pdisade dark againg the starry sky. He spurred
one lagt burst of speed out of the gray and gdloped through the open gates. As he dismounted, the



chamberlan ran out of the broch.
“Hedill lives” Draudd cdled out. “I'll tend the horse.”

Gerraent ran up the spird staircase and down the hdl to his father’s chamber. Propped up on pillows,
Dwen was lying in bed, his face gray, his mouth dack as he fought for every breath. Brangwen sat beside
him and clutched his hand in both of hers.

“He'shome, Da,” she sad. “Gerro's here”

As Gerraent walked over, Dwen raised his head and searched for him with rheumy eyes. Dwen tried
to speak, then coughed, spitting up a dime of blood-tinged phlegm, dipping and gligening as his head fdl
back. He was dead. Gerraent wiped the spittle off his father's mouth with the edge of the blanket, then
closed his eyes and folded his ams across his chest. The chamberlain came in, glanced a the bed, then
flung himsdf down to kned at Gerraent’s feet—at the feet of the new Falcon, head of the dan and its
only hope.

“My lord,” Draudd said. “I'd best send a page to the king straightaway. We' ve got to catch the
wedding party before it leaves.”

“So we do. Get him on the way at dawn.”

It would take three days to get the message to Dun Deverry that Brangwen's wedding would have to
wait for a time of mourning. All a once, as he looked at his father's face, Gerraent turned sick with
sdf-loathing. He would have given anything to stop that marriage, anything but this. He threw his head
back and keened, cry after wordless cry, asif he could drive his thoughts away with the sound.

In the morning, the priests of Bd came from the temple to preside over the burid. Under ther
direction, Brangwen and her serving maid washed the body, dressed itin Dwen's best court clothes, and
lad it on alitter. While the servants dug the grave, Gerraent groomed and saddled his father’s best horse.
The procession assembled out in the ward, servants carrying the litter, the priests just behind, then
Gerraent, leading the horse. Supported by her maid and the chamberlain, Brangwen brought up the rear.
The head priest gave Gerraent a cold amile, then pointed to thelintd of the door.

“That head comes down today,s> he said. “Or | won't bury your father.”
“Done” Gerraent said.

Since he refused to order a servant to do such a hideous task, Gerraent climbed up the side of the
broch, working hisway up the rough stone while the priest waited below with a basket. When Gerraent
reached the door, he dung to the lintd and examined the head. There was little Ieft, a stretch of
blackening skin over a skull, shreds of hair, afew cracked teeth.

“Wdl and good, Samoryc,” Gerraent said. “Both you and your old enemy are going to be buried
today.”

Gerraent pulled his dagger and pried out the rusty crumbling nails until the head dropped down into
the priest’s basket with a sckening little thud. The madservant screamed; then the ward was dlent
except for the stamp and snort of the restless horse.

The priests led the procession out and down around the hill to the amdl grove, the burid ground of the
Facon clan. At the 9ght of their mother’s grave, Brangwen began to weep. The fresh grave lay beside it,



adeep trench, some eght feet wide and ten long. As Gerraent led the horse up to it, the horse pulled a
the reins and danced in fear, as if he knew the Wyrd in store for him. Gerraent threw the reins to a
walting servant. As the horse tossed up its head, Gerraent drew his sword and struck, killing it deanly
with one blow to the throat. With a gush of blood, the horse staggered forward, its legs buckling, and fdl
headlong into the grave. Gerraent stepped back and unthinkingly wiped the sword blade clean on his
brigga. For the rest of the ceremony, he stood there with the sword in his hand, because he never thought
to sheathe it.

At firg Gerraent managed to ding to hiswarrior’s cam, even when a sobbing Brangwen poured milk
and honey over ther father’s body. But the first spadeful of earth, the dark mud settling over his father's
face, broke him. Keening, he fdl to his knees, tossed his head back and sobbed that high strange note
over and over. Dimly he fdt Brangwen's hands on his shoulders.

“Gerro,” she said. “Gerro, Gerro, please stop.”

Gerraent let her lead him away, leening on her asif she were the warrior and he the lass. She took him
back to the hdl and shoved him into a chair by the hearth. He saw the priests come back, saw them
fussng around Brangwen and taking in low voices. She came over to him with a tgjikard of de in her
hand.

Automatically Gerraent took it, Sipped from it, then nearly threw it in her face. It tasted of bitter herbs.
“Drink it,” Brangwen said. “Drink it down, Gerro. You' ve got to deep.”

For her sake Gerraent choked the bitter guff down. She took the empty tankard from his hands just
as hefdl adeep in his chair, drowning, or so he fdt, in the warm sunlight. When he woke, he waslying on
his bed with a torch burning in an iron sconce on the wall. Blaen was gtting on the floor and watching
him.

“Ahye gods” Gerraent said. “How long did | deep?’

“It'sjust past sunset. We dl rodein an hour or so ago. My mother and your betrothed wanted to be
with Gwennie”

Blaen got up and poured water from the clay pitcher on the windowsll. Gerraent drank greedily to
wash the bitter aftertaste of the drug out of his mouth.

“How long will you set the period of mouning?’ Blaen said.

“For my sake I'd say a year, but that would be crud to our ssters, wouldn't it? | can go on mourning
after they're both married.”

“Say to the turning of the fall, then?’

Gerraent nodded in agreement, thinking that Gwennie would be his for one more summer. Then he
remembered why he would have the summer. Keening he threw the day cup againg thewadl so hard that
it shattered. Blaen sat down beside him and grabbed him by the shoulders.

“Here, here, he's gone,” Blaen said. “ There's nothing more to do or say.”

Gerraent rested his head againg Blaen's chest and wept. | love him like a brother, he thought. I'll
thank dl the gods that Gwenni€' s not marrying him.



Prince Garion's firs week back at court was one long frustration, with never a chance to speak to his
father except infull, forma court. He knew tha he was holding back, too, Ieting dip a chance here and
there, because his heart was ill torn over the question of marrying Brangwen or letting Blaen have her.
Fndly, he decided to enlig the aid of the one dly he could dways trust: his mother. On an afternoon so
wam and bamy that it reminded him Beltane was close at hand, Gabion left the city and rode out to find
the Queen’s hawking party down by Loc Gwer-conydd, the vast |ake where three rivers came together
west of Dun Deverry.

The Queen and her attendants were having ther noon med a the southern shore. In ther bright
dresses, the sarving women and maidservants looked like flowers scattered through the grass. Queen
Ylaena sat in their midgt, and ayoung page, dressed in white, stood behind her with the Queen’s favorite
litle merlin on hiswrist. Off to one side menservants tended the horses and other hawks. When Gdrion
dismounted, the Queen waved him over with an impatient flick of her hand.

“I've hardly seen you since you rode home,” Ylaena said. “Are you wdl?’
“By dl means. What makes you think I’'m not?’

“Y ou’ ve been brooding somewhat. | can dwaystdl.” The Queen turned to her women. “Go down to
the lakeshore or suchlike, dl of you. Leave us”

The women sprang up like birds taking flight and ran off, laughing and cdling to one another. The page
followed more dowly, chirruping to the hawk to keep it cdm. Ylaena watched them go with a smdl
satisfied nod. For dl that she had four grown sons, she was a beautiful woman 4ill, with large dark eyes,
adender face, and only a few streaks of gray in her chestnut hair. She reached into the basket beside
her, brought out a piece of sweetbread, and handed it to Gdrion.

“My thanks,” Gdrion said. “Tdl me somewhat, Mother. When you firs came to court, did the other
women envy your beauty?’

“Of course. Are you thinking about your betrothed?”

“Jud that. I’m beginning to think you were right to doubt my choice”

“Now’s afinetime for that, when you' ve dready pledged your vow to the poor child.”

“Whet son ever ligens to his mother until it's too late?’

Ylaena gave him an indulgent smile. Galrion nibbled on the sweetbread and considered drategies.

“You know,” Ylaena said. “There's not a lass dive who wouldn't want to be known as the most
beautiful woman indl Deverry, but it's a harsh Wyrd in its own way. Your litle Gwennie never had the
education | had, either. She's such atrudting little soul.”

“Jud that. | spoke with Lady Rodda of the Boar about the matter, too, when | went with Gerraent for
his betrotha. Lord Blaen of the Boar is much enamoured of the lass.”

“Indeed? And does that mean trouble coming?’

“It doesn't, but only because Blaen is an honorable man. It's odd, truly. Most lords care naught about
their wives one way or another, just o long as she has sons.”



“Great beauty can act on the roughest lord like dweomer.” Ylaena amiled briefly. “ Or on a prince.”
Gdrion winced at her unfortunate choice of imegery.

“What are you scheming?’ Ylaena went on. “Leaving Gwen-nie to Blaen and finding another wife?’
“Wel, somewhat like that. There's one amdl difficulty to that plan. | ill love her, inmy way.”

“Love may be aluxury that a prince can't afford. | don't remember Blaen wdl from his few vists to
court. Is he like his father?’

“As different as mead from mud.”

“Then that's one blessing. I'm sure that if his father hadn't been killed in that hunting accident, he'd be
plotting againg the king right now.”

Y laena glanced away, sncerdly troubled. The Deverry kingship was a risky thing. The lords knew
well that in the old days of the Dawntime, kings were elected from among their fdlow nobles, and families
held the throne only as long as their heirs held the respect of the lords. Under the pressures of colonizing
the new kingdom, that custom had died away hundreds of years before, but it was far from unknown for
the nohility to organize a rebdlion againgt an unpopular king in order to replace him with a better one.

“Lady Rodda assures me that Blaen will hold loyd,” Gdrion said.
“Indeed? W, | respect her opinion. You truly don’t want to give Brangwen up, do you?’
“l don’t know.” Gdrion tossed the remains of the bread into the grass. “I truly don’t know.”

“Here's somewhat ese you might think about. Your eldest brother has dways been far too fond of
the lases asitis”

All & once Gdrion found himsdf standing, his hand on his sword hilt.

“I"d kill imif he lad one hand on my Gwennie,” Garion growled. “My apologies, Mother, but I'd kill
him.”

Her face pae, Ylaenarose and caught hisarm. Garion let go of the hilt and calmed himsdf down.
“Think about this marriage carefully,” Ylaena said, her voice shaking. “I beg you—think carefully.”
“I will. And my apologies.”

Her tak with the prince seemed to have spoiled the Queen's pleasure in her hawking, because she
caled her servants to her and announced that they were returning to the city.

At that time, Dun Deverry was confined to a low rise about a mile from the marshy shores of Loc
Gwerconydd. Ringed with stone walls, it lay on both sides of a rushing river, which was spanned by two
gone bridges as wel as two defensble arches in the dty wals Clugtered indde were round stone
houses, scattered dong randomly curving streets, that sheltered about twenty thousand people. At ether
end of the dty were two smdl hills The southern one bore the great temple of Bd, the paace of the high
priest of the kingdom, and an oak grove. The northern hill held the royd compound, which had stood
therein one form or another for Sx hundred years.



Gdrion's dan, the Wyvern, had been living on the royd hill for only forty-eight years. Gdrion's
grandfather, Adoryc the Firgt, had ended along period of anarchy by findly winning a war among the
great dans over the kingship. Although the Wyvern was descended from a member of King Bran's
origind warband and thus was entitled to be caled a great clan, Adoryc the First had forged an dliance
among the lesser clans, the merchants, and anyone ese who'd support his dam to the throne. Although
he! d been scorned for sooping so low, he'd aso taken the victory.

As the Queen's party rode through the streets, the townsfolk bowed and cheered her. No matter
whet they might have thought of her husband in private, they honestly loved Ylaena, who'd endowed
many a temple to give ad to the poor and who spoke up often for a poor man to make the king show
him mercy. For dl his thickheadedness, the king knew what a treasure he had in his wife, too. She was
the only person whose advice he would take and trus—at least, when it suited him to do so. Gdrion's
man hope lay in getting her to advise the king to let his third son leave court for the dweomer. Soon, he
knew, he would have to tdl his mother the truth.

A stone wadl with iron-bound gates ringed the bottom of the royd hill. Beyond was a grassy parkland,
where white, red-eared cattle grazed dong with the royd horses. Near the crest was a second ring of
wadls shdtering a village within the city—the royd compound of huts for servants, sheds, stables,
barracks, and the like. In the middle of this clutter and bustle rose the greet broch of the Wyvern clan.

The main building was a sx-gory tower; around it clustered three two-story haf-towers like chicks
nestling around a hen. In case of fighting, the broch would become a daughterhouse for the baffled
enamy, because the only way into the half-towers lay through the man one. Besides the king and his
family, the broch complex housed dl the noble-born retainers of the court. It was a virtud rabbit warren
of corridors and amdl wedge-shaped chambers, where congtant intrigues and scheming over power and
the king' s favor were away of life not only for the retainers, but for the various princes and their wives.
Getting out of that broch had aways been the consummate god of Garion'slife

As befitted a prince, Gdrion had a suite of rooms on the second floor of the man tower. His
reception chamber was a generous wedge of the round floor plan, with a high, beamed celling, a stone
hearth, and a polished wooden floor. On the wood-paneled walls hung fine tapestries from the far-off
land of Bardek, gifts from various traders who hoped that the prince would speak of them to the king.
Since he was honorable in his bribe taking, Gdrion dways dutifully spoke. The chamber was richly
furnished with carved chests, a cushioned chair, and a table, where stood, between bronze wyverns, his
greatest treasure; seven books. When Gdrion fird learned to read, the king was furious, raging that
letters were no fit thing for aman, but in his usud stubborn way, Garion had persevered urtil now, after
some four years of study, he could read dmost as wdl as a scribe.

To avoid the bustle and clamor of the formd dinner in the great hdl, Gdrion dined privatey in his
chamber that night. He did, however, receive a guest after the med to share a dlver goblet of meed:
Gwerbret Madoc of Gladoc, in whose jurisdiction lay the lands of the Falcon and the Boar. Although
below members of the royd family, of course, the rank of gwerbret was the highest in the kingdom, and
the title went back to ancient times. The Dawntime tribes elected magidrates cdled Vergobreti to
adminigter their laws and to speak for the wartime assemblies. Generdly the vergobreti were chosen from
the noble-born, and at about the time that word became gwerbret in Deverry, the position began to pass
from father to son. Since a man who made judgments and distributed booty was in a good position to
build up his power, in time the gwerbrets became great, wedthy, and in possesson of smdl amies to
enforce their legd rulings on the tieryns and lords beneath them. One last remnant of the Dawn-time
survived, however, in the council of electors who, if a gwer-bret’s line died out, would choose the noble
dan to succeed it.



Thus, every gwerbret in the kingdom was a force to be reckoned with, and Gdrion fussed over
Madoc as if he were a prince himsdf, offering him the cushioned chair, pouring hm mead with his own
hands, and sending the page away so that they could speak privately. The object of these atentions
merdy smiled benignly. A solid man with athick streak of gray in his raven-dark hair, Madoc cared more
for fine horses than honors and for a good battle more than rank. That night he was in a jesing mood,
pledging the prince with his goblet of mead in mock solemnity.

“To your wedding, my prince” Madoc said. “For a man who doesn’'t say much, you're a dy one.
Fancy you nipping in and getting the most beautiful lass in the kingdom.”

“l was rather surprised she accepted me. No one could ever cal me the most beautiful lad.”

“Oh, don't give yoursdlf short value. Brangwen sees beyond a lad's face, which is more than many a
lass does” Madoc had a swalow of mead, long enough to burn an ordinary drinker’s throat. “I don’t
mind saying that every man in the kingdom is going to envy you your wedding night. Or have you adready
clamed your rights as her betrothed?’

“I haven't. | had no desire to set her brother againg me just for one night in her bed.”

Although Garion was merdly speaking casudly, Madoc turned troubled, watching him shrewdly over
therim of his goblet.

“Wdl?" Gdrion went on. “How do you think Gerraent would have taken it, if I'd bedded his sster
under his roof?’

“He sadrange lad.” Madoc looked idly away. “He s been out there alone on the edge of that cursed
forest too much, but he's a good lad withd. | rode with him in that last rebellion againg your father. By
the hdlls, our Gerro can fight. I’ ve never seen aman swing a sword as wdl as he does, and that's not idle
praise, my prince, but my considered judgment.”

“Then coming from you, that’s high praise indeed.”

Madoc nodded absently and had another sp of mead. When he spoke again, it was to change the
subject to thelegd doings of his gwerbretrhyn—and he kept it there.

It was late, and Madoc long gone, when a page came with a summons from the King. Garion
assumed that Y [aena had mentioned something to him about his wavering betrothdl.

Since the King scorned luxury as unfit for a fighting man, even a regd one, his large chamber was
perfectly plain, with the torches in ther iron sconces the only decoration on the stone walls Near the
hearth, where a amdl fire burned to ward off the spring chill, King Adoryc was gtting on a plan wooden
chair, with Ylaena beside him on a footstool. When Gadrion came in, the King stood up, setting his hands
on his hips. Adoryc the Second was a massve man, broad-shouldered, tal, with a thick neck and a
square face, perpetudly ruddy. His gray hair and thick mustaches were dill touched with blond here and
there.

“So, you young cub,” Adoryc said. “I’ve got somewhat to say to you.”

“Indeed, my liege?’
“Indeed. What by dl the hdlls have you been doing out in the forest with that daft old man?



Caught off guard, Gdrion could only stare a him.

“Don't you think | have you followed?’ Adoryc went on with a grim smile “You may be fool enough
to ride done, but I'm not fool enough to let you.”

“Curse your very soul!” Gdrion snapped. “Spying on me.”

“Ligen to your insolent little hound.” Adoryc glanced at Ylaena “Curdng his own father. But answer
me, lad. What have you been doing? The village folk tdl my men that this Rhegor’s a daft old herbman. |
can get you an apothecary if the prince has roya boils or suchlike”

Gdlrion knew that the moment had come for truth, even though he had never been less willing to tdl it
inhislife

“He earns hisliving with his herbs, sure enough,” Gdrion said. “But he's a dweomer-master.”
Y laena caught her bregth in an audible gasp.

“Horsedung!” Adoryc said. “Do you truly think I'll believe such babble? | want to know what you're
doing, spending so much time with him when you tdl me you're at the Falcon dun.”

“Sudying with him,” Gdrion said. “Why shouldn’t a prince study the dweomer?’

“Ahye godd” Ylaenaburg out. “I’ ve dways known you' d leave me for that!”

Adoryc rose, turning to stare hiswife into slence. Hagtily Galrion scrambled up to face him.
“Why not?’ the King said. “Why not? Because | forbid it.”

“Oh here, you just cdled it horsedung,” Gdrion said. “Why are you raging now?’

Swinging too fast to be dodged, Adoryc dapped him hard across the face. When Ylaena cried out,
Adoryc turned on her.

“Get out of here, woman,” Adoryc said. “Now.”

Ylaenafled through the curtained archway that led to the women's hdl. Adoryc drew his dagger, then
stabbed it into the back of the chair so hard that when he took his hand away, the dagger quivered for a
moment. Galrion held his ground and stared steadily a him.

“l want avow out of you,” Adoryc said. “A solemn vow that you'll never touch this nonsense again.”
“Never could | lieto my own father. So | can't swear it

Adoryc dapped him backhanded.

“By the hells, Father! What do you hold so much againg it?’

“What any man would hold. Whose somach wouldn't turn a somewhat unclean?’

“It's not unclean. That's atde the priests make up to frighten women away from witchcraft.”

The barb hit its mark. Adoryc made avisble effort to be cam.



“l can't giveit up,” Garion went on. “It's too late. | know too much aready for it to let me rest.”

When Adoryc took a sharp step back, Gdrion findly redized that his father was afraid, and him a
men who would ride straight into a hopeless battle and take no quarter from man or god.

“Jugt what do you know?’ the King whispered.

Gab-ion had Rhegor’s permission to digplay one amdl trick to persuade hisfather. He raised his hand
and imagined that it was glowing with blue fire. Only when the imege lived no matter where he turned his
mind did he cdl upon the Wildfolk of Aethyr, who rushed to do his bidding and bring the blue light
through to the physicd plane, where Adoryc could see it too. It flared up like a torch, raging from his
fingers. Adoryc flung himsdf back, hisarm over hisface asif to ward a blow.

“Stop it!” Adoryc bellowed out. “1 say stop it!”

Gdrion forced the fire away just as the King's guard flung open the door and rushed into the chamber
with drawn swords. Adoryc pulled himsdf together with awill dmost as strong as his son's.

“You candl go,” Adoryc sad, grinning, “My thanks, but I'm only arguing with the stubbornest whelp
inthe litter.”

The captain of the guard bowed, glancing Garion’s way with a amile of honest admiration. As soon as
the men were gone and the door shut, Adoryc pulled the dagger free of the chair back.

“I'm haf minded to dit your throat and put a clean end to this” Adoryc remarked, in a casud tone of
voice. “Don’'t you ever do that again around me.”

“l won't, then,” Gdrion said, amiling. “But it makes a handy thing on a dark night when you've
dropped your torch.”

“Hold your tonguel” Adoryc clutched the dagger tight. “To think a son of mine—and as cold as ice
about it!”

“But ye gods, Father, can't you see? It's too late to go back. | want to leave the court and study.
There' s no other road open to me”

Adoryc held the dagger up o that the blade caught the torchlight.
“Get out,” Adoryc whispered. “Get out of my presence before | do a dishonorable thing.”

Gdlrion turned and waked dowly toward the door. The flesh on his back prickled. Once he was
sy out, Gabion dlowed himsdf one long sgh of reh’ ef that the dagger was il in his father’s hand, not
inhis back.

On the morrow, Garion went early in search of his mother, but he found her talking urgently with her
sarving women. To pass the time until he could speak with her, he decided to go for a wak through the
parkland. As he walked down the hill to the fird gate, he was thinking that it should have come as no
aurprise that the King would fear a prince with dweomer-power—Adoryc feared every possible rivd to
histhrone. At the gate, two guards stepped forward and blocked his path.

“My humble gpologies, my prince” one sad. “The King's given orders that you not be adlowed to
pass by.”



“Oh, has he now?” Gdrion’s voice snapped in fury. “And would you raise your hand to stop me?’
“My apologies, my prince” The guard licked nervous lips. “But at the King's orders, | would.”

As Gdrion stalked back to the broch, he was determined to have it out with his father over this inault
no matter what it cost him. As he strode down the corridors, servants scattered in front of him like
frightened birds. Gdrion dammed into the council chamber, knocked aside a page who tried to stop him,
and found the King standing by the window and talking with a dusty, travel-stained lad who kndlt a the
King'sfed.

“Wdl and good,” Adoryc was saying. “Tomorrow you can take back the message of our
condolences to Lord Gerraent. Our heart sorrows for the Facon.”

Only then did Garion recognize one of the pages from the Falcon dun. Ah ye gods, he thought, Dwen
isdead! All a once, he fdt his subtle plans dipping away from him, as when a child builds a tower out of
bits of wood only to see it tumble down &t the firg breath of wind.

“And hereisthe prince” Adoryc said. “Does your lord have any message of import for him?’

“He does, Y our Highness” the page said. “My prince, Lord Gerraent has set the period of mourning
until the turning of the fal. He humbly begs your understanding on this metter.”

“He hasiit, truly,” Garion said. “Come to me before you return to the Falcon. I'll give you a message
for my lady.”

Adoryc dismissed the pagein the care of another, who would feed and shelter im for the night. Once
they were aone, the King dropped hisfase dvility.

“So,” Adoryc said. “You seem to know what's going on wel enough. Did your cursed dweomer
show you Dwen's death?’

“It did,” Gdrion said. “But | never thought it would come so soon.”
The King's face firg paled, then went scarlet, but Gdrion got histhrugt infirdt.
“Here, Father,” Gdrion said. “Why have you told the guards to keep mein?’

“Why do you think?" Adoryc snapped. “I’m not having you ride out of here on the dy to your cursed
old hermit. Here, this evil news of Lord Dwen made me remember your betrothed. What were you
planning on doing? Marrying her and taking her to a hut in the forest while you dabble about with spdlls?’

“Jud that, if she'll go.”
“You little dog!” Adoryc’s mouth moved, seeking insults “You arrogant little—"

“Oh here, where do | get my arrogance but from you? Why shouldn’'t a woman follow where her man
willsto go?’

“No reason in the world—unless she's the noble-born daughter of a greet dan.” Adoryc stepped
closer. “You ugly little dolt, haven't you thought of the insult to the Falcon? Gerraent’s unde died for the
sake of our throne, and now you dare to treat ther kin this way! Do you want to drive them to
rebdlion? He gave Gdrion a backhanded dap. “Get out of my sght. | don’'t want to see you until



you've gotten sense into your head.”

Gdrion stalked back to his chamber, dammed the door behind him, and flung himsdf down into his
chair to think. There was nothing for it now but to bresk his betrothal—but the King would never dlow
that inqult to the Falcon, ether. | could dip away somehow, Garion thought, dimb the walls at night and
be in the forest before they catch me—and break Gwenni€'s heart by desarting her without even a
message to explain. He had the horrible feding that Rhegor was going to be displeased by the way he
was handling things. With the period of mourning, you've got time, he told himsdf. At the thought, the
dweomer-warning flared up so srongly that he shivered. For some reason that the dweomer couldn't tdl
him, there was no time & 4ll.

Gdrion got up and paced over to the window. When he looked down, he saw two armed guards
danding at the foot of the broch directly below his window. Garion rushed to his door and flung it open
to find four more guards in the corridor. The captain managed to givehim a sckly amile.

“My gpologies, my prince,” the captain said. “The King orders that you reman in your chamber.
WEe re only alowed to let your page through.”

Gdrion dammed the door and returned to his chair. He wondered how long the King would make
hmwait before summoning him.

Four days, it turned out, four tedious days with no company but his books and his page, who brought
him food and took away the leavings dlently, furtively because servants of an out-of-favor master often
met ill ends at court. Every now and then, Garion would open the door and chat with the guards, who
were friendy enough, because their place was secure no matter what happened to the prince. Once
Gdrion sent a message to the Queen and begged her to come see him. The answer came back that she
didn't dare.

Findly, on the fourth night, the guards opened the door and announced that they were taking him to
the King. When they marched Galrion into the roya chamber, Adoryc dismissed them. There was no
dgnof Ylaena

“Very wdl,” Adoryc sad. “Have you had enough time to think about swearing me that vow? Leave
this dweomer nonsense behind, and everything will be as it was before.”

“Fether, beieve me—I have no choice but to say you nay,” Gdrion said. “I can't leave the dweomer
because it won't leave me. It s not like breking your sword and retiring to atemple”

“So—you've got plenty of fancy words to judtify disobeying the King, do you? For your mother’s
sake, I'll give you one last chance. We Il see what Brangwen can do to talk you round.”

“Are you going to pen me like a hog until fal?’

“I'm sending for her to come to court. Curse the mourning. I'm sending a speeded courier to Lord
Gerraent tomorrow. My gpologies will go with him, but | want them both here as fast as they can ride.
I’'m going to tdl Lady Brangwen what her dolt of a betrothed is planning on doing, and I’ll order her to
tak you round.”

“Andif she can't?”

“Then neither of you will ever leave the paace. Ever.”



Gdrion fdt so heartsick that he nearly wept. Never leave— never ride through his beloved forest
agan—never see the snow hanging thick on leafless branch nor a river in spate—never? And Brangwen,
too, would be shut up as a prisoner for years dl for her husband' s fault. Then, only then, when it seemed
too late for them both, did he redlize that he truly loved her, not just her god-cursed beauty, but her.

That night Gdrion had no hope of deep. He paced back and forth in his chambers, his mind a
confused babble of dread, remorse, and futile schemes of escape. It would take a hard-riding courier
three days to reach the Falcon, then another five for Brangwen and Gerraent to reach Dun Deverry. I'd
have to meet them on the road, he thought, if | can get out—ouit of the best-guarded fort in the kingdom.
His dweomer could never hdp him. He was the merest apprentice, with only an apprentice’ s feeble tricks
a hisdisposd. A little knowledge, a few wretched herbs, Gdrion reproached himsdf. You're no better
than a woman dabbling in witchcraft! All a once, his plan came to him, and he laughed aoud. But he
would need help. As much as he hated to put her a risk, he had no one to turn to but the Queen. In the
morning, Garion sent his page to Ylaena with the urgent message that she come see him. She sent back
the answer that she would try, but it depended on the King's whim. For three days Gdrion waited,
counting in hismind every mile that the King's courier was riding, closer and closer to the Falcon keep.
Fndly, he sent the page with a pair of torn brigga and the request that his mother’s servants mend them.
Such an errand would dlay the King's suspicions, if indeed he ever heard of anything so trivid. The ruse
worked. On the next morning, the Queen hersdlf brought the mended brigga back, dipping into his room
like a servant lass,

“Mother,” Gdrion said. “Do you know the King's plan?’ “I do, and | weep for litle Brangwen as
much as you.” “Weep for her more, because I'm unworthy of her. Here, will you hep me for her sake?
All'l ask isthis. If | give you some more clothes to mend, will you take them and have your maids leave
them out in the women's hdl tonight? Tdl them to put them on the table by the door.”

“I will.” Ylaena shuddered lightly. “I don’'t dare know more.”

After the noon medl, when the guards were bound to be bored with ther light duty, Garion opened
his door for a chat.

His luck was with him—they were stting on the floor and playing dice for coppers.

“Can | joinyou?’ Gdrion said. “If | 9t on thissde of the doorway, we won't be bresking the King's
orders”

Obligingly the guards moved their game over closer. Normdly Garion never wagered on the dice,
smply because he could dways tdl which way they would fdl with his Sight. Now, to get sympathy from
his guards, he used the Sight to place his bets so that he lost steadlily.

“By every god and hiswife” the cgptain said. “Your luck is bad today, my prince.”

“How could it be otherwise? It's been againg me for weeks now. If you've ever envied the prince, let
this be alesson for you. It's a hard thing to fal from your own father's favor.”

The captain nodded in meancholy agreement.
“I don’t mind tdling you, my prince,” he said. “That | think I’d go daft, shut up like you are.”

“I'm closetoit,” Gdrion said with asgh. “And the nights are more wearisome than the days, because
| can't deep wdl. Oh here, | know the King's orders dlow you to bring me things. Would that hold true
of awoman?’



“l don’t see why not.” The captain shared a grin with his men. “Is there one of your mother’s maids

you fancy?’
“Do you know Mae, the golden-haired lass? She' s taken a tumble with me before this”
“Wdl and good, then. We Il do our best to smuggle her in tonight, when things are dl quiet-like.”

At the dinner hour, Gdrion had his page bring him a flagon of mead and two goblets. He dug down
into a chest and found his packets of dried herbs. Rhegor was teaching hm smple herb-craft, and he'd
brought his student work home modly as a pleasant reminder of his days in the forest. Now, he had a
red need for that packet of vaerian, the most potent soporific in an herbman’s stock. He ground up only
agpare dose. He had no desire to make Mae ill with too big a dose, and besides, the mudy, thick taste
of vderian might give his whole game away.

Toward midnight, Galrion heard Mae gigdling in the corridor and the captain tdling her to hush. He
opened the door and saw that she was wearing a cloak with the hood up to hide her face, exactly as he' d

hoped.
“Gredtings, my swest,” Gdrion said. “How kind you are to a dishonored man.”
When Mae giggled, Gdrion clapped his hand over her mouth in pretend darm.
“Keep her quiet when you take her back, will you?” Gdrion said to the captain.
“Heer that, lass?’ the captain said. “Not one word out of you on the way back.”

Mae nodded, her big blue eyes as solemn as a child's, when it's been let into a secret. Garion
ushered her ingde and barred the door behind them. Mae took off her cloak, reveding a loose flowing
dress—loose enough, Garion thought, to fit his shoulders nicdly. HE d chosen her ddiberately because
she was tdl for alass, with squarish shoulders and along graceful neck.

“I've had the page bring us mead,” Gdrion said. “ St and drink with me awhile”
“You're dways so gdlant,” Mae said. “It aches my heart to see you out of favor.”
“My thanks. And what about my marriage’? Does that ache your heart too?’

Mae merdy shrugged and went into his bedchamber. Garion handed her the drugged goblet, then
took a gp from his own, a gesture that automaticdly made her drink some of hers. They sat down
together on the edge of the bed.

“Ahwdl,” Mae sad a lagt. “We've had our good times, and a prince marries where the kingdom
needshim to.” She grinned, winking a him. “1 only hope your new wife never hears of me”

“Oh here—you mugt have a new man to be so agreeable.”
Mae had another long swallow of the mead and winked again.

“Maybe| do, maybe | don’'t,” she said with a dramatic Sgh. “But no one will know where I've been
tonight, and so what if he does? He won't be arguing with the prince, I'll wager, even if you are out of
favor for now.” She had ill another dip. “These bad times will pass, my prince. Your mother’s ever so
upset, but €l talk the King round.”



“So | hope,” Gdrion said pioudy.

Mae yawned, shaking her head, then had a sp of mead.

“Thismead tastes so sweet,” she said. “It'sawfully good.”

“Only the best for you,” Gdrion said. “Drink that up, and well have a bit more.”

A bit more was unnecessary—by the time she had finished that fird goblet, Mae was yawning,
shuiting her eyes, then forcing them open. When she leaned over to et the goblet on the table beside the
bed, she dropped it. Garion grabbed her just as shefdl forward into hisarms.

Gdrion undressed her, tucked her up comfortably into his bed, then got out the packet of herbs and
left it by her goblet to make it clear that she was a drugged, unwilling accomplice. He paced restlesdy
around, letting enough time lgpse to stisfy the guards. When he could bear to wait no longer, he changed
into her clothes, drew the hood of the cloak around his face, and dipped out into the hal. Suspecting
nothing, the guards gave him a leer and a wink, then escorted him aong the dark corridors. At the door
of the women's hdl, the captain gave him a friendly pat on the behind, told him that he was a good lass,
and gdlantly opened the door for him.

Dim moonlight filtered through the windows of the slent room. Garion found the table, his clothes,
and a dagger in a sheath, left under his brigga Thanking his mother in his heart, he changed into his
clothes and settled the dagger ingde his shirt. When he looked out, the ward below was empty. Carefully
he edged out onto the window ledge, turned precarioudy, and started down the rough stonework.
Praying that no one would walk by, he clambered down, his hands aching and bleeding on the stone, until
a last he reached the ward.

Gdrion ran from hut to hut and shed to shed until he reached the stables. Abutting directly on the wall
was a storage shed that he could dimb easily. He siwung from the roof to the wall, then crawled on his
somach until he reached a place where an oak grew on the far sde. He swung into the branches,
climbed down, then lingered in the safe shadows. He could see down the long dope of parkland to the
outer ring, where, againg the starry sky moved the dark shapes of the night guards, paradling the
ramparts. The most dangerous part of the escape lay ahead.

Gdrion circled the inner ring until he could see the road leading down to the outer gates. He crawled
downhill in the long grass until he was out of Sght of the guard a the inner gates, then stood up and
boldly waked down the road. When he came close to the guard gation, he broke into a run.

“Herel” Garion made his voice as high and unsteedy as alad's. “Open up! An errand for the cook.”
“Hold, lad.” A guard stepped forward to peer a himin the darkness. “That's alikdy tde”

“Nerdda’s having her child,” Gdrion said. “And it's bad. The midwife needs the apothecary. Please
hurry.”

“That' s the kitchen wench,” another guard cdled out. “She's been heavy for weeks now.”

Hardly daring to believe in his success, Gdrion raced through the postern gate and kept running urtil
hewas wdl into the slent city. He crouched among some empty de barrels behind a tavern and caught
his breath while he consdered his next move. Not the best trick in the world would get him past the
guards at the city gates, but the river flowed through the arches in the wdls without asking anyone's
permisson. Cautioudy he stood up and began dipping through the aleys behind the buildings. He was



hafway to the river when he heard footsteps behind him. He flung himsdf into a doorway and crouched
inthe shadows as a pair of drunken riders from the King's warband staggered past. They weren't more
then two yards beyond him when one of them burst out Snging at the top of his lungs. Garion cursed him
and prayed that the dity guards wouldn’t come running to deal with the nuisance.

At lagt the riders were gone, and the street slent again. With a constant eye out for trouble, Gdrion
made hisway down to the riverbank and waded out to the deep part of the channd. As helet the current
take him, he saw far above guards pacing back and forth on the city wall. Closer, closer—the river was
swesping him dong fagt to the point where they might look down and see him. He hdd his breath and
plunged down deep. In the murky water it was hard to see, but he thought he saw the darker stone of the
arches sweep by him. His lungs ached, began to burn like fire, but he forced himsdf to stay down until
the desperate pain drove him, panting and gasping, to the surface. He svung himsdf over on his back like
ased and barely swam while he breathed in the blessed air. Nervoudy he looked around, but the guards
were far behind him, and no one ese was out on the riverbank.

Gdrion made his way to the bank and crawled out under a copse of willow trees. Free, he thought.
Now dl I’ve got to do is get to Brangwen. Gdrion wrung the worst of the water out of his clothes and
put them back on damp. The sky told him that he had about five hours till dawn. His page wouldn't find
Mae for about another hour after that, and there was bound to be another hour’s confuson before the
King's warband rode out to hunt im down. It wasn't much of alead, but if he could only reach the wild
forest, they would never find him. He knew the tracks through it, while the riders would be blundering
around, meking too much noise to surprise any kind of game.

Gdrion st off across the meadows to the neighboring farms and the horse he had in mind to stedl. It
was an easy theft; he'd often ridden this way and stopped to admire the deek bay gdding, who
remembered hiskind words and pats. When Gdrion approached, the bay cameright up and let him take
its halter. Since there was no lead rein and no time to steal one, Galrion tore a drip of doth off the
bottom of his shirt and prayed that it would hold. The bay was wdl trained, responding to the touch of
this improvisad rein dong its neck. Gdrion set off a a gdlop down the east-running road. If the King's
messenger wasn't aready with Gerraent, he would reach the Falcon on the morrow.

After afew minutes he dowed the bay to a wak to save its srength. Alternately waking and trotting
in short bursts, they traveled dl night and reached, just a dawn, the border of the King's persona
demesne. Gdrion turned south, heading for the wild heath to avoid the well-traveled road. On this
roundabout route, it would take longer to reach the forest, but he had no choice. By noon, the horse was
weary and gumbling under him. Gdrion dismounted and led it dong until they came to an unkempt
woodland on the edge of pasture land. He found a stream and let the bay drink. It was when the bay
began grazing on the grassy bank that Gdrion redized he was garving. In his hurry, he'd forgotten to
bring any coin, not so much as a copper. He could no longer ride up to anoble lord’s door and expect to
be fed smply because he was a prince.

“I'm not quite as clever as | need to be” he sad to the horse. “Wel, | wonder how you go about
geding food from farmers?’

The horse needed to rest, and Gdrion was weaving with exhaugtion. Letting the improvised hdter
rope trail for want of a proper tether, he left the horse to its grass, then sat down with his back to a tree.
Although he told himsdf that he would rest only for an hour, when he woke, it was lae in the afternoon,
and he heard voices nearby. He jumped to his feet and pulled the dagger out of his shirt.

“l don’t know whoseit is” aman was saying. “A solen horse, from the look of this bit of cloth.”



Gdrion crept through the trees and came upon afarmer and a young lad, who was holding the bay by
the hdter. When the horse saw Gdrion, it nickered out a gregting. The farmer spun around, and he raised

his heavy daff to the reedy.
“You!” he cdled out. “Do you dam this horse?’

“I do.” Gdrion stepped out of cover.

The lad started urging the horse out of the way, but he kept frightened eyes on his father and this dirty,
dangerous stranger. When Gdrion took a step forward, the farmer dropped to a fighting crouch. Garion
took another step, then another—all a once, the farmer laughed, dropped the staff, and made a kned at
the prince s fedt.

“By thesun and his rays, my liege” the famer said. “So you're out of the palace. | didn't recognize
you at firg.”

“I'm out indeed. How do you know so much?’

“What' s better gossip than the doings of the King? Truly, my prince, the news of your disgrace is dl
over the marketplace. Everyone's as sad as sad for your mother’'s sake, her such a good woman and
al”

“Sheis at that. Will you hdp mefor her sake? All | ask isa bit of rope for this hater and amed.”

“Done, but I've got a bridle to spare” The famer rose, dusing dead leaves off his knees. “The
King's warband rode by on the east road today. The talor's daughter saw them when she went out to
pick violets”

The farmer was even better than hisword. Not only did he give the prince the bridle and a hot dinner,
but he ingsted on packing a sack of loaves of bread, dried apples, and oats for the gelding—more food,
no doubt, than he could truly spare. When Gdrion left a nightfal, he was sure that the King's men would
hear nothing but lies from thisloyd man.

It hardly mattered what the farmer would have told them, if indeed they did ride his way, because by
midmormning of the next day, Gdrion led his weary horse into the tangled virgin forest. He found water,
gave the horse a meager ration of oats, then sat down to think. He was tempted Smply to go to Rhegor
and let Brangwen think what she liked about him, but he had the digtinct feding that Rhegor would be
furious For the fird time in his pampered life, Gdrion knew what it was to fal. Hed been a foadl,
dishonorable, plain and smply stupid—he cursed himsdf with every inault he could think of. Around him
the forest stretched slent, dappled with sunlight, indifferent to him and his short-lived human worries.

Husbanding every scrap of food, scrounging what fodder he could for his horse, Garion made his
way east through the forest for two days. He stayed close to the road and tried to calculate where the
Facon's party might be, because he had made up his mind to intercept it. Late one afternoon, he risked
coming out onto the road and riding up to the crest of alow hill. Far away, hanging over the road, was a
fant pal of dust—horses coming. Hurriedly he pulled back into the forest and waited, but the Falcon's
party never rode past. With Brangwen and her maidservants dong, they would be making early camps to
spare the women's strength. Asit grew dark, Gdrion led the bay through the forest and worked his way
toward the camp. From the top of the next hill he saw it: not just Lord Gerraent and his retainers, but the
King's entire warband.

“May every god curse them,” Garion whispered. “They knew she'd be the best bait to draw me”



Gdrion tied his horse securely in the woods, then ran across the road and began making his cautious
way to the camp. Every snap of atwig under his foot made him freeze and wait. Hafway downhill, the
trees thinned somewhat, giving im a good ook at the sprawling, disorganized camp. In the dearing dong
the stream, horses were tethered; nearby, the warband was gathered around two fires. Off to one side
among the trees was a high-peaked canvas tent, doubtless for Brangwen's privacy. She had to be in
there, away from the ill-mannered riders.

The true and dangerous question, of course, was where Gerraent might be. The firdight below was
too dim for Gdrion to make out anyone's face. He lay fla in the underbrush and watched until after
about an hour, a blond man came out of the tent and Srolled over to one of the fires No man but
Gerraent would have been dlowed in that tent in the firgt place. As soon as Gerraent was safdy occupied
with his dinner, Garion got up, drawing his dagger, then cirdled through the underbrush, moving downhill
and heading for the tent. The warband was laughing and talking, making a lot of blessed noise to cover
his approach.

Gdrion dit the tent down the back with his dagger, a rip of taut cloth. He heard someone moving
insde.

“Gdrion?" Brangwen whispered.
“Itis”

Gdrion dipped back into cover. Wearing only her long nightdress, her golden har loose over her
shoulders, Brangwen crawled out therip and crept to join him.

“I knew you'd come for me” she whispered. “We ve got to go right now.”
“Ahye godd Will you come with me?’

“Did you ever doubt it? I'd follow you anywhere. | don’'t care what you've done.”
“But you don't even have a scrap of extra dothing.”

“Do you think that matters to me?’

Gdrion fdt asif he'd never truly looked at her before: his poor weak child, grinning like a berserker a
the thought of riding away with an exile

“Forgive me,” Gdrion said. “Come dong—I’ve got a horse.”
Then Gdrion heard the sound, the softest crack of a branch.
“Run!” Brangwen screamed.

Gdrion swirled around—too late. The guards sprang out of the trees and circled him like a cornered
gtag. Garion dropped to afighting crouch, raised the dagger, and promised himsdf he'd get one of them
before he died. A man shoved hisway through the pack of guards.

“That’ll do you no good, lad,” Adoryc sad.

Gdrion draightened up—he could never kill his own father. When he threw the dagger onto the
ground at Adoryc*s feet, the King stooped and retrieved it, his amile as cold as the winter wind. Garion



heard Brangwen behind him, weeping in long sobs, and Gerraent’s voice murmuring as he tried to
comfort her.

“Nothing like a bitch to bring a dog to hed,” Adoryc remarked. “Bring him round to the fire. | want a
look at this cub of mine”

The guards marched Gdrion around the tent and over to the bigger campfire, where the King took up
his stance, feet spread apart, hands on hips. When someone brought Brangwen a cloak, she wrapped it
around her and stared hopdesdy at Garion. Gerraent laid a heavy hand on her shoulder and drew her
close

“So, you litle whelp,” Adoryc said. “What do you have to say for yoursdf?’
“Nothing, Father,” Gdrion said. “I’ll only ask you for asngle boon.”

“What makes you think you have the right to ask for any?’ Adoryc drew his own dagger and began
to fiddle with it as he talked.

“Noright at dl, but I'm asking for my lady’s sake,” Gdrion said. “Send her away out of Sght before
you kill me”

“Granted,” Adoryc sad. “Fair enough.”

Brangwen screamed, shoved Gerraent so hard that he sumbled, and ran forward to throw hersdf a
the King's feet.

“Please, my liege, spare hislife” Brangwen sobbed. “I beg you, I'll do anything you say, but don’t kill
him.”

When Garraent started forward, the King waved him back.

“Please, please,” Brangwen went on. “For the sake of his mother, if not for mine. | beg you. If you
mug have blood, take mine”

Brangwen clutched the hem of the King's shirt and turned her throat up to him. She was so0 beautiful,
with her har sreaming down her shoulders, with tears running down her perfect face, that even the
King'sriders sghed doud in pity for her.

“Ahye gods” Adoryc sad. “Do you love thislout as much as that?’

“l do,” Brangwen said. “I’d go with him anywhere, even to the Other lands”
Adoryc glanced at the dagger, then sheathed it with asigh.

“Gerraent!” Adoryc sad.

Gerraent came forward, took Brangwen by the shoulders, and led her away, but she refused to leave
the circle. Gdrion was so sick he could bardy stand—he was unworthy of her, or so he saw it, and this
second failure seemed to shatter him, asiif he’ d been broken into pieces and could never put those pieces
back together in the same way.

“Wdl, by the hdls” Adoryc said mildly. “If | can’t dit your throat, Garion, how am | going to solve
this little matter?”



“You could let me and my lady go into exile” Gdrion said camly. “It would spare us dl much
trouble”

“You little bastard!” Adoryc stepped forward and dapped him across the face. “How dare you?’
Gdrion staggered from the force of the blow, but he held his ground.

“Do you want me to tdl everyone ese what this quarrd between usis dl about?” Gdrion sad. “Do
you, Father? | will.”

Adoryc went as dill as a hunted animdl.
“Or ghdl | just accept exile?” Garion went on. “And no man need know the cause of it.”

“You bastard.” Adoryc whispered so low that Gdrion could barely hear him. “Or truly, not a bastard,
because of dl my sons, you're the one mogt like me” Then he raised his voice. “The cause need not be
known, but we hereby do pronounce our son, Gdrion, as stripped of dl his rank and honor, as turned
out of our presence and our demesne, forever and beyond forever. We forbid him our lands, we forbid
him the shelter of those sworn to us as loyd vassals, dl on pain of death.” He paused to laugh under his
bregth. “And we hereby drip him of the name we gave him a his miserable birth. We proclam his new
name as Nevyn. Do you hear me, lad? Nevyn—no one—naobody at al—that’s your new name.”

“Done,” Gdrion sad. “I'll bear it proudly.”

Brangwen shook hersdf free of Gerraent’s arm. She amiled as proudly as the princess she might have
been as she started over to her banished man. With a amile to maich, Garion held out his hand to her.

“Hold!” Gerraent forced himsdf between them. “My liege, my King, whét is this? Am | to marry my
only Sgter to an exile?’

“Shel smy betrothed dready,” Gdrion snapped. “Y our father pledged her, not you.”

“Hold your tongue, Nevyn!” Adoryc dapped him across the face. “My lord Gerraent, you have our
leave to speak.”

“My liege” As he kndt before the King, Gerraent was shaking. “Truly, my father pledged her, and as
hisson, dl | can do is honor the pledge. But my father betrothed her to a good life, one of comfort and
honor. He loved his daughter. What will she have now?’

As Adoryc considered, Gdrion fet the dweomer-warning like ice, shuddering down his back. He
stepped forward.

“Father,” Gdrion said.
“Never cdl metha again.” Adoryc motioned to the guards. “Keep our no one here quiet.”

Before Garion could dodge, two men grabbed him from behind and twisted his arms behind him. One
of them clapped a firm hand over his mouth. Brangwen stood frozen, her face so pae that Gdrion was
afrad she would faint.

“I beg you, my liege” Gerraent went on. “If | dlow this marriage, what kind of a brother am 1? How
can | dam to be head of my danif | have thislittle honor? My liege, if ever the Falcon has paid you any



sarvice, | beg you—don't let this happen.”
“Done, then,” Adoryc said. “We hereby release you from your father’s pledge.”
“Gerro!” Brangwen sobbed out. “You can't! | want to go. Gerro, let me go.”

“Hush.” Gerraent rose, turning and sweeping her into his arms. “You don't understand. You don't
know what kind of life you'll have, wandering the roads like beggars.”

“l don't care” Brangwen tried to gruggle free. “Gerro, Gerro, how can you do this to me? Let me

go.
Gerraent weakened:; then he tossed his head.

“l won't,” hesaid. “I won't have you die in childbirth someday, just because your man doesn't have
the price of amidwife, or starve some winter on the road. I'd die mysdf firs.”

It was touching, perfectly said, but Gdrion knew that Gerraent was lying, that dl those fine words
were crud deadly poisoned lies. The dweomer was mking him tremble and choke. He struggled in his
guard’'s arms, and bit the man hard in the hand, but dl he got for his struggle was a blow on the head that
meade the world dance before him.

“You're wrong, Gerro,” Brangwen said, shoving againg hisarms. “I know you' re wrong. | want to go
with him.”

“Right or wrong, I'm the Falcon now,” Gerraent snapped. “And you're not disobeying me”

Brangwen made one lagt wrench, but he was too strong for her. As he dragged her awvay bodily, she
wept, sobbing hysericaly and hdplesdy as Gerraent shoved her into their tent. Adoryc motioned to the
guardsto let Gdrion go.

“Now,” Adoryc said. “Get this Nevyn out of my dght forever.” He handed Gdrion his dagger.
“Here' s the one weapon dlowed to a banished man. You must have a horse, or you wouldn't be here”
He took the pouch a his sde and drew out a coin. “And here's the dlver of a banished man.” He
pressed the coin into Galrion’s hand.

Gdrion glanced & it, thgn flung it into his father’ s face.
“I"d rather garve,” he said.

Asthe guards fdl back in front of him, Garion strode out of the camp. At the top of the rise he turned
for alagt look a Brangwen's tent. Then he broke into a run, crashing through the underbrush, running
across the road, and tripping a lagt to fdl on his knees near the bay gdding. He wept, but for
Brangwen's sake, not his own.

The women's hdl was sunny, and through the windows, Brangwen could see apple trees, so white
with perfumed blossoms that it seemed clouds were caught in the branches. Nearby, Rodda and Y solla
were taking as they worked at their sawing, but Brangwen let her work lie in her Igp. She wanted to



weep, but it was so tedious to weep dl the time. She prayed that Prince Gadrion might be wdl and
wondered where he was riding on hislondy road of exile.

“Gwennie?’ Lady Rodda said. “ Shdl we walk in the meadows this afternoon?”
“If you wish, my lady.”

“Wl, if you'd rather, Gwennie” Ysolla said. “We could go riding.”
“Whatever you want,” Brangwen said.

“Here, child,” Rodda said. “Truly, it's time you got over this brooding. Your brother did what was
best for you.”

“If my lady says s0.”

“It would have been ghadlly,” Ysolla broke in. “Riding behind a banished man? How can you even
think of it! It's the shame. No one would even take you in.”

“It would have been their loss, not ours.”
Rodda sghed and ran her needle into her embroidery.
“And what about when you had a babe?’

“Gdrion never would have let our child starve,” Brangwen said with a little toss of her head. “You
don’'t understand. | should have gone with him. It would have been dl right. | just know it would have

“Now, Gwennie, lamb, you're just not thinking clearly,” Rodda said.

“Asdearly as| need to,” Brangwen snapped. “Oh—my pardons, my lady. But you don’t understand.
| know | should have gone.”

Both her friends stared, eyes narrow in honest concern. They think I’'m daft, Brangwen thought, and
maybe | am, but | know it!

“Wel, there are a lot of men in the kingdom,” Ysolla said, in an obvious atempt to be hdpful. “I'll
wager you won't have any trouble getting another one. I'll wager he's better than Gdrion, too. He must
have done something avful to get himsdf exiled.”

“At court a man has to do very little to get himsdf out of favor,” Rodda said. “There are plenty of
others to do it for him. Now here, lamb, | won't have Gdrion spoken ill of in my hal. He may have
faled, but truly, Gwennie, he tried to spare you this. He let me know that he saw trouble coming, and he
was hoping he'd have time to release you from the betrotha before the blow fdl.” She shook her head
sadly. “But the King is a very stubborn man.”

“l can't believe that,” Brangwen snapped. “He never would have cast me off to my shame. | know he
loves me. | don't care what you say.”

“Of course he loved you, child,” Rodda said patiently. “That'swhat I’ ve just been saying. He wanted
to release you in such a way as to spare you the dightest hint of shame. When he faled, he planned to
take you with him.”



“If it weren't for Gerro,” Brangwen said.

Rodda and Y solla glanced a each other, their eyes meeting in Slent conference. This argument had
come full circle again, in its tedioudy predictable way. Brangwen looked out the window at the apple
trees and wondered why everything in life seemed tedious now.

Brangwen and Gerraent were vigting at the Boar’s dun for a few days, and Brangwen knew that
Gerraent had arranged the vigt for her sake. That night at dinner, she watched her brother as he sat
across the table and shared a trencher with Ysolla. He dill has his betrothed, Brangwen thought bitterly.
It would have been a wonderful release to hate him, but she knew that he had done only what he thought
best for her, whether it truly was best or not. Her beloved brother. While their parents and uncles dways
doted on Gerraent, the precious son and her, they had modly ignored Brangwen, the unnecessary
daughter. Gerraent himsdlf, however, had loved her, played with her, helped care for her, and led her
around with imin away that was surprising for so young a lad. She remembered him explaining how to
draighten an arrow or build a toy dun with stones, and he was dways dragging her out of danger—away
from a fierce dog, away from the river's edge, and now, away from a man he considered unworthy of
her.

All through the med, Gerraent would sometimes look up, catch her looking at him, and give her a
timid smile. She knew that he was afraid she hated him. Eventualy Brangwen could no longer bear the
crowded hdl and made her escape into the cool twilight of Rodda’'s garden. Red as drops of blood, the
roses bloomed thickly. She picked one, cradled it in her hand, and remembered Galrion tdling her that
she was his one true rose. “My lady? Are you distressed about somewha?’ It was Blaen, hurrying
across the garden. Brangwen knew perfectly wel thet he was in love with her. Every soft look, every
longing amile that he gave her stabbed her like a knife. “How can | not be distressed, my lord?” “Wall,
true spoken. But every dark time comesto an end.” “My lord, | doubt if the dark will ever end for me”
“Oh here, things are never as bad as dl tha.” As dy as a young lad, Blaen smiled a her. Brangwen
wondered why she was even bothering to fight. Sooner or later, Gerraent would hand her over to his
blood-sworn friend whether she wanted to marry him or not.

“My lord is very kind,” Brangwen said. “I hardly know what | say these days”
Blaen picked another rose and held it out. Rather than be rude, Brangwen took it.

“Let me be blunt, my lady,” Blaen said. “You mug know that my heart aches to mary you, but |
understand what you say about your dark time. Will you think of me thistime next year, when these roses
are blooming again? That'sdl | ask of you.”

“I will, then, if we both live”

Blaen looked up sharply, caught by her words, even though it was only an empty phrase, a pious
acknowledgment that the gods are stronger than men. As Brangwen groped for something to say to
dispd the chill around them, Gerraent came out into the garden.

“Making sure that I'm tregting your sSster honorably?’ Blaen said with agrin.

“Oh, I’'ve no doubt you' d dways be honorable,” Gerraent said. “I was just wondering what happened
to Gwennie”

Gerraent escorted her back to the women's hdl. Since Rodda and Ysolla were 4ill at table,
Brangwen dlowed him to come in with her. He perched unessily on the edge of the open window while a
servant lit the candles in the sconces with a taper. After the servant |eft, they were aone, face to face with



each other in the dlent room. Restlesdy Brangwen turned away and saw a moth fluttering dangeroudy
close to a candle flame. She caught it softly in cupped hands and &t it free at the window.

“You've got the softest heart in the world,” Gerraent said.
“Wel, the poor things are too stupid to know better.”
Gerraent caught both her handsin his.

“Gwennie, do you hate me?’

“l could never hate you. Never.”

For a moment Brangwen thought that he would weep.

“I know that marriage means everything to alass” Gerraent went on. “But we ll find you a better man
than an exile. Has Blaen declared himsdf to you?’

“He has, but please, | can't bear thinking of marrying anyone right now.”

“Gwennie, I'll make you a solemn promise. Head of our dan or not, I'll never make you marry urtil
you truly want to.”

Brangwen threw her arms around his neck and wept againg his shoulder. As he stroked her hair, she
fdt him trembling againg her.

“Take me home, Gerro. Please, | want to go home.”
“Wel, then, that’s what we ll do.”

Y et once they were back in the Falcon dun, Brangwen hitterly regretted leaving Rodda and Ysolla's
company. Everything she saw at home reminded her dther of her father or her prince, both irrevocably
gone. Up in her bedchamber, she had a wooden box filled with courting gifts from Galrion—brooches,
rings, and a glver goblet with her name inscribed on it. He would have had his name put next to hers
once they were married. Although she couldn’t read, Brangwen would at times take out the goblet and
weep as she traced the writing with her fingertip.

The dailiness of her life eventudly drew her back from her despair. Brangwen had the servants to
upervise, the chamberlain to consult, the household spinning and sewing to oversee and to do hersdf.
She and her serving woman, Ludda, spent long afternoons working on the household clothes and taking
turns Snging old songs and balads to each other. Soon, though, she had a new worry in Gerraent. Often
she caught him weeping on their father’s grave, and in the evenings, he turned oddly dlent. As he sat in
his father's char—his char, now—he drank gdeadily and watched the flames playing in the fireplace.
Although Brangwen sat beside him out of sterly duty, he rarely spoke more than two words at atime.

On a day when Gerraent was hunting, Gwerbret Madoc came for a vigt with Sx men of his warband
for an escort. As she curtsed to the gwerbret, Brangwen noticed the men saring at her—dy eyes, little
haf-amiles an undisguised lugt that she had seen a thousand times on the faces of men. She hated them
for it.

“Gredtings, my lady,” Madoc said. “I've come to pay my respects to your father’s grave.”



After sending the servants to care for his men, Brangwen took Madoc into the hdl and poured him de
with her own hands, then sat across from him at the honor table. Madoc pledged her with the tankard.

“My thanks, Brangwen,” he said. “Truly, | wanted to see how you fared.”
“Aswdl as| can, your grace.”
“And your brother?’

“He s dill mourning our father. 1 can only hope he'll put his grief away soon.” Brangwen saw that he
was truly worried, not merdy being courteous, and his worry made her own flare. “Gerro haan't been
himsdf of late. | don't know what’s wrong.”

“Ah, | wondered. Wdl, here, you know that your brother and yoursdf are under my protection. If
ever you need my ad, you send a page to me straightaway. That's no idle courtesy, either. Sometimes
when aman gets to brooding, he's a bit much for his sster to handle, so send me a message, and I'll ride
by to cheer Gerro up a bit.”

“Oh, my thanks, truly, my thanks! That gladdens my heart, Y our Grace.”

Soon Gerraent rode in from hunting, bringing a doe for the cook to clean and hang. Since the two men
hed important matters to discuss, Brangwen withdrew and went outside to look for Ludda. Out by the
wall, Brythu was helping the cook dress the deer. They'd cut off the head and thrown it to the pack of
dogs, who were growling and worrying it. Although she'd grown up seeing game cleaned regularly,
Brangwen fdt sick. The velvet eyes looked up at her; then a dog dragged it away. Brangwen turned and
ran back to the broch. The whole world seemed to have turned sirange and full of omens.

On the morrow, Madoc took leave of them early. As Brangwen and Gerraent were eating their noon
med, Gerraent told her a bit about his grace's tak. It looked as if there might be trouble out on the
western border where afew dans dill grumbled at the King'srule.

“I"d hate to see you ride to another war so soon,” Brangwen said.

HWW?’
“You'redl | havein the world.”

Suddenly thoughtful, Gerraent nodded, then cut up a bit of the roast fowl on ther trencher with his
dagger. He picked up atidbit and fed it to her with hisfingers.

“Wel, little Sgter,” he sad. “I try to be mindful of my duty to you.”

Although it was pleasantly said, Brangwen suddenly fdt a cold chill down her back, as if something
were trying to warn her of danger.

Y& when the danger findly came, she had no warning a dl. On a sunny afternoon they rode out
together into the wild meadowlands to the east, avast stretch of ralling hills that neither the Falcon nor the
Boar had men enough to till or defend. At a little stream they stopped to water their horses. When they
were children, this stream had marked the limit they were dlowed to ride without an adult dong. It was
odd to think that now, when she could have ridden as far as she wanted, she had no desire to wander
away from home. While Gerraent tended the horses, Brangwen sat down in the grass and looked for
daises, but she couldn’t bear to pluck those innocent symbols of a lass's fird love. She'd had her love



and logt him, and she doubted if she'd ever find another—not merdly a husband, but a love. Eventudly
Gerraent sat down beside her.

“Going to make a daisy chan?’ he remarked.
“I'm not. It's too late for things like that.”
Gerraent looked sharply away.

“Gwennie?’ he said. “There's something I'd best ask you. It aches my heart to pry, but it's going to
matter someday if | have to bargain out your betrotha.”

Brangwen knew perfectly wdl what was on hismind.
“l didn't bed him,” she said. “Don’t trouble your heart over it for aminute”

Gerraent amiled in such a fierce, gloating reief that dl at once she saw him as the fdcon, poised
hovering on the wind, seemingly motionless dthough it fights to keep its place. Then he struck, catching
her by the shoulders and kissing her before she could shove him away.

“Gero!”

Although Brangwen tried to twig free, he was far too strong for her. He hed her tight, kissed her,
then pinned her down in the grass to give her along greedy kiss that set her heart pounding only partly in
fear. All & once, as Slently as he'd caught her, he let her go and sat back on the grass with tears running
down his face. Her shoulders ached from those greedy hands, her brother’s hands, as she sat up,
watching him warily. Gerraent pulled his dagger and handed it to her hilt-fird.

“Takeit and dit my throat,” he said. “I'll knedl here and let you do it.”
“Never.”

“Then I'll do it mysdf. Go home. Get Ludda and ride to Madoc. By the time he rides back, I'll be
dead.”

Brangwen fdt asif she were a it of wire, being pulled between a jewder’s tools until it's asfine as a
gangle hair. Thislagt loss was too much to bear, her brother, her beloved brother, kneding before her asa
supplicant. If he did kill himsdf, no one would know the truth of it, thinking him mad over his mourning,
not an unclean man who'd broken the laws of the gods. But she would know. And she would never see
him again. The wire was being pulled tighter and tighter.

“Will you forgive me before | die?” Gerraent said.

She wanted to speak, but no words came. When he misread her slence, his eyesfilled with tears.
“Done, then,” he said. “It was too much to hope for.”

The wire broke. In arush of tears, Brangwen flung hersdf againg him.

“Gerro, Gerro, Gerro, you can't die”

Gerraent dropped the dagger and dowly, hestantly, put his hands on her waig, as if to shove her
away, then clasped her tight in hisarms.



“Gerro, please, livefor my sake.”

“How can 1?7 Wha dhdl | do, live hating my blood-sworn friend if you marry Blaen? Every time you
looked a me, I'd know you were remembering my fault.”

“But the clan! If you die, the dan dies with you. Ah by the Goddess of the Moon, if you kill yoursdlf, |
might as wdl do the same. What e se would be left for me?”

He held her alittle ways away from him, and as they looked into each other’s eyes, she fdt degath
ganding beside her, a papable presence.

“Does my maidenhead mean so much to you?’' she said.
Gerraent shrugged, refusng to answer.
“Then you might as wdl take it. Y ou wouldn't force mefor it, so I'll giveit to you.”

He stared at her like a drunken man. Brangwen wondered why he couldn’t see what was so clear to
her: if they were doomed, they might aswel live an hour longer in each other’s arms. She put her hands
aongsde hisface and pulled him down to kiss her. His hands dug into her shoulders so tightly thet it hurt,
but she let him kiss her again. As his passon for her flared, it was frightening, wrapping her round,
caching her up like a branch in afire. When she let hersdf go limpin his arms, Brangwen fdt more like a
priestessin arite than alover. She fdt nothing but the force of him, the solid weight of him, her mind so
far away that she fdt she was watching their lovemaking in a dream.

When they finished, he lay next to her and pillowed his head on her naked breasts, his mouth moving
on her skin, a gentle nuzzing kiss of gratitude. She ran her fingers through his hair and thought of the
dagger lying ready for them. | never wanted to die a maid, she thought, and who better than Gerro? He
rased his head and amiled & her, a soft drunken smile of pleasure and love.

“Are you going to kill me now?’ Brangwen said.

“Why?" Gerraent said. “Not yet, my love, not after this. Theré Il be time enough later for the pair of us
to die. | know we will, and the gods know it, too, and that's enough for them. We Il have our summer
firg”

Brangwen looked up at the sky, a pure blue, glittering like a fiery reproach from the gods. Her hand
groped for the dagger.

“Not yet,” Gerraent said.

He caught her wrig, those heavy calloused hands drding it, magtering her, taking the dagger away.
He sat up and threw it. It glittered through the air and plunged into the stream. Brangwen thought of
protesting, but his beauty caught her, a crud flaming beauty like the angry sun. He ran his hands down her
body, then lay down beside her and kissed her. This time she fdt her desire rise to maich his, a
bittersweet lugt, born of despair.

When they rode home that evening, Brangwen was surprised that everyone treated them so normdly
and eadly. She was expecting that everyone would see if not their dishonor then at least their coming
death, as if death should cast a glow around them that could be seen for miles. But Brythu merdly took
thelr horses and bowed; the chamberlain came hurrying over to Gerraent with some tedious news from
the village, Ludda met Brangwen and asked if she should set the kitchen maid to laying the table. The



evening turned so normd that Brangwen wanted to scream.

After the med, the servants settled in a their hearth and Gerraent, with a tankard in his hand, a his
The great hdl was dark except for the crossed and bettling glows from the two smdl fires. Brangwen
watched her brother’s shadowed face and wondered if he was happy. She hardly knew what she fdt.
For the past year, she'd been readying hersdf for marriage, when she would swear an oath to her
husband and bind hersdf under hiswill. Instead, she'd sworn a blood oath, giving up her will to a pledge
of death. There was nathing left but to center hersalf on Gerraent, her first man, her brother, just as she'd
planned to do with her prince. Until she let Gerraent dit her throat, she would serve him as her lord. The
decison gave her a precarious peace, asif she had closed a door in her mind on the tragedy of the past.
Gdrion was gone, and dl the promise he'd hdd out of a different kind of life

“Gerro?’ Brangwen said. “What are you thinking about?”

“Thet rebdlion,” Gerraent said. “If there' s awar this summer, | won't go. | promise you that—I’ll find
away out.”

Brangwen smiled, her heart bursting with love for him. He was making the biggest sacrifice a man like
him could, giving up his glory to live with her in the summer and die with her in thefdl.

Brangwen would have liked to have dept in his bed, as was her place, but it was of course far too
risky with so many servantsin the house. If the priests in the village ever learned of ther sn, they would
come tear them apart. Often, over the next few weeks, they rode out together to lie down in the soft
grass. Wrapped in his arms, Brangwen could think of Gerraent as her husband. Her cam continued, as
far as the weather, summer day after summer day dipping by, like water in afull stream, slent, smooth as
glass gligening. Nothing could disturb her cdm, not even her occasond thought of Ysolla, whose
betrothed she had taken away. At firg, it seemed that Gerraent too was happy, but dowly his brooding
and his rages returned.

Gerraent was growing more and more like their father, dark as a sorm when he was idle, glowering
into the fire and pacing restlesdy around the ward. One evening, when Brythu brought hm de, the lad
dipped and spilled it. Gerraent swung and dapped him so hard that the lad fdl to his knees.

“You dumsy little bastard,” Gerraent said, risng from his chair.

Asthe lad cowered back, Gerraent’s hand went to his dagger dmost of its own will. Brangwen threw
hersdf in between them.

“Hold your hand, Gerro,” she snapped. “You'll be weeping with remorse not five minutes later if you
hurt the lad.”

Sobbing, Brythu fled the hdl. Brangwen saw the rest of the servants watching with pae faces and
terrified eyes. She grabbed Gerraent by the shoulders and shook him hard.

“Oh by the hdls” Gerraent said. “My thanks.”

Brangwen fetched him more de hersdf, then went out to the stable, where, as she expected, she
found Brythu weeping in the hay loft. She hung her candle lantern on anail in the wall, then sat down and
lad a gentle hand on his shoulder. He was only twelve, a skinny little thing for his age.

“Here, here)” Brangwen said. “Let me have alook.”



Brythu wiped the tears away on his deeve and turned his face up to her. An ugly red puff was sweling
on his cheek, but his eye was unharmed.

“Lord Gerraent’s sorry dready,” Brangwen said. “He won't do thisagain.”

“My thanks, my lady,” Brythu sammered. “What's so wrong with Lord Gerraent these days?’
“He s hdf mad from mourning his father, that's dl.”

Brythu considered, touching the swveling on his cheek.

“He would have killed meif it wasn't for you,” he said. “If ever you want meto do anything for you, |
swvear | will.”

Late that night, when everyone was adeep, Brangwen crept out of her chamber and went to Gerraent,
who was degping in ther father's room and in ther father's bed—the great carved bedstead with
embroidered hangings, marked with fadcons and the privilege of the head of the clan. She dipped in
beside him, kissed him awake, and let him take her for the sake of peace in the house. Afterward, he lay
drowsy in her arms, every musde at ease like a satidfied child. She fdt for the firs time the one power
dlowed to her as a woman, to use her beauty and her body to bring her man to the place where he
would ligen to her ingtead of only to hiswhims. It would have been different with my prince, she thought.
Tears ran down her cheeks, merafully hidden from her brother by the darkness.

Though Brangwen was careful to leave his bed and return to her own, that next moming she had her
firg intimation that the rest of the household was beginning to suspect something. The men seemed utterly
unaware, but at times Brangwen caught Ludda watching her with a frightened wondering in her eyes.
Brangwen took Gerraent aside and told him to go hunting and leave her done.

Over the next few days, he ignored her for long hours at a time, going hunting or riding round the
demesne; he even began taking of visting Madoc or Blaen. But dways she fdt hm waching her
whenever they were in the same Boom, as if he were guarding her like a treasure. Although she tried to
put him off, findly he indsted that she ride with himinto the hills

That afternoon they found a copse of willows for their love-making. She had never seen hm so0
passionate, meking love to her asif every time he had her made him want her more rather than stisfying
him. Afterward, hefdl adeep in her arms. She stroked his har and held him, but she fdt weary, so tired
that she wanted to snk into the earth and never see the sky again. When Gerraent woke, he sat up,
dretching, amiling at her. Besde him, tangled in his clothes, lay his dagger.

“Gerro, kill me now.”
“I won't. Not yet.”

All & once, Brangwen knew it wastime to die, that they had to die now, this very afternoon. She sat
up and grabbed hisarm.

“Kill me now. | beg you.”

Gerraent dapped her across the face, the firs blow he'd ever given her. When she began to cry, he
flung his arms around her, kissed her, and begged her to forgive him. She did forgive him, smply because
ghe had no choice—he was more than her whole life; he was her death as well. All during the ride home,
she fdt her urgency ache her: they should be dead. When they rode into the ward, she saw horses tied up



outside. Lord Blaen had come to vigt.

Blaen stayed for three days, hunting with Gerraent, while Brangwen crept around and tried to avoid
them both. Only once did she have to talk with Blaen aone, and then he held to his pledge and said not
one word about marriage. On his last night there, however, he begged her to day at the table after
dinner. Gerraent brooded, staring into the fire and drinking as steedily as if he'd forgotten they had a
guest. When Blaen started talking to Brangwen about his mother, she could only lisen miserably, hardly
able to answer, because she was wondering what Rodda would say when she learned the truth.
Apparently Blaen misread her silence.

“Now here, my lady,” Blaen said. “I promised you that I'd never even speak of marriage till the
soring, and | keep my word.”

“What'sthis? Gerraent said.
“Wdl,” Blaen said. “I’ ve spoken to you before about paying court to your sister.”

“So you have” Gerraent said, amiling. “I've made her a promise, you see. | told her that I'd never
make her marry unless she chooses to.”

“Indeed?’ Blaen said. “Evenif she stays under your roof dl her life?”

“Judt thet.”

Blaen hesitated, his eyes darkening.

“Wdl, my lady,” he said to Brangwen. “Y ou're lucky in your brother, aren’t you?’
“l think s0,” Brangwen said. “1 honor him.”

Blaen amiled eadlly, but dl a once, Brangwen was frightened. The glow from the smokey fire danced,
but it seemed to her that the fire came from Gerraent, as if long tendrils of flame were reaching out for
Blaen againg dl their wills.

With summer & its height, the sun lay hot dong the dusty road, light as golden as the grain ripening in
the fidds. Nevyn, who had once been Prince Garion, led a pack mule laden with baled herbs across the
border of the Falcon lands. As he walked, he kept a constant lookout for Gerraent, who might well be
out riding his roads. Nevyn doubted if anyone else would recognize the prince in this dusty peddlar with
his shabby clothes, shaggy har, and old mule He was leaning that a man could be invisble without
mighty dweomer-workings but merdy by acting in unexpected ways in unexpected places. No one
would expect the prince to dare come near the Falcon again.

When he came to the village, Nevyn even risked buying a tankard of de from the tavernman, who
bardy glanced his way after he'd taken his copper. Nevyn sat in the corner near an old woman and
asked her foolish questions about the countryside, as if he'd come from a long way away. When he left,
no one even noticed him go.

It was toward evening when he reached his destination, a shabby wooden hut on the edge of the wild
forest. Out in front, two goats were grazing on the stubby grass, while old Ynna sat on her stoop and
watched them. Ynna was thin as a gtick, with long twiglike fingers, gnarled from her long years of hard
work. Her white hair was cardlessly caught up in a dirty scarf. An herbwoman and midwife, she was
thought by some folk to be awitch, but in truth, she merdy loved her solitude.



“Good morrow, lad,” Ynnasaid. “Looks like old Rhegor’s sent me a pretty thing or two.”
“He has” Nevyn said. “This supply should last you through the winter.”

Nevyn unloaded the mule and carried the herbs insde, then watered it and sent it out to graze with the
goats. When he came back to the hut, Ynna was laying out bread and cheese on her smdl unsteady
table. When she handed him a wooden cup of water and told him to set to, Nevyn gratefully pitched in,
soreading the soft pungent goat’s cheese on the dark bread. Ynnanibbled a bit of bread and studied him
50 curioudy that Nevyn wondered if she knew he’ d once been the prince.

“It's wearisome, having old Rhegor gone from this part of the forest,” Ynna said. “And so sudden it
was, him coming by one day to tdl me he was going. Has he ever told you why?’

“Wdl, good dame,” Nevyn sad. “I do what my master says and hold my tongue.”

“Always best with a strange one like our Rhegor. Well, if he sends you to me with herbs every now
and then, I'll manage.”

Ynnacut afew more dices from the loaf and laid them on Nevyn's plate.

“l miss Rhegor, though,” Ynna said abruptly. “I could dways count on his counsd, like, when there
was some troubling thing.”

Nevyn fdt the dweomer-warning down his back.
“And how fares Lord Gerraent these days?’ Nevyn said.

“You'redmaog as sharp as your madter, aren't you, lad? Wdl, here, tdl Rhegor this tde for me. He
aways kept an eye, like, on poor little Brangwen.”

“Did he now? | never knew that.”

“Oh, truly, he did, just from a fatherly distance, like. So tdl him about this. About a month ago, it was,
the page up a the dun got a bit of fever, and a stubborn thing it was. | mus have been back there five
times before the lad was right again. And Lord Gerraent gives me a slver coin for it. He says, do you
have an herb to take madness away, Ynna? He was jedting, | suppose, but he smiled so cold-like it
troubled my heart. And then the last time | went up the hill, | see Gerraent sobbing on his father’s grave.”

“You can rest assured I'll tel Rhegor about it. How does Brangwen fare, shut up with a man like
that?’

“Now there's the strangest thing of al. You think she'd be heartsick, but she goes around like a
womean in a dream. I’'ve never seen the lass look so broody-like. I'd say she was with child, but who's
would it be? She's judt as broody as if her bdly was sweling, but that betrothed of hers has been gone
too long now. Well, tdl Rhegor for me”

On the ride home, Nevyn pushed the balky mule as fast as it would go, but it dill took him over two
days to reach his new home, up in the wild forest north of the Boar’s demesne. Nevyn and Rhegor had
cleared a good space of land near a stream. They'd used the logs to build a rough house and the land to
plant beans, turnips, and suchlike. Since Rhegor’ s reputation as a heder moved north with him, they had
plenty of food and even afew coins, snce farmers and bondsmen dike were willing to pay with chickens
and suchlike for Rhegor’s herbs. Nevyn saw dearly that he and Brangwen would have had a comfortable



if spare life in the forest. If only you hadn’'t been such a dolt, Nevyn cursed himsdlf, such a stupid fool!
Hardly a day went by without him reproaching himsdf for losng her.

Rhegor was out in front of the house, treeting the running eye of a little boy while the mother squatted
nearby. From her ragged brown tunic, Nevyn saw that she was a bondswoman, her thin face utterly
blank, asif she hardly cared whether the lad was cured or not even though she'd brought him dl this
way. On her face was her brand, the old scar pae on dirty skin. Though he was bardly three, the lad was
dready branded, too, marked out as Lord Blaen's property for the rest of his life Rhegor stood the lad
on atree sump and wiped the infected eye with a bit of rag dipped in herba salve.

Nevyn went to stable the mule dongsde the bay gdding. When he came back, the bondswoman
looked a him with fegned disnterest. Even from tea feet away he could amdl her unwashed flesh and
rags. Rhegor called her over, gave her a pot of sadve, and told her how to gpply it. She listened, her face
showing a brief flicker of hope.

“I can't pay you much, my lord,” she said. “I brought some of the firs gpples.”

“You and the lad egt those on your way home” Rhegor said.

“My thanks.” She stared at the ground. “1 heard you tended poor folk, but | didn't believeit & firs.”
“It strue,” Rhegor said. “Spread the tale around.”

“l was so frightened.” She went on daring a the ground. “If the lad went blind, they’d kill him
because he couldn’'t work.”

“What?" Nevyn broke in. “Lord Blaen would never do such athing”

“Lord Blaen?’ She looked up with a fant smile “Wdl, so he wouldn't. How would he even know
we're dive to be killed? His overseer, my lord, that'swho'd do it.”

Nevyn supposed that she spoke the cold truth. As the prince, he'd given less thought to bondsmen
then to horses. Rhegor was making him see a different world.

Once the woman went on her way, Rhegor and Nevyn went ingde their cabin, asngle light airy room,
scented with new-cut pine. They had a scattering of cast-off furniture from graieful famers a table, a
bench, a free-ganding cabinet to hold cook-ware. On one wal was the hdf-finished hearth Nevyn was
building as his share of the summer's work. Nevyn dipped them ae from a barrdl, then brought the
dented tankards over to join Rhegor at the table.

“And how was the journey?’ Rhegor said. “How fares old Y nna?’

“Wdl enough, my lord,” Nevyn said. “But she told me a cursed strange tale about the Falcon. Ah ye
gods, my poor Brangwen! | truly wish you’ d done what my father would have— beaten me hdf to death
for my fault!”

“That would have solved nothing, and made you fed like you'd made amends when you hadn’t.”
Rhegor hesitated on the edge of anger. “Ahwell, what's past is past. Tdl methetde”

While Nevyn told him, Rhegor listened quietly, but his hands clasped his tankard tighter and tighter. At
the end, Rhegor swore under his bregth.



“Truly,” Rhegor said. “Well, we' d best look into this. Here, old Y nna can practicaly amdl when alass
iswith child. There' s no chance the babe' s yours, isit?’

“Not unless longing for a womean can get her with child.”
His eyes dark, Rhegor amiled briefly.
“And what will you think of your Gwennie,” Rhegor said. “If she's big with another man’s child?’

“If he's a good man, let her go with him,” Nevyn said. “And if he's not, then I'll take her child and
dl”

“Wdl and good. First we'll have to seeif that child' s Blaen's. If itis, theréll be a wedding, and thet'lI
be the end to it. If nat, | dill have hope we can get her away.”

“Here, my lord, why are you so concerned with Brangwen? Is it just the honor of the thing?’
“Now, thet | can’t tdl you just yet.”
Nevyn waited, hoping for at least a word more, but Rhegor merdy looked away, thinking.

“I'll ride down to the Boar early tomorrow,” Rhegor said. “Out of courtesy, | should let Lady Rodda
know there’'s an herbman nearby. You stay here. Blaen would hate to kill you if he saw you, but his
honor would make him do what the King ordered. | should reach the dun by noon, so you might make
yoursdf afire and seeif you can follow me that way.”

On the morrow, Nevyn spent an impatient morning digging stones out of therr little fidd for the hearth.
So far, mogt of histraining was just this sort of menid Iabor in the summer heat. Often it gdled him: what
was a prince doing, swesting like a flea-bitten bondsman? Yet in his heart, he knew that humbling the
prince’ s pride was the red work. There isonly one key to unlock the secrets of the dweomer: | want to
know in order to help the world. Anyone wanting power for its own sake gets only dribs and drabs,
hard-won, harder to keep, and not worth having. Yet here and there, Rhegor had given Nevyn work
bearing more directly on dweomer-lore. Although Nevyn had dways had the Sight, it came and went of
its own will, showing him what it chose to show and not a jot more. Now he was learning to bring the
Sght under hiswill.

Nevyn made a circle of stones outsde on the ground and built a smdl fire, which he lit like any other
men with a tinder box and flint. He let the fire burn down until the logs were glowing caves of coas. Then
he stretched out on the ground, pillowed his chin on his hands, and stared directly into the fire caves. He
dowed his breathing to the right rhythm and thought of Rhegor. At lagt the fire cave stretched, widened,
and turned into the sheen of sunlight glowing on a polished wood chamber. In the flames, Nevyn made
out Rhegor, a tiny image. Nevyn summoned his will and thought of Rhegor, imaged him clearly, and
forced his mind to him. The vison swdled, turned solid, swelled again, and became as clear as though
Nevyn were looking into the women's hdl from an outsde window. With one lagt effort of will, Nevyn
went in, hearing alittle rushy hiss, a dropping sensation in his somach, and at last he was sanding beside
Rhegor on the floor.

Lady Rodda was stting on her chair, with Y solla perching on a footstool nearby. With his shirt off to
reved abad case of boils, ayoung misarable page was kneding in front of Rhegor on the floor.

“These will have to be lanced,” Rhegor said. “Since | don’t have my tools with me, I'll have to ride
back tomorrow with your lady’s leave.”



The boy gave a miserable squeak in anticipation.

“Now don't be adlly lad,” Rodda said. “They've been hurting you for weeks, and if the herbman
lances them, they’ll be over and done with. Don't you go hiding in the forest dl day tomorrow.”

The lad grabbed his shirt from the floor, made Rodda a bow, then fled unceremonioudy. Smiling,
Rodda shook her head at him, then motioned Rhegor to a char next to hers.

“St down and rest, good dr,” Rodda sad. “So, you say you're from the south. Have you any
interesting news?’

“My thanks.” Rhegor bowed and took the chair. “Well, no true news, but alot of evil rumor.”
“Indeed?’ Rodda said ungteedily. “How fares Lord Gerraent of the Falcon?’

“I see the rumors have reached my lady’s ears,” Rhegor said. “Badly das, and of course the locds
ingg on talkking of witcheraft.”

Y solla leaned forward, clagping her arms around her knees, her eyes hdf-filled with tears. When he
remembered the happy night of her betrotha, Nevyn fet such a stab of pity for her that the Vison broke.
It took him along time to retrieveit.

“Mourning is understandable,” Rhegor was saying. “But after dl, the naturd order of things is for the
0N to lose hisfather sooner or later.” He glanced a Y solla “Once he has you at his side, no doubt the
black mood will lift.”

“If he ever marriesme,” Y solla burst out.

“Hold your tongue, lamb,” Rodda said.

“How can 17" Y solla snapped. “After whet Blaen sad—"
Rodda raised her hand asif to dap her. Ysollafdl slent.

“Kindly forgive my daughter, good gr,” Rodda said. “She's worrying her heart, thinking that what
happened to poor Brangwen might happen to her.”

“A sad sad thing that was,” Rhegor said, dghing. “Let’'s hope she finds a better man soon. The
villagers told me that your son hopes to announce his betrotha to the lady.”

“Wdl.” Rodda s voice went flat. “I'll pray that such happens.”

So, Nevyn thought, that babe's not Blaen's. True enough, Rhegor answered, ah by the hdls I'd
hoped so much it was! Nevyn was so shocked at the answer that he logt the Vision again, and for good,
thistime.

Rhegor returned a sunset. He tended the mule, then came into the hut where Nevyn, seaming with
curiosity, was laying out their evening meal. Rhegor took a gold coin out of his brigga pocket and tossed
it onto the table,

“Our Lady Rodda is generous,” Rhegor remarked. “Little does she know whom this will feed, but
she'd be glad. We tdked a bit more after you left us, and she dill honors you, Prince Gdrion.”



“The prince is dead,” Nevyn said.
Rhegor amiled and sat down, picking up adice of bread and butter.

“I think I'll risk getting Nevyn's throat cut tomorrow,” Rhegor said. “Lord Blaen will be & the hunt
when | ride back to tend that lad’s bails, so you can come with me”

“Wdl and good, my lord,” Nevyn said. “Here, why did you wish that child was Blaen's?’

“Think, lad. If Blaen's not to blame, well, then, who is? What men are at the Falcon’s dun—a couple
of twelve-year-old lads, a grubby stableman, and the old chamberlain, so aged that he can bardly lift his
hend to a maid, much less anything ese. So who does that leave?’

“Wel, nobody.”
“Nobody?’
“Oh by the hells” Nevyn could bardly say it. “ Gerraent.”

“By the hdls indeed. This is a terrible dark thing to accuse any man of doing, and | won't make a
move urtil I'm sure.”

Nevyn picked up the table dagger, twiding it in his fingers for the solid comfort of the metd.
“If it strug,” Nevyn said. “I'll kill him.”

“Look at you,” Rhegor said. “Your father’s son indeed.”

Nevyn stabbed the dagger hard into the table top and let it quiver.

“And would killing him be such awrong thing?’ Nevyn said.

“It would—for you.” Rhegor took a cam bite of bread and butter. “I forbid you to even think about
it”

“Done, then. His blood is safe from me”
Rhegor considered him carefully. Nevyn picked up a dice of bread, then flung it back onto the plate.

“You sad you'd take her, child and dl,” Rhegor said. “Is that 4ill true if she's carrying her own
brother’ s bastard?’

“I'm not a prince anymore,” Nevyn said. “And I'm the man who left her there”
“You're a decent enough lad a heart. Truly, you might redeem yoursef yet.”

By keeping his hood muffled around his face, Nevyn managed to avoid being recognized by any of the
servantsin the Boar’ s dun. When he and Rhegor went up to the women's hdl, Nevyn kept the cloak on
and bused himsdf with unpacking Rhegor’s herbs and implements. Ysolla was merafully gone, and
Rodda was occupied w ith Rhegor and one of the pages.

“What do you mean, you don't know where Maryc is?” Rodda said to the page. “I told him to be
here when the herbman came.”



“He s scared, my lady,” the page said. “But | can look for him. It's going to take along time”
“Then run and start right now,” Rodda said. “Ye godd”

As soon as the page was gone, Nevyn took off his cloak and tossed it onto the floor. Rodda stared,
her eyesfilling with tears.

“Gdrion!” she whigpered. “Oh, thank the haly gods. It gladdens my heart to see you well.”

“My humble thanks, my lady,” Nevyn said. “But my nameisno one”

“l heard about your father’s spite,” Rodda said. “Y ou've got to be gone when my son rides home.”
“I know,” Nevyn said. “But | had to come. I'll beg you for news of my Brangwen.”

Rodda’ s face went dack as she looked away,

“Our poor little Gwennie” she said. “I wish the gods had dlowed her to marry you. | swear, maybe
she should have ridden into exile with you.” She glanced Rhegor’s way. “Here, good sr, | can trust you,
for bringing my prince if nothing else, so I'll speak fredy. Blaen rode down to the Falcon not long ago,
and he came home in arage. He's sure Gwennie will never have him, he said. She waks around like
she's half-dead and bardly speaks. | tried to get her to come here, but she refused. She's ill mourning
you in her heart, my prince, or so | hope.”

“So we dl may hope,” Rhegor said drily. “How often has Gerraent ridden here to see his betrothed?’
As dartled as a cornered deer, Rodda glanced thisway and that.

“Itsdl nonsense” she burgt out. “1 won't believe that they’d do such a thing, not Gwennie, not
Gerro! Blaen and Ysolla are just working themsdves up with glly suspicions, because they're so
disappointed and eager. | won't believeit!”

“What?’" Rhegor said. “Tdl me, my lady. Get these dark fears out of your heart.”
Rodda hesitated, fighting with hersdlf, then gavein.

“All the servants a the Falcon say that only Brangwen stands between them and Lord Gerraent’s
rage—judt like she was hiswife,” Rodda said. “And Y solla, my own child, has been working her brother
up like alittle scorpion. Gerro was dways so fond of Gwennie, she says, it's not far—Gwennie even has
the man | want. I1t's Gwennie this and Gwennie that, and dl because poor Ysolla's dways envied little
Brangwen's wretched beauty.”

“Wretched indeed,” Nevyn said. “You say you can't believe it—is that true? Or do you only want to
turn away from an undean thing? Ye gods, | couldn’t blame you.”

Rodda broke and wept, covering her face with her hands.

“He' s dways loved her too much,” Rodda sobbed. “Why do you think | worked so hard on Lord
Dwen to let Gwennie marry so young? She had to get out of that cursed household.”

“Cursed indeed,” Rhegor said, Sghing. “Twice cursed.”

Nevyn paced restlessly back and forth while Rhegor helped the lady into her chair.



“Tdl me something, my lady,” Nevyn said. “If | stedl her away from her brother, will you blame me?’

“Never,” Rodda sad. “But if you do, Gerraent will cdl on his friends, and they’ll hunt you down like
the gray deer.”

“I"d die for her,” Nevyn said. “And I’'m more clever than the gray deer.”

That very evening, Nevyn took his bay gdding and headed south for the Falcon’s dun. He was going
to have to be clever. He could never risk riding draight into the fort, even if Gerraent were gone. He
would be of no use to Brangwen if Gerraent returned and killed him at her feet. Though Gdrion had
never been particularly good with a sword, Nevyn had a few tricks of dweomer at his disposal. He was
aure that if he could only get a few minutes done with Brangwen, he could easily convince her to sted out
of the dun and escape with him. Once they were on the road, Gerraent would never find them.

When Nevyn reached Ynna's hut, he told her that Rhegor had sent him to keep an eye on things As
he' d hoped, Ynnawas so0 glad of it that she offered him shelter with her.

“Here, the women down in the village are sarting to whisper that Brangwen's carrying a bastard,”
Ynnasad.

“Are they? Nevyn said. “Wdl, that betrothed of hers swore he d come back for her, you see.
Rhegor says to tdl you that he's been seen snesking around this part of the country.”

When Ynnaraised her eyebrows and smiled, Nevyn was sure that this ddicious gossip would soon be
dl over the village, thus slvaging a least one part of Brangwen's reputation. He could only hope it would
gve the truth no room to spread.

For three days, Nevyn kept a close watch on the Falcon dun. Down &t the edge of the forest, close to
the road, he found alarge spreading oak. By dimbing up into the crown, he could lie hidden and see the
fort, just a mile away across the meadowland. Drawing on dl his will, he sent his thoughts across and
tried to reach Brangwen’'s mind, cdling her, planting the thought that she should come out to the forest.
Once, he fdt that he reached her; he dso fdt her brush the irrationd thought aside. He kept trying,
begging her, but faling, until he was desperate enough to consider snesking into the fort the next time
Gerraent rode out to hunt.

On the fourth afternoon, as he was lying on his perch, Nevyn saw a man and a page riding dowly up
the hill to the dun. He recognized the horse and the set of the rider’s shoulders—Blaen. He dimbed
down and ran for the hut.

“Ynna, for the love of every god, | need your ad,” Nevyn said. “Can you give me an excuse to get
into the Falcon dun? A message | can ddliver, anything to tdl the servants”

“Wdl.” Ynna thought for a maddeningly long time. “Here, | made a love philter up for Ludda,
Brangwen's sarving lass. She''s got her eyes set on alad in the village. You can fetch it to her.”

While Ynna got the packet of herbs, Nevyn rubbed dirt into his hair and face—a poor disguise, but
then, no one had ever seen the prince the lesst bit dirty. He muffled himsalf up in his cloak, then galloped
up to the fort. As he led his horse into the ward, he saw Blaen's page leading the lord's horses to the
gables. Brythu came running and looked Nevyn over coldly.

“And just what do you want?’ Brythu said.



“A word with Ludda, if you please. Y nna gave me somewhat to fetch to her.”
“I'll go ask her. You wait here and don't try to comein.”
When Ludda appeared, she looked the unkempt stranger over nervoudly.

“I brought you some herbs from Ynna” Nevyn said. “She said you might give a poor man a drop of
de, too.”

At the sound of hisvoice, Ludda started, laying her hand at her throat.

“My princel” she whispered. “Thanks be to the Goddess hersdf!” Then she raised her voice. “Wdl, |
will, because you've spared me along hot walk to her hut.”

Nevyn tied his horse up by the door, then followed Ludda insde to the servants hearth in the gresat
hdl. He sat down in the straw in the curve of the wadll, out of the way of the other servants, who were
busy preparing dinner. They gave him hardly a look—Ludda had the privilege of being generous to a
granger if she chose. Down at the far Sde of the hdl, Gerraent and Blaen were drinking at the honor
table. From his distance, and because they taked in low voices, Nevyn couldn’'t hear ther words, but it
was plain enough that Blaen was furious from the way he leaned forward in his chair and clutched his
tankard like a weapon. When Blaen's page returned, he gave his magter an anxious glance and sat down
by hisfeet in the straw. Ludda brought Nevyn his de and knelt down beside him with a nervous look a
the lords.

“Where s your lady?’ Nevyn whispered.

“Hiding from Lord Blaen,” Ludda said. “But shéll have to come out sooner or later, or Lord Gerraent
will take it amiss”

“No doubt. Oh, no doubt.”

Ludda winced and began to tremble.

“I know the truth,” Nevyn said. “1 don’t care. I've come to take her away.”

Ludda wept in two thin Slent trails of tears.

“I'll hepif I can,” she whispered. “But | don’t know what good can ever happen now.”

On the pretense of keeping out of the cook’ s way, Nevyn moved from the hearth to a spot nearer the
two lords. At last Brangwen dipped into the hdl, pressng againgt the wal and watching her brother.
Nevyn was shocked at the change in her. Her cheeks were hollow and pae, her eyes deep-shadowed,
and her stance that of a doe poised for flight. She glanced hisway and dlowed hersdf a tremulous amile.
Nevyn rose dowly, fighting with himsdf to keep from rushing to her sde. Then Brangwen shrank back
agang the wall.

Nevyn had forgotten Blaen and Gerraent, who were leaning forward in ther chairs and staring each
other down. Sowly and ddiberately Blaen rose, his hand on his sword hilt.

“May the gods curse you,” Blaen said. “It'strue, isn't it?’

Gerraent rose to face him, his hands on his hips, and he amiled in a cam that made Nevyn's blood run



cold.

“Ansver me” Blaen said, his voice ringing in the hal. “You've taken your sster to your bed, haven't
you?’

Gerraent drew, the sword flashing, smung and struck before Blaen could get his blade hdf out of the
scabbard. Brangwen screamed, one high note, as Blaen took one step and staggered, the bright blood
pouring down his chest. He looked a Gerraent as if he were bewildered, then crumpled at Gerraent”s
feet. His page began inching for the door. Gerraent turned and went for him.

“Gerro!” Brangwen rushed in between. “Not the lad!”

Gerraent hestated, and that minute gave the page his life He grabbed the bay gdding and swung
himsdf into the saddle as Nevyn ran forward. Screaming and weeping, the servants rushed for the door.
The bloody sword dill in his hand, Gerraent began to laugh, then saw Blaen's body on the floor and
came to himsdf. Nevyn could see the reason return to his eyes as hefdl to his knees and started keening.
Nevyn grabbed Brangwen by the arm.

“We ve got to get out now,” he said.

“l can't.” Brangwen gave him a amile as mad as her brother’s. “I swore I'd die with him.”
“No god or man would hold you to such an uncleen oath.”

“I hold mysdf to it, my prince”

Nevyn grabbed her and started pulling her toward the door, but Gerraent legpt up and ran to block it,
his sword at the ready. Here's where | die, Nevyn thought.

“Prince Gdrion, by the gods,” Gerraent hissed.

“I an. Go on—add my blood to your sworn friend's.”

“Not him, Gerrol” Brangwen burst out. “Just kill me and be done with it.”

“l won't raise my sword againg ether of you,” Gerraent said. “My prince? Will you take her awvay?’
“Gerro!” Brangwen stared at himin disbelief. “Y ou promised me. Y ou swore you' d kill us both.”
Gerraent’s eyes snapped in fury. He grabbed her by the shoulder and shoved her into Nevyn's arms.

“You little bitch, get out of herel” Gerraent snarled. I’ ve dain the only man in the world | loved, and
dl over you.” He dapped her across the face. “The Sght of you sckens me. This means the death of the
Fa con—because of you!”

Thelie was s0 perfect that Nevyn believed him, but when Brangwen fdl weeping againg him, he saw
the truth in Gerraent’s eyes: ared love, not mere lug, the hopeless ache of a man sending away the only
thing he ever loved.

“Take the gray from the stable,” Gerraent said. “It would have been yoursin the dowry.”

Gerraent turned and threw his sword across the great hdl, then flung himsdf down by Blaen's body.
Sowly, one step a a time, Nevyn hdf carried, hdf dragged Brangwen out of the hdl. He looked back



once to see Gerraent cuddled againg Blaen's back, just as when a warrior lies beside his dain friend on
the battlefield and refuses to bdieve hm dead, no matter how many men try to get him to come away.

Out in the ward, the lagt of the sunset flared through shadows. Torch in hand, Brythu led the gray out
of the stables. Ludda rushed from the broch with a pair of saddlebags and some rolled up blankets. An
eerie slence hung over the deserted ward.

“My prince, forgive me” Brythu said. “1 didn’t recognize you.”

“I'm cursed glad you didn't,” Nevyn said. “Ludda, is there anyone d<e Ieft in the dun? You'd dl
better flee to your families The Boar will ride back as soon as ever it can, and they’ll fire the place for
Blaen's sake.”

“Then wewill, my prince,” Ludda said. “Here, I've brought food and suchlike for my lady.”

Nevyn lifted Brangwen into the saddle like a child, then mounted behind her. He rode out dowly,
letting the burdened horse pick its own pace. At the bottom of the hill, Nevyn glanced back for a last
look a the dun, rigng dark againg the sunset sky. With the Sight, it seemed to him that he saw flames
dready dancing around it.

That night they rode only for a few hours until they were wel away from the dun and into the safe hills
Nevyn found a copse of trees beside a stream for their camp. After he tended the horse, he built a little
fire out of twigs and scraps of dead wood. Brangwen stared at the fire and never spoke urtil he was
done.

“You mugt know,” she said.
“l do,” Nevyn sad. “I want you, child and dl.”

“Let me spare you that. | want to die. You can't ill love me. I'm carying my own brother’s
bastard.”

“That's my shame as much as yours. | |€ft you there done with him.”

“You didn't push me into his bed.” Brangwen gave him an uncertain amile, a pathetic attempt to be
cold. “I don’t love you anymore anyway.”

“You don't lie as wdl as your brother.”
Brangwen sghed and looked at the fire.

“Theréll be a curse on the child, | just know it,” she said. “Why won't you just kill me? Gerro
promised me he' d kill us both, and here he was lying to me the whole time. He promised me” She began
to weep. “Ah ye gods, he promised mel”

Nevyn caught her in hisarms and let her weep. Findly, she fdl slent, so slent that he was frightened,
but she'd merdly falen adeep in amerdful exhaustion. He woke her just enough to get her to lie down on
the blankets and deep again.

In the morning, Brangwen fdl into a dream state. She never spoke, refused to eat by turning her head
away like a stubborn child, and had to be lifted onto the horse. All morning they rode dowly, avoiding the
roads and sparing the burdened horse as much as possible. If they hadn’'t have been riding to Rhegor,



Nevyn would have been overwhdmed by despair. She was broken, crushed like a slver cup that fdls
beneath a warrior's boot when his troop is looting a hdl. Rhegor could hdp he—Nevyn dung to that
hope—but Rhegor was over a day’s ride away. Occasondly Nevyn thought of the Boar's warband,
riding for revenge. The page had doubtless reached them before dawn; they were doubtless aready on
ther way to the Falcon, with Blaen's young brother Camlann—Lord Camlann now—at their head.
Nevyn supposed that Gerraent would flee ahead of them into a miserable exile slife

Close to sunset, Nevyn and Brangwen came to the river that would, on the morrow, lead them to
Rhegor. After he made their camp, Nevyn tried to get Brangwen to eat or speak. She would do neather.
All a once he redized that she was planning on sarving hersdf to desth to keep her vow to the gods.
Though it ached his heart, he used the only weapon he had.

“And what are you doing?’ Nevyn sad. “Sarving the babe in your body? The poor little thing is
cursed indeed if its own mother won't feed it.”

Her eyes brimming tears, Brangwen raised her head. She looked a him, then took a piece of bread
and began to nibble on it. When Nevyn gave her cheese and an apple, she ate it dl, but she never spoke
aword. He gathered more wood for the fire, then made her lie down near it where she could be warm.
When he went through their meager provisions to see what was |eft, he found, wrapped in a piece of
cloth, every courting present he'd ever given her. Ludda had sent them dl dong with their unfortunate
owner. Nevyn looked for a long while a the jeweled brooch in the shape of a facon and thought of
Gerraent.

When the night turned dark, Nevyn findly gave in to his wondering and built up the fire to scry. With
0 much terror and pain behind it, the Vison built up dowly, but & last he saw the great hdl of the
Facon. Blaen's body was laid out by the hearth, with a pillow under his head and his sword on his chest.
As Nevyn thought about Gerraent, the Vison changed. Out in the ward, Gerraent was pacing back and
forth with his sword in his hand: so he had refused to flee his Wyrd.

Nevyn never truly knew how long he kept that last watch with Gerraent. Once, the fire burned so low
that he logt the Vison, but when he lad more wood in, he scried Gerraent out immediately, pacing,
pacing, pacing, his sword swinging back and forth, the blade dlittering in the torchlight. At last, Nevyn
heard the sound, just as Gerraent did, tossing up his head like a stag. Horses, a lot of them, clattering up
the hill—camly Gerraent strolled to the gates and positioned himsdf between them with his sword raised
a the battle-ready. With his warband behind him, Lord Camlann rode into the pool of torchlight while
Gerraent smiled a him. When Camlann drew his sword, the warband did the same.

“Where' smy brother’s body?” Camlann said.
“By my hearth,” Gerraent said. “Bury one of my horses with him, will you?’

His young face troubled, Camlann leaned forward in the saddle to stare at the friend who had become
his enemy. Then the troubled look disappeared, swept away by the cold honorable rage of the avenger.
He flung up his sword, keened once, and spurred his horse forward. The men charged and ringed
Gerraent round. In the mob, Nevyn saw Gerraent’s sword flash up, bright with blood in the torchlight. A
horse reared; men shouted; then the mob pulled back. Gerraent was lying dead on the ground. His cheek
bleeding from a sword cut, Camlann dismounted and walked over to kned beside him. He raised his
sword two-handed and cut Gerraent’ s head off. Then he rose, swinging the head by the har, and with a
howl of rage, he flung it hard againgt the wall.

The scream broke the Visdon—Brangwen's scream. Nevyn scrambled up and ran to her just as she



rose, sobbing.

“Gerro,” Brangwen said. “He's dead. Gerro, Gerro, Gerro!” Her voice rose to a dhriek.
“Camlann—ah ye gods—he cut—he ah ye gods! Gerro!”

Nevyn flung hisarms around her and pulled her tight. Brangwen struggled, throwing hersdf back and
forth in his arms while she keened for her brother and the father of her child. Nevyn hed on tightly and
gimly until at last shefdl slent.

“How did you know?” Nevyn said.

Brangwen only wept slently, an exhausted tremble of her body. Nevyn stroked her hair and held her
tight until at last she seemed cam. When he let her go, she threw her head back and keened again.

And so it went for hours. He would just soothe her when something would make her remember and
she would keen, sruggling with him. Sowly her struggles grew weaker. He got her to lie down on the
cloaks, then lay down next to her and let her weep in his arms. When she at lagt fdl adeep, he watched
the fire burning itsdf out until he, too, drifted off, as exhausted as she. But he woke not an hour later and
found her gone.

Nevyn jumped to his feet and ran for the river. He could just see her there, poised on the bank, a
dark shape againg the sky.

“Gwennid” he cdled out.

She nether turned nor hesitated, but flung hersdf into the river before he could reach her. Weighted
by her long dresses, she went down, swirling away into the darkness. Nevyn dove in after her.
Black—the cold shock of the water—he could barely breathe or see. The current swept him dong, but
as he broke the surface and came up, he saw nothing but black water, scouring ahead of him. If she'd
aunk aready, he could easlly be svimming over her. Y et though he knew it was hopeless, he kept diving,
kept svimming back and forth across theriver like a dog seeking a water bird. Then the current swirled
him and rammed him hard againgt a sharp something in the dark. A rock. With his shoulder aching like
fire, Nevyn managed to pull himsdf to the riverbank and out, but only barely. He lay gasping and
wegping on the bank for along time.

Jud as the firg gray of dawn lightened the sky, Nevyn got up and waked downstream. He was too
med with grief to know what he was doing; he merdy walked, looking for her. As the sun came up, he
found her. The current had washed her into a sandy shdlows. She lay on her back, her golden har
sodden and tangled, her beautiful eyes wide open, saring sghtlesdy at the brightening sky. She had
fulfilled her vow to the gods. Nevyn picked her up, dung her weight over his uninjured shoulder, and
carried her back to camp. All he could think was thet he had to get Gwennie home. He wrapped her in
both cloaks and tied her over the gray’s saddle.

It was close to nightfal when Nevyn at last reached the hut in the forest. Rhegor came running out and
stopped, looking & the burden in the saddle.

“You were too late,” Rhegor said.
“It was too late from the firs day he bedded her.”

Nevyn brought her down and carried her indde, lad her down by the hearth, then sat down beside
her. While the light faded in the hut, he looked at her, Smply looked as if he were expecting her to wake



and amile a him. Rhegor came indde, carrying alantern.
“I've tended the horse,” Rhegor said.
“My thanks.”

Sowly, a broken phrase a a time, Nevyn told him the tde, while Rhegor listened with an occasiond
nod.

“The poor lass” Rhegor sad at lagt. *“ She had more honor then either you or her brother.”
“She did. Would it be awrong thing for me to kill mysdf on her grave?’
“It would. | forbid it.”

Nevyn nodded vagudy and wondered why he fdt so cdm. He was dimly aware of his master leaning
over him.

“Lad, she's dead,” Rhegor said. “You've got to go on from here. All we can do for Gwennie now is
pray that she has better afterwards.”

“Where?’ Nevyn bitterly spat out the words. “In the shadowy Otherlands? How can there even be
gods, if they'd let her die and not kill a wretch like me?’

“Here, lad, you're mad from your grief, and truly, I'm afraid you might stay that way if you keep
brooding. The gods have nothing to do with this, either way—that’s true enough.” Rhegor put a gentle
hand on Nevyn's arm. “Come now, let’s St at the table. Let poor little Gwennie lie there.”

Nevyn's habit of obedience saved him. He let Rhegor haul him up and lead him to a table, sat down
when the master told him to, and took a tankard of de just because the master had handed him one.

“That's better,” Rhegor said. “You think she's gone forever, don't you? Cut off from life, forever and
ever, and her alass who loved life so much.”

“And what dse would | think?’

“I'll tdll you the truth to think instead. There's a great secret to the dweomer. One that you can never
tdl any man unless he asks you point-blank. They never ask, truly, unless they're marked for the
dweomer themselves. And the secret is this, that everyone, man and woman both, lives not once, but
many times, over and over, back and forth between this world and the other. What 1ooks like a death
here, lad, is but birth to another world. She's gone, truly, but she's gone to that other world, and | swear
to you, someone will come to meet her.”

“I never thought you'd lieto me! What do you think | am? A babe that can't bear grief without some
pretty tae to sweeten it?’

“It'snot alie. And soon, when you're training dlows, you'll do and see things that will prove the truth
of it. Until then, believe me”

Nevyn hesitated, but he knew that Rhegor would never lie about the dweomer.

“Andinawhile” the master went on. “Shelll die to tha other world and be born agan to this one. |
can't know if ever your pathswill cross again. That's for the Great Ones, the Lords of Wyrd, to decide,



not you and me. Do you 4ill doubt my sworn word?’
“Never could | doubt that.”

“Then that’s what you have.” Rhegor gave along weary sgh. “And snce men believe the bitter easier
then the sweet, I'll tdl you somewhat else. If you do meet again, whether in this life or the next, then you
have a great debt to make up to her. You faled her, lad. I'm haf minded to turn you out, but that would
only mean I'm faling you. Y ou're going to make this up to her, and the burden won't be an easy one.
Maybe it sounds pleasant, saying you'll meet again, but think about what you owe her. You little foal,
you should have recognized her. Y ou thought of her like ajewe or afine horse, the best woman to come
your way like a prize. Ye gods, under that face, under that god-cursed beauty, lay a woman to maich
you in the dweomer. Why do you think | hung around the facon keep? How could she ever leave to
sudy the dweomer except through the right man? Would her father have ever so nicdy let her go off on
her own to study her birthright? Why do you think you fdl in love with her the moment you saw her? You
knew, you little dolt, or you should have known—you were a pair, cdling to one another!” Rhegor
dammed his hand down on the table. “But now she's gone.”

Nevyn turned cold, a sck ripple of shame.

“And someday soon €l have to start dl over again,” Rhegor went on remorselesdy. “A little babe,
blind, unknowing, years before she can even speak and hold a cursed spoon to feed hersdf. She'll have
to grow up dl over again, while the kingdom needs every dweomer-master it can get! You dolt! By then,
who knows where you'll be? Y ou fool!”

Nevyn broke, faling onto the table to weep on hisfolded arms. Hastily Rhegor got up, laying a gentle
hand on his shoulder.

“Oh here, I'm sorry, lad,” Rhegor said. “Ther€ll be time to tak when you're done mourning. You
don’'t need vinegar poured on your wounds. Here, here, I'm sorry.”

Yet it was along hour before Nevyn could stop weeping.

In the morning, Nevyn and Rhegor took Brangwen into the woods to bury her. As he helped dig her
grave, Nevyn fdt a deathly cdm. He lifted her up for the last time and laid her in, then put dl the courting
presents in with her. Other lives or no, he wanted her to have grave goods, like the princess she should
have been. Working together, they filled in the grave and built a cairn over it to keep the wild animads
from digging her up. Around them the forest stretched slent and londly, far from her ancestors. When the
last stone lay on the cairn, Rhegor lifted hisarms to the sun.

“Itisover,” Rhegor cdled out. “Let her rest.”
Nevyn fdl on his knees at the foot of the cairn.

“Brangwen, my love, forgive me” Nevyn said. “If we ever meet again, | swear I'll put this right. |
swear to you—I'll never rest until | set thisright.”

“Hold your tongue!” Rhegor snapped. “You don't know what you're offering.”
“Curse it—I'll swear it anyway. I'll never rest urtil | put this right!”

From the clear Sky came aclagp of thunder, then another, then anothe—three mighty hollow knocks,
ralling and booming over the forest. His face white, Rhegor stepped back.



“Wdl and good,” Rhegor said. “The Great Ones have accepted your sacrifice”

After the thunder, the dlence was unbearably loud. Nevyn rose, shaking like a man with a fever.
Rhegor shrugged and picked up his shovd.

“Thereyou are, lad,” Rhegor said. “A vow’s avow.”

When the forest was turning gold and scarlet, and the winds whipped down from the north, Gwerbret
Madoc rode their way. Nevyn came back from gathering firewood to find his splendid black horse,
shidd hanging a the saddle bow, standing in front of the hut. He dumped his armload of wood into the
bin and ran ingde to find Madoc drinking ae with Rhegor & the table.

“Here smy apprentice, Your Grace,” Rhegor said. “Since you're so interested in meeting him.”
“Have you come to kill me?’” Nevyn said.

“Don’'t be adolt, lad,” Madoc sad. “I came to offer my aid to Brangwen, but now | hear I'm far too
lae”

Nevyn sat down and felt his grief weling up heavy in his heart.
“How did you find me?’ Nevyn said.

“By asking here and there. When you were banished, | stayed at court and tried to convince His
Highness to recdl you. | might as well have tried to squeeze mead out of turnips. So your most noble
mother let it dip to me that you' d gone for the dweomer, and that there was no hope at dl. Then when |
rode to Lady Rodda after Blaen's murder, | heard a tde or two from the servants about this strange
herbman and his apprentice. Worth alook, think I, but | haven't had the time till now.”

“Nicdly done,” Rhegor said. “The gwerbret keeps his eyes open wider than most men.”
Madoc winced asif he'd been dapped.
“Here, Your Grace,” Rhegor said. “Just away of spesking.”

“You can’t know how deep that cuts” Madoc said. “About Gerraent and his god-cursed passion? |
saw it, and here like afool 1 held my tongue, hoping | was wrong.”

“If it' sany comfort,” Rhegor said. “No one would blame you.”

“No comfort at dl when aman blames himsdf. But then | heard that our prince had gotten her avay in
the end. Well, | think the least | can do isfind the lass before winter and make sure she and the child will
be warm.” Hisvoice broke. “Too late now. I'll never make it up to her.”

A cold slence hung in the room.
“How fares Lady Rodda?’ Rhegor said at lagt. “1 grieve for her, but | haven't dared to ride her way.”

“Wel, she's a warrior’s wife and the mother of warriors” Madoc said. “Her heart will hed in time.
Ahcurseit, | faled Blaen, too! A piss-poor excuse for aman | am, teking a man's fedty and then letting
things sweep him to his death.”

“And the Falcon no longer flies” Rhegor said. “It's a hard thing to see the death of aclan.”



“And adegthitis, truly,” Madoc said. “The King has given the Falcon's lands to the Boar as a blood
price for Blaen's murder. What lord will ever take that device again, cursed asit is?’

“True enough,” Nevyn joined in. “And in a while, the bards will ang the balad of Brangwen and
Gerraent. | wonder what they’ll make of it.”

Rhegor snorted profoundly.

“Somewhat better than it deserves,” he said. “Oh, no doubt.”
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This early in the spring, the river water was dill cold. Giggling and splashing at the chilly shock, Jil
jumped up and down in the shalows until she could bear to kned down on the sandy bottom. Curious
Wildfolk clustered around, faces that appeared in the ripples, deek siver forms that darted like fish, while
she washed her hair as wdl as she could without soap. She’'d never worried before about being clean,
but it had come to seem important. Once she was done, she rolled on the grassy bank like a horse to get
dry, then hurried back to the camp among the hazd trees. Out in the meadow beyond, her gray pony and
Da s warhorse were grazing quietly. Cullyn himsdf was dill over a a nearby farmhouse buying food. Jll
rushed to get dressed before he returned. Just lady, it was troubling to think of Da seeing her without
any clothes.

Before she put on her shirt, she looked at her chest and the two definite swelings of little breasts. At
times, she wished that they would just go away. She was thirteen, an ominous age snce may girls
married a fourteen. Hurriedly she pulled on the shirt and belted it in, then rummeaged in the saddlebags
and found a comb and a fragment of cracked mirror. The gray gnome, dl long nose and warts,
materidized next to her. When Jil held up the mirror to him, he looked behind it as if searching for the
rest of the gnome he saw there.

“That'syou,” Jll sad. “See, there' s your nose.”
The bewildered creature merdly Sghed and hunkered down on the grass next to her.

“If it was bigger maybe you' d understand. Da said he' d buy me a proper mirror for my birthday, but |
don’'t want one. Stupid town lasses primp dl the time, but I'm a Slver dagger’ s daughter.”

The gnome nodded agreement and scratched his armpit.

When Cullyn returned, they set out riding for Dun Man-nanan, a coastal town on the eastern border
of Deverry province. It turned out to be a collection of shabby wooden houses that straggled dong a
river, where decrepit, aging fishing boats were docked. Rather than having town wadls, it merdy faded
into the surrounding farmlands, and the amdl of drying fish was everywhere. On a muddy Street that
curved up to the river's edge, they found a shabby wooden inn, where the innkeep took Cullyn's coin
without even a glance a his lver dagger. Since it was market day, the tavern room was crowded with
men, asullen lot, by and large, and Jll noticed that a remarkably large number of them wore swords. As
soon as they were done, she asked Cullyn if Dun Mannanan were a pirate haven.

“It s not,” he said with a grin. “They're dl smugglers. Those inking boats out in the river are faster
then they look. They carry in many a pretty thing under the mackerd.”

“Doexn't the locd lord stop it?’



“Thelocd lord’sinit up to his neck. Now don’t you say one word about this out in public, mind.”

Once the horses were tended, they went down to the market fair. Down by the river, people had set
up wooden booths, but many smply displayed their goods on rough cloths thrown onto the ground.
There was food of dl sorts—cabbages and greens, cheeses and eggs, live chickens tied upside down
onto poles, suckling pigs, and rabbits. Cullyn bought them each a chunk of roast pork on agtick to eat as
they looked at the booths with cloth, pottery, and rough meta work.

“l don’t see any fancy lace” Cullyn said. “Pity. | wanted to buy you some for your birthday.”
“Oh Da, | don't want thet sort of thing.”

“Indeed? Then what about a pretty dress?’

“Dal”

“A new doll? Jewelry?’

“Da, you'd best be jesting.”

“Nothing of the sort. Here, | know a jewder in this town, and I'll wager he's not even & the far.
Come dong.”

Down near the edge of town, where the green commons met the last houses, they came to alittle shop
with a wooden ggn painted with a siver brooch. When Cullyn pushed open the door, Siver bdls jingled
meodioudy above. The chamber was just a thin dice of the round house cut off by an intricate
wickerwork partition. The doorway in the wickerwork was covered by an old green blanket.

“Otho?’ Cullyn cdlled. “Are you here?
“l am,” a deep voice said from within. “Would | be leaving the door unlocked if | weren't?’

The owner of the voice shoved aside the blanket and came out. He was the shortest men Jll had ever
seen, jud about four and a hdf feet tdl, but broad-shouldered and heavily muscled, like a miniaure
blacksmith. He had a thick shock of gray hair, atidy gray beard, and piercing black eyes.

“Cullyn of Cerrmor, by the gods,” Otho said. “Whao's thiswith you? Y our son, from the look of him.”
“My daughter, intruth,” Cullyn said. “And | want to buy her atrinket for her birthday.”

“A lass, are you? Otho looked Jll over carefully. “Wdl, so you are, and one old enough to be
thinking about her dowry at that. We'd best turn some of your Da's coin into jewels, then, before he
drinks the lot away.”

Otho led them into the workshop, athick dice of the house. In the center, just under the smokehole in
the roof, were a hearth and a smdl forge. Off to one side stood a long low workbench, scattered with
tools, amdl wooden boxes, and a haf-eaten med of bread and smoked meat. Lying in the clutter were a
hendful of smdl rubies, Cullyn picked one up and held it so that it caught the light.

“Nice stones,” he remarked.

“They are,” Otho said. “But I'll trouble you to not ask where | got them.”



With a grin Cullyn rolled the ruby back onto the bench. Otho perched on the stool and had a
thoughtful bite of bread.

“Brooches, rings, bracdets?” he said with his mouth full. “Or does she want a jeweled coffer?
Earrings, maybe?’

“None of thosg, truly,” Cullyn said. “But a dlver dagger.”

JII laughed, a crow of victory, and threw her arms around him. With a dy amile Cullyn untangled
himsdf and gave her a kiss on the cheek.

“Now that's a drange gift for alass” Otho said.
“Not for thislittle hdlcat here. She's even badgered her old father here into teaching her swordcraft.”

Otho turned to Jll in surprise. The gray gnome popped into existence, squatting on the workbench,
and lad one long warty finger on aruby. JlI reached out and swatted it away, then redized from the way
that Otho's eyes were moving that he, too, could see it. With an injured look, the gnome vanished. Otho
gave Jll a bland conspiritorid amile

“Wel, lass,” he said. “No doubt you'll want the same facon device as your Da”

“By the asses of the gods, Otho,” Cullyn broke in. “It was fourteen years ago when you made me my
dagger. You've got a cursed long memory.”

“l do. Memory serves aman wel if hell only useit. Now, you'rein abit of luck. I've got a dagger dl
made up, so dl | have to do is grave the device on. A year or S0 ago, Yraen the siver dagger brought me
alad to pledge to your band. | got the dagger finished, but cursed if the lad didn’t go and ask questions
about the fishing boats, and so he never lived to pay mefor it. Luckily I’d never put on the device, or I'd
have been out a good bit of coin.”

Late in the afternoon, Jil went back to the amith's to get the finished dagger. She ran greedy hands
over the hilt and a cautious finger down the blade. While an ordinary Deverry craftsman would have
drawn a fdcon as a circle for a head on top of a pair of triangles for wings, Otho’'s work was a lifdike
Sde view, detailed to give theilluson of feathers, and yet it was only aninch tall.

“Thisistruly beautiful,” Jll said with agrin.

The gnome maeridized for a look. When Jll obligingly held the dagger up, Otho laughed under his
breath.

“You're a srange one, young Jll,” Otho said. “Seaing the Wildfolk as clear as day.”
“Oh, I'm drange, amn | now? Good smith, you see them, t0o.”

“So | do, so | do, but why | do ismy secret, and not for the tdling. As for you, lass, is there dven
blood in your mother’s dan? You can tdl by looking at him that there’ s no such thing in Cullyn’'s”

“Wha? How could there be? Elves are only a children’'stde”

“Oh, are they now? Wel, the eves you hear about are a tde and no more, perhaps, but that's
because no one knows the true eves. They're cdled the Elcyion Lacar, they are, and if you ever meet



one, don't trust im a jot. Highty, they are, dl of that lot.”

JII amiled politdy, but she was sure tha Otho mugt be daft. He put his chin on his hand and
considered her.

“Tdl me somewhat,” he said at lagt. “Doesit suit you, riding with your father? Cullyn’'s a cursed harsh

“Not to me. Wdl, mogt of the time, not to me. But it's splendid, getting to go everywhere and see
evaything.”

“And what' s going to happen when it' stime for you to marry?’
“I'll never marry.”
Otho gmiled in pronounced skepticism.

“Wel, some women never marry,” Jll said. “They get a craft, like pinning or suchlike, and they open
ashop.”

“True enough, and maybe you will find the right craft someday. Here, young JlI, I'll tdl you a riddle. If
ever you find no one, ask him what craft to take.”

“Your pardons, but what—"

“Told you it was ariddle, didn’'t 1? Remember, if ever you find nev yn, hell tdl you more. Now you'd
best get back to your Da before he gives you a dap for dawdling.”

All the way back to the inn, Jll puzzled over Otho and his riddle both. Findly she decided that the
riddle meant that no one could ever tdl her what to do, because she'd cursed wdl do exactly what she
wanted. Otho himsdf, however, was not so eesily solved.

“Da?" she asked. “What sort of aman is Otho?”
“Wha? What do you mean by that?’

“Wel, he doesn’'t seem like an ordinary man.”
Cullyn shrugged in vague irritation.

“Wel, it must be hard on a man, being born that short,” he said at lagt. “1 suppose that's what makes
him so gruff and grasping. Just to begin with, what lass would ever have him?’

JIl supposed that his answer made sense, but dill, she was left with the feding that there was
something very odd about Otho the Slveramith.

That evening, the tavern room filled up fast with merchants who'd been to the far and farmers having
aladt tankard before they went home. Although the room was hot from the fire in the hearth, and clouds
of midges swarmed around the candle lanterns, Cullyn showed no indingtion to leave after dinner. With
coinin his pocket, he would drink dl night, JIl knew, and she got ready to argue with him later to keep
him from spending the lot. Eventudly four ridersin the locd lord’ s warband, wearing fox blazons on ther
shirts, came in to drink and chivy the serving lass. Jll kept a nervous eye on them. Three of them were
laughing and talking, but the fourth stood on the edge of things Since he looked no older then fifteen,



doubtless he had yet to prove himsdf in battle or in a brawl. JIl hoped that he wouldn't be stupid enough
to chdlenge Cullyn, because he was a handsome lad in his way. All a once, she redized that he was
boldly looking back & her. She grabbed her tankard of de and buried her noseinit.

“Not so fagt,” Cullyn snapped.

“My apologies, Da Here, shdl | fetch you another? The tavernman’s so busy he never looks our
way.”

JiI got the de from the tavernman and began making her way back, carefully keeping her eye on the
foamingfull tankard. When she fdt a touch on her shoulder, she looked up to find the young rider,
grinning a her.

“Hold aminute” he said. “Can | ask you somewha?’
“You can, but I might not answer.”

The other Fox riders gathered round and snickered. The lad blushed and went on in wavering
determination.

“Uh, no insult, mind, but are you alad or alass?’

“A lass, but it's nothing to you.”

The riders laughed. One nudged the lad and whispered, “Oh go on.”

“Uhwel,” the lad said. “I thought you were a lass, because you're so pretty.”

JII was caught speechless.

“Wel, you are,” the lad went on, a bit more boldly. “Can | stand you a tankard?’

“Now here” 1t was Cullyn, driding over. “What’ s this?’

“Hewas jud taking to me, Da”

The lad stepped back sharply, sumbling into his friends.

“Ligten, you young dolt,” Cullyn said. “I happen to be Cullyn of Cerrmor. Ever hear that name?’

The lad's face went pale. The other Fox riders joustled each other in ther hurry to fal back and leave
the lad to face Cullyn done.

“I see you have,” Cullyn said. “Now, none of you are going to say one more word to my daughter.”
“Wewon't,” the lad slammered. “1 swear it
“Good.” Cullyn turned on Jil. “And you' re not saying one more word to them. Get back to the table”

Sopping the de a hit, Jll hurried back to the table and sat down. Cullyn stood with his arms folded
over his chest while the Fox riders unceremonioudy ran out the door; then he came and sat beside her.

“You ligen to me, Gilyan. The next time any young lout says a wrong word to you, you wak on by



and find me. By the hells, you're getting older, aren’'t you? | never truly noticed how much older before.”

When ther eyes met, Jll fdt that she'd somehow become shameful and faled him. She didiked the
way her father was looking at her, too, a cold appraisal that made her fed unclean. Abruptly he looked
away, and she knew that he was as troubled as she was. She sat there miserably and wished that she
could talk to her mother. It was only later that she remembered the young rider tdling her she was pretty.
In spite of hersdlf, she was pleased.

On a day when the trees stood scarlet, and a cold drizzle turned the streets to muck, Nevyn rode into
Dun Mannanan. He rented a chamber in the inn, stabled his horse and packmule, then wrapped himsdf in
his patched cloak and hurried to the shop of Otho the slveramith. For reasons of its own, the dweomer
watched over the band of slver daggers, snce mogst of them were decent enough lads who had only
committed one grave fault, they came in handy on those rare times when the dweomer needed some help
from the sword. Nevyn knew every amith in the kingdom who served them, though few were as strange
as Otho, a dwarf in long exile from the kingdoms of his race far to the north. When Nevyn appeared a
his door, the slveramith greeted him heartily and took him into the workshop, where a chearful fire
burned on the hearth.

“Would you care for abit of mulled de, my lord?’ Otho sad.
“l would. These old bones are feding the damp.”

Otho dlowed himsdf agmile at the jest. They had, after dl, known each other for some two hundred
years. Nevyn pulled the only chair in the room up to the fire and held out his hands to the heat while Otho
bustled around, filling a metd flagon with e from the barre by the wall, adding a stick of Bardek
cinnamon, then popping on alid to keep the ashes out when he stood the flagon in the coals.

“I was hoping you'd ride my way,” Otho said. “I might have a bit of news for you. That lass of yours,
the one you' ve been vexing yoursdlf over for so long, isit timefor her to be reborn agan?’

“Itis Here, have you seen her?’

“I may have, | may not. | don’'t have the second sight, my lord, or the dweomer neither, as wel you
know. But she was a cursed strange little lass of about thirteen who rode my way this summer. Her name
was Gilyan. Her father’s a slver dagger, you see, and he has his daughter riding with him. Cursed strange
to see a human being treat his child so wdl, but that's nather here nor there. His name's Cullyn of
Cerrmor. Ever heard of hm?’

“The man they say isthe best swordsman in Deverry?’
“Thevery one, and heis, too. His mark isthe griking falcon.”
“Oh by the gods! It could be. It just could be.”

Otho got a clot of rags and gingerly took the flagon from the fire, then poured the Seaming de into a
pair of tankards. Thirteen would be the right age, Nevyn thought, and it would be like Gerraent to end up
with that dagger in his belt. If she were wandering with a Slver dagger, it was no wonder he'd never
found her indl hislong years of trying. Suddenly he fdt weary. For dl that Cullyn of Cerrmor had gresat



glory, it would be a hard job to track him down. Otho handed him a tankard.

“When they left here” Otho said. “They rode north. Cullyn took a hire with a merchant who was
teking a caravan of our . . . ah well, specid imports up to Cerrgonney.”

“Specid imports indeed. Here, Otho, when are you going to mend your ways?’
“It'syour people, not mine, who make such a cursed fuss over excises and the King's tax.”
“Ye gods, trying to tak with you about such thingsisliketrying to talk sense into a sone.”

Although Nevyn was tempted to ride north sraightaway, by that time of year it would aready be
showing in Cerrgonney, and for dl he knew, Cullyn had Ieft the province long before. Nevyn decided to
cary out hisorigind plan of returning to his home in western Eldidd for the winter. After dl, he reminded
himsdf, this Gilyan might not even be his Brangwen reborn. She wasn't the only soul in the kingdom
marked for the dweomer, and the facon mark might well be a smple coincidence. Besides, he aso had
Lord Rhodry Maglwaedd of Aberwyn to consider. He was as much a part of Nevyn's Wyrd as
Brangwen was.

Although Nevyn had been planning on riding straight to Aberwyn, he took the precaution of scrying
Rhodry out firg and so saved himsdf a wasted trip. When he cdled up Rhodry’s image in the burning
cods of afire, he saw the lad out riding in the forest preserve of the gwerbrets of Aberwyn—a stretch of
virgin forest near the little town of Belglaedd. Nevyn assumed tha he would have no chance to meet
Rhodry, smply because the preserve was closed land to dl but gwerbreta guests, but even so, he went
to Belglaedd on the off chance that the young lord might ride into town for some reason. There, as he
later came to redlize, the Lords of Wyrd took a hand in the matter.

The people of Belglaedd and the outlying farmers both knew and honored Nevyn, because he was the
only source of medicd care that most of them had. The tavernman inssted on putting him up for free and
then rattled off aligt of symptoms about the painsin hisjoints. For the next week Nevyn had little time to
think about Rhodry as family after family came to buy his herbs and ask his advice. On the eghth
morning, Nevyn had just gone out to the muddy tavern yard for a bit of sun when arider trotted up in a
gplash of muck. He wore a blue cloak blazoned with the dragon device of Aberwyn.

“*Morrow, aged gr,” therider said. “I hear ther€ s a good herbman in town. Do you know him?’
“l am him, lad. What's the trouble?’
“I've just come from the lodge. Lord Rhodry’s cursed ill.”

Tdking dl the while, the rider helped Nevyn load his supplies onto his mule. Lord Rhodry had been
caught out in the rain and stubbornly gone on hunting even though he was soaking wet. The only people
a the lodge with him were a pair of servants and five of his father’s men, none of whom knew the firs
thing about physick.

“And what’ s his lordship doing out here thistime of year anyway?’ Nevyn said.

“Ah wdl, gr, I'm not free to say, but he got into a bit of trouble with his older brother. Naught that
was serious.”

Although the gwerbret probably considered his hunting lodge to be charmingly rudtic, it was as
impodng as many a dun of a lesser lord. In the middle of a cobbled and well-drained ward rose a



three-story broch, surrounded by enough outbuildings and stables to house a party of a hundred guests.
An aged mansarvant led Nevyn up to the second floor and Rhodry’s chamber, sparsdly furnished with
one carved chest, a bed with faded hangings, and his lordship’s shield hanging on the wal. Although there
was a brazier heaped with coas glowing in the middle of the room, the damp seeped out of the very
wdls.

“By the hells” Nevyn snapped. “1an't there a chamber with a proper hearth?”
“Thereis, but hislordship won't let us move him.”
“Indeed? Then I'll dedl with hislordship.”

When Nevyn pulled back the bed curtains, Rhodry looked up a him with gummy eyes. At Sxteen,
he' d grown into alanky lad, getting close to Sx feet tdl, and dill as handsome as ever—or he would have
been handsome if his hair weren't plastered to his forehead with sweat, hislips not so badly cracked that
they were bleeding, and his cheeks not flushed with a hectic glow.

“Who are you?" Rhodry mumbled.
“An herbman. Y our men fetched me.”

“Ah curse them! | don’'t need—" And then he began to cough o vidently that his body went rigid. He
propped himsdf up on one ebow and spasmed, choking until Nevyn grabbed hm and hauled him
upright. Findly he spat out green rheum.

“You don't need me?’ Nevyn sad drily. “I may only be a commoner, your lordship, but you're
following my orders.”

Rhodry’s lips twitched in a faint amile as he trembled with fever. Nevyn lad him down again and
turned to the frightened manservant.

“Get that chamber with the hearth warm,” Nevyn said. “Then pile extra pillows on the bed, and Start
hedting me a big kettle of water. When you've done dl that, send one of the men back to Aberwyn.
Gwerbret Tingyr needs to know that one of hisheirsis cursedill.”

All that afternoon, Nevyn worked over his patient. He fed Rhodry infusons of coltsfoot and elecampe
to bring up the phlegm, hyssop and pennyroyd to make him swesat, and quaking aspen as a generd
febrifuge. Nevyn rubbed the lad's lips repeatedly with flaxseed med in lard to soothe them. As the
medicines cleansed his humors, Rhodry coughed until it made Nevyn's own sides ache to hear him, but a
last he began to breathe fredy instead of gasping for every breath. Nevyn let him lie down then, propped
up on the mound of pillows. The fever Hill played on his face like firdight.

“My thanks,” Rhodry whispered. “Owaen? Does he ill live?’

For a moment Nevyn was too puzzled to answer him; then the memory came back, of ancther life
when he' d tended battle wounds on the body this soul wore then, and his best friend lay dying nearby.

“He does, lad,” Nevyn sad gently. “Just rest.”

Rhodry smiled and fdl straight adeep. So, Nevyn thought, he's reecting to my presence, is he? In his
feverish state, Rhodry had somehow come across that long-buried memory.



All the next day, Nevyn brooded over his patient, forcing him to drink the bitter infusons of herbs
even though Rhodry swore at him and complained that he couldn’t get another 1oathsome mouthful down.
Findly, that evening, the fever broke. Rhodry was well enough to eat a little thin soup, which Nevyn fed
to him amouthful a atime.

“My thanks” Rhodry said when he was finished. “It's a marvd, you turning up like this. Do you
remember meeting me on the Cantrae road dl those years ago?’

“l do, truly.”

“Cursed gtrange. | was judt trying to be courteous. | never dreamt you' d save my life someday. | must
have cursed good luck.”

“So you mug,” Nevyn said, suppressing a amile. “So you mugt.”

When Rhodry fdl adeep, Nevyn went down to the grest hdl for his dinner. The men in the young
lord’s warband indsted on tregting Nevyn like a hero. They brought him his food like pages and crowded
round to thank him while he ate. One of them, a beefy lad named Praedd, even indsted on bringing
Nevyn a goblet of mead.

“Here, good gr,” Praedd said. “If you ever need our ad for anything, me and the lads will ride out of
our way to giveit.”

“My thanks. | take it you men honor Lord Rhodry highly.”

“We do. He s young yet, but he's got more honor than any lord in Eldidd.”

“Wdl and good, then. And what of Lord Rhys, the heir?’

Praedd hesitated, glancing thisway and that, and he dropped his voice when he answered.

“Don't spread this around, like, but there's plenty of men in Aberwyn who wish Lord Rhodry had
been born firg, not second.”

Praedd bowed and hurried away before he could say anything ese indiscreet. As Nevyn thought over
what he'd sad, he fdt a cold dweomer-warning ripple down his back. There was trouble coming in
Aberwyn. Suddenly he had a brief flash of Vison, saw swords flashing in the summer sun as Rhodry led
awedge of men into a hard-fought battle. When the Vidon faded, Nevyn fdt sck a heart. Was there
going to be a rebdlion to put Rhodry in the gwerbreta char when Tingyr died? Perhaps—
dweomer-warnings were aways vague, leaving the recipient to puzzle out their meaning. Yet he could
guess that once again, he would have important work to do in Aberwyn when the time came.

The guess turned to a certainty late on the next afternoon. Nevyn was up in Rhodry’ s chamber when a
manservant rushed in with the news that Rhodry’s mother, Lady Lovyan of Abenvyn, had arrived with a
amdl retinue. In a few minutes, the wife of the most powerful man in Eldidd swept into the room. She
threw her travel-stained plaid cloak to the waiting servant and ran to Rhodry’s bedside. A solid womean
in her early forties, Lovyan had an imposing beauty, her raven-dark har just streaked with gray, her
cornflower blue eyes as large and perfect as her son's.

“My poor little lad,” she said, laying a hand on his forehead. “Thanks be the Goddess, you're not
fevered anymore.”



“The Goddess sent a cursed good herbman,” Rhodry said. “Mother, you didn't need to ride dl this
way jud for me”

“Don’'t babble nonsense.” Lovyan turned to Nevyn. “My thanks, good gr. I'll see you're wel paid for
dl of this”

“It was my honor, my lady,” Nevyn said, bowing. “I’'m just thankful thet | was close a hand.”

Nevyn left them done, but later he returned to find Rhodry adegp and Lovyan gtting by his bedside.
When Nevyn bowed to her, she came over to tak where they wouldn’t waken him.

“I've spoken to the servants, good Nevyn,” Lovyan said. “They told me that they feared for his life
until you came.”

“I won't lie to you, my lady. He was very ill indeed. That’swhy | thought you should be notified.”

Lovyan nodded, her mouth dack with worry. In the fading light, she looked intensdly familiar. Nevyn
dlowed himsdf to dip into the second dght and saw her clearly—Rodda, bound to Blaen agan as
mother to son. At that moment, she recognized him as wel, and her eyes grew puzzled even as she
smiled.

“Now here, do you ever ride to Aberwyn?’ Lovyan said. “I mugt have seen you before, but surdy 1'd
remember a man with such an unusud name.”

“Oh, my lady, you may have seen me when you rode by in the Street or suchlike. I'd never be
presented to a woman of your rank.”

Nevyn fdt like laughing in triumph. Here they were, three of them come together at the same time as
he/'d had news of the lass who might be Brangwen. Surdly the time was ripening, surely his Wyrd was
leeding him to one of those crigs points when he would have the chance to untangle it. In his excitement,
he forgot himsdf badly. The fire was growing low; he tossed on a couple of big logs, then waved his hand
over them. When the flames legpt up, he heard Lovyan gasp. Hadtily he turned to face her.

“My apologies, my lady, for sartling you,” Nevyn said.

“No gpology needed, my lord.” Lovyan pronounced the honorific dowly and ddiberately. “I'm most
honored that a man like you would stoop to tregting my son for a fever.”

“| see that my lady doesn't dismiss tales of dweomer as nonsense fit only to amuse children.”
“Her ladyship has seen too many odd thingsin her life to do anything of the sort.”

For a moment they studied each other like apar of fencers. Then Nevyn fdt the dweomer prod him,
force him to speak, asif his mouth would burn if he didn’t speak out the truth.

“It is very important for Rhodry to live to his manhood,” Nevyn said. “I cannot tdl you why, but his
Wyrd is Eldidd’s Wyrd. | would like to be able to keep an eye on the lad from now on.”

Lovyan went tense, her face palein the legping firdight. Findly she nodded her agreement.

“His lordship is dways welcome a the court of Aberwyn,” Lovyan said. “And if he prefers, | Sdl
keep up thefiction that this shabby old herbman amuses me”



“l do prefer, and my thanks.”

That night, Nevyn stayed up late, leaning on the windowsll of his guest chamber and watching the
moon sal through wind-torn and scudding clouds. He had been sent to his post like a soldier, and he
would do nothing but obey. From now on, he would stay in Eldidd and trust that the Lords of Wyrd
would send Brangwen to him when the time was ripe. Deep in his heart he fdt true hope for the firg time
ina hundred years. Great things were on the move. He could only wait and watch for their coming.
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Low inits grassy banks, theriver Nerr flowed dowly, a purl of brackish brown water under a hot sun,
parching pale grass. Stripped to hiswrinkled waist, an old herdsman led eager cows down to the water.
Gweran stood on the bank and watched them sucking water that was mogtly mud. Across the river stood
afidd of sunted grain. If the drought didn’'t break soon, the farmers would lose the crop. Hopdesdy
Gweran looked up a the sky, a crystd dome of pure blue, subbornly clear. Although he'd come for a
wadk in the fidds to work on a song he was composing, Gweran knew his heart was too troubled for
bard work. If the weether stayed this way, a long cold winter of starvation faced him, his family, and
everyone for miles around. With a shudder, he turned away from the river and waked back to the dun of
the White Walf clan.

Ringed with earthworks, the amdl fort lay on top of alow hill. Behind the inner log pdisade rose a
squat stone broch, its dits of windows brooding like eyes over the dusty ward. Except for a few drowsy
flies, the ward was deserted in the hot sun. Gweran hurried into the great hal, which was blessedly cool
inthe cirde of stone wals. Down by the empty hearth, Lord Maroic sat at the head of the honor table.
With him were two priests of Bel, dressed in their long white tunics and gold torques, their freshly shaven
heads shiny with sweat. When Gweran kndt at his lord's sde, the head priest, Obyn, smiled fantly at
him, his eyes narrowed shrewdly under pouched lids. Gweran fdt uneasy.

There was something about priests that made a man fed better if they never looked his way. Lord
Maroic, aflorid-faced manin his thirties, with pale hair and pade mustaches, stopped in mid-sentence to
turn Gweran’'s way. Gweran's unease deepened.

“I was hoping you' d return straightaway,” Maroic said. “I don't suppose a bard can invoke the ran.”

“I only wish | could,” Gweran said. “I should think His Holiness here would be the one to do that for
lJSI”

“Hislordship and | have been discussng just that,” Obyn said. “We are congdering a horse sacrifice
to placate the gods.”

“No doubt such an act of piety would be bound to please Great Bd.”
Obyn considered him, while his young companion looked wigfully at the flagon of de on the table.

“The question iswhy Bd isangry with us” Obyn said findly. “A sacrifice will fal if a curse hangs over
theland.”



“And does His Holiness think there is such a curse?’ Gweran said.

“His Holiness doesn’t know.” Obyn dlowed himsdf a thin-lipped smile “A priest may read the omens
of the future, but only a bard can read the past.”

Gweran sghed sharply, redizing what Obyn was asking of him: that life-draining ritud of the Opening
of the Wedll, where a bard may dream himsdf into the past and talk with the spirits of those long dead. He
was tempted to refuse, but if there was no crop, the bard and his family would starve dong with
everyone ese.

“A bard can try to read the past, Your Holiness” Gweran said. “1 can only see what my Agwen
shows me. By her grace, I'll try to help. Will you witness?’

“I will, and gladly. Tonight?’
“And why not?’ Gweran shrugged idly. “When the moon isrising, I'll come to the temple”

To rest before his ordeal, Gweran went up to his chambers on the third floor of the broch, two rooms
opening off the centrd landing by the pird staircase, one for his children, one for himsdf and his wife.
The man chamber showed many sgns that Lord Maroic was properly generous to his bard: a heavy
bed, hung with embroidered hangings, a carved chest, a table and two chairs, and asmdl Bardek carpet.
On the table stood his two harps, the amdl plain lgp harp, the tdl heavily carved standing harp for formd
presentations. Gweran idly plucked afew strings and amiled at the soft resonant echo.

Asif the sound were a 9gnd, his wife, Lyssa, came in through the door of the children’'s chamber.
Although she was a pretty woman, with raven-dark hair and large blue eyes, her greatest beauty was her
voice, soft, husky, with a musicd lilt to it like wind in the trees. Her voice had snared Gweran's heart
from the firg time he'd heard it, those long ten years ago when she was a lass of fifteen and he at
twenty-five could findly think of marrying after hislong training.

“There you are, my love” Lyssa said. “Are the priests gill down in the hdl? | came up here to get
away from them.”

“Oh, they’re gone, I’'m going to the temple tonight to work with them.”
Lyssa gasped, her soft lips parting. Laughing, Gweran took her handsin his,
“Oh now here” Gweran said. “They won't lay me on the dtar likein the Dawntime.”

“l know. Ther€' s just something about priests. Do you want to deep? I'll keep the lads outside if you
do.”

“My thanks, because I’d better.”

That night, Gweran fasted through the evening medl. Just a twilight, he fetched his gray gdding from
the stables and rode out, taking histime on the gray twilit roads. Overhead in the opaescent sky, the full
moon hung bloated on the horizon, shedding its siver light over farmland and forest. But it was hot, as hot
as anormd summer day. The village of Blaeddbyr lay four miles to the north of the dun, a cluster of
round houses around a well, with a fenced common pasture off to one sde. On the far edge of the
pasture stood the temple, built of wood and roofed with thatch, set among a amdl stand of oaks. When
Gweran led his horse into the trees, a young priest was there to meet him, moving surefooted in the
darkness. He took the reins of Gweran's horse.



“I'll take it round to the stable,” the priest said. “His Holiness iswaiting for you in the temple.”

Insde the amdl round shrine, candle lanterns cast a pool of golden light before the stone dtar. Draped
inthe long white cloak of ritud working, Obyn stood off to one sSide, his hands raised to the satue of the
god. A rough man-shape, the statue was carved of a sngle oak trunk whose bark dill dung for clothes
on the abstract body. The head was beautifully modeled, with great staring eyes and a mobile mouth; two
wooden heads hung by ther wooden hair from its delicate hands. Lying in front of the atar was a thick
pile of tanned white sheepskins.

“Is the temple suitable for the working? Obyn said.
“Itis” Gweran said. “If the god will dlow my goddess to share his abode.”

“I have no doubt that Great Be will dlow everything that will aid his people” Obyn's eyes blinked
and fluttered. “Since heis, after dl, the lord of dl gods and goddesses.”

Rather than engage in rdigious controversy at the wrong moment, Gweran smiled and kndlt down by
the pile of sheepskins. He spread them out to make a rough bed, then lay down on his back and crossed
his arms over his chest. He let himsdf go limp until he fdt like a corpse, laid out for burid. Obyn knelt
down by hisfeet. The old man moved dowly and diffly as he sat back on his hedls.

“Can His Holiness knedl there dl night?” Gweran said.
“His Holiness can do what needs to be done”

Gweran stared up a the celling and watched the candle-thrown shadows dancing. It had been a long
time since he’'d performed thisritud last, to talk to the spirit of an ancient bard of the Wolf dan to darify
a confusng point of Maroic’s genedogy. Now a great deal more than a lord's vanity depended on the
working. He let his breething dow until he seemed to float, not rest, on the soft fleece. The candle-thrown
shadows danced in slence, broken only by the soft rhythmic bresthing of the old priest.

When he was on the drift point of deep, Gweran began to recite in a dark murmur under his breath.
He spoke dowly, feding each word of his Song of the Past, a gift from his Agwen, the gate to therite.

| was a flame, flaring in thefire,
| was a hare, hiding in the briar,
| was a drop, running with therain,
| was a scythe, dlicing the grain.

Axe and tree
Ship and sea
Naught that lives
Is strange to me.

| was a beggar, pleading a meal,
| was a dweomer-sword of sted! . . .

At those words he saw her, the Agwen, the White Lady, with her pale face, lips red as rowan berries,
and raven-dark hair. He was never sure where he saw her, whether it was in hismind or out in a dark
place of the world, but he saw her as dealy as the temple celing. Then more vividy than the
celling—she was amiling as she ran her fingers through her hair and beckoned to him. The candle-thrown
shadows turned to moonlight and fdl, wispy white, to envelop him. He heard his own voice chanting, but



the words were meaningless. The lagt thing he saw was the priest, leaning close to catch every whisper.

Then Gweran was waking to the wel head by the white birches. A little patch of grassy ground, three
dender trees, the gray stone wal of the wel—all were as clear and solid to him as the temple, but on
every sde stretched an opa escent white void, torn by strange mists. The Agwen perched on the edge of
thewdl and considered im with asmdll crud smile

“Are you dill my fathful servant?’ she said.
“I'm your dave, my lady,” Gweran said. “1 live and die by your whim.”

She seemed pleased, but it was aways hard to tell, because instead of eyes, she had two soft spheres
of the opalescent mig.

“What do you want of me?’ she said.
“Theran refuses to fdl in our land,” Gweran said. “Can you show me why?’
“And what would | have to do with ran?’

“You are the wise one, shiningin the night, the heart of power, the golden light, my only love, my true
adight.”

She gmiled, less crud, and turned to stare down into the well. Gweran heard a soft Igp and plash of
water, asif thewd| opened into avast dream river.

“There was amurder,” she said. “But no curse. It was avenged properly. Ask him yoursdf.”
She was gone, the birches rudling a her invisble passng.

Gweran waited, daring into the shifting white migt, tinged here and there with rainbow like
mother-of-pearl. A man was waking out in the mist, wandering hdf seen like a ship off a foggy coast.
When Gweran cdled to him, he came, a young warrior, sandy-haired with humorous blue eyes, and
aniling jugt as if his chest weren't diced open with a sword cut. Endlessy, blood welled and gouted
down his chest to vanish before it dripped to hisfeet. The vison was so clear that Gweran cried out. The
warrior looked at him with that terrifying smile.

“Whet land are you from, my friend?” Gweran said. “Areyou at rest?’

“Theland of the Boars bore me and buried me. | rest because my brother cut my killer's head from
his shoulders”

“And was that vengeance enough?’
“Wasit? Ak yoursdf—was it?” The specter began to laugh. “Wasiit?’
“It should have been, truly.”

The specter howled with laughter. Asif his sobbing chuckle brought the wind, the mig began to swirl
and closein over the birch trees.

“Who are you? Gweran said.



“Don’'t you remember? Don’'t you remember that name?’

The laughter went on and on, as, no longer solid, the specter whirled, a flickering shadow in the
dodng mids, a red dan dripping on white, then gone. There was only the mig and the soft rugtle of
wind. From out of the migt came the voice of his Agwen.

“He was avenged,” she said. “Take warning.”

As her voice faded, the mig turned thick, swirling, damp and cold, wrapping Gweran round,
smothering him, pushing him thisway and that like a windblown leaf. He fdt himsdf running, then dipping,
fdling along way down.

The candle-thrown shadows were dark on the celling of the temple. Obyn sighed, dretching his back,
and leaned closer.

“Areyou back?’ he said. “It's two hours before dawn.”

Shaking with cold, his somach knotted with fear, Gweran sat up and tried to speak. The temple
danced around him. Obyn caught his hands hard.

“For the love of Bdl,” Gweran whispered. “ Get me some water.”

Obyn clapped his hands together twice. Two young priests hurried in, carrying wooden bowls. Obyn
draped his cloak around Gweran's shoulders, then helped him drink, first water, then milk sweetened
with honey. The taste of food brought Gweran back to the world better than any act of will could have
done.

“Get him some bread, too,” Obyn barked.

Gweran wolfed down the bread, washing it down with long greedy swalows of milk, until he suddenly
remembered he was gobbling this way in the middle of atemple.

“My apologies, but it takes me thisway.”

“No gpology needed,” Obyn said. “Do you remember the vison?’
The blood-gushing specter rose again in Gweran’s mind.

“l do,” Gweran said, shuddering. “How do you read it?’

“It was a true murder, sure enough, it happened when | was atiny lad, so | remember somewhat of it.
You saw Lord—oh, was it Caryl? | can't remember, but the head of the Boar dan he was, crudly
murdered by the Falcons. But truly, just as your White Lady said, it was avenged, twice over, some
would say. The gods had justice, and | see no reason for Great Be to be displeased.”

“Wel, then, there' s no curse on the land, because that’ s dl my lady could show me”

“Jugt s0.” Obyn nodded in perfect agreement. “We will perform the horse sacrifice at the waning of
the moon.”

Until the sun rose, Gweran rested at the temple. He was so tired he was yawning, but deep refused to
come to him. His mind raced, throwing up bits of the vison, seaing flecks of the white mig, then smply
babbling to itsdf. The ritud dways left im this way. Though some bards developed a lug for the strange



white lands and the marves therein, a madness that eventudly took over ther minds, Gweran fet modly
adisgug, based on a hedthy fear of loang himsdf forever in the swirling mig. Yet as he thought it over,
this particular vison seemed to have a message for him: he knew that murdered lord, knew him like a
brother. Was it vengeance enough? he thought. Truly, it should have been. When the sun came in pde
ghafts through the temple windows, he shook off these incomprehensible thoughts and went to fetch his
horse for the ride home.

Gweran dept dl morning, or rather, he tried to deep. It seemed that someone was dways coming in:
one of the children, chased away by the maidservant; or Lyssa, fetching a bit of her sewing; a page, sent
by the lord to make sure the bard was resting. Findly, the maidservant, Cadda, who seemed more than
usudly dim-witted that morning, crept in to find a clean pair of brigga for one of the lads. When Gweran
sat up and swore a her, she cowered back, sniveing, her big blue eyes filling with tears. She was, after
al, only fifteen.

“Ah by the gods, I'm sorry,” Gweran said. “Here, Cadda, run and tdl your migtress that her grouchy
bear of a hushand has given up trying to hibernate. Go fetch me bread and de, will you?’

Cadda beat a hasty retreat with an awkward curtsey. She had no time to shut the door before the
boys raced in, shouting Da Da Da and scrambling up on the bed to throw themsdves & him. Gweran
gave them each a hug and sat them down on the end of the bed. He was in no mood for a wrestling
match. Aderyn, just seven, was a skinny little lad with huge dark eyes and pde har. Acern, two and a
gx-month, was chubby, dways laughing, and ways, or so it seemed, running around haf naked.

“Acern,” Gweran said. “Where' s your brigga?’

“Wet,” Acern sad.

“He did that again, Da,” Aderyn announced.

“Ahye gods” Gweran said. “Wdl, | hope your mother wiped you off before you got on the bed.”

“Of course, dearest,” Lyssa said, gralling in. “If you hadn’t been so mean to Cadda, she would have
hed the lad dressed by now.”

Gweran nodded in a meek admisson of guilt. Pieces of his dreams and of his vison were floating in
hismind. He wanted to compose a song about them; he could dmost fed the words in his mouth. Lyssa
sat down next to him—the whole family, sttling in.

“What' s wrong with Cadda, anyway?’ Gweran said. “ She's so cursed touchy these days.”
“Oh, she's got aman on her mind,” Lyssa said. “And not much of aman & that.”
“Indeed?’ Gweran said. “Who?’

Lyssa looked ggnificantly a Aderyn, whose little ears grew bigger every day, and changed the
subject.

As soon as he'd eaten, Gweran went out donefor a long wak through the fidds He wandered
vagudy, hardly aware of where he was, sumbling occasondly in the long grass as he worked out his
song. He would sing snatches of it doud, changing the words around, working over every line until it was
pefect. A danza a a time, he memorized it, linking it together in his mind with chaining images and
dliteration. He would never write it down. If a bard learned to read, learned so much as the names of the



letters, his Agwen would desert him. Without her, he could never compose a song again.

His mind findly a rest, Gweran came back to the dun just a twilight. In the cooler gray air, the
servants and riders were Stting around in the ward, talking softly together and resting after the long hot
day. As he waked toward the broch, Gweran saw Cadda, perched on the edge of a horse trough and
ggding up a one of the riders. Remembering Lyssa's snide comment about Cadda's man, Gweran
paused to look the lad over: tdl, blond, good-looking in a rough sort of way with the narrow blue eyes
and high cheekbones of a southern man. Though Cadda seemed besotted with him, the rider listened
numby and hafheartedly to her chatter—surprising, because Cadda was a beautiful girl, dl soft curves
and thick blond hair.

Although Gweran would have preferred to ignore the matter, his wife was concerned, and for good
reason: riders were prone to getting serving lasses pregnant and then doing their best to weasel out of
marriage. Gweran walked around the ward until he found Doryn, captain of the troop, who was stting
idy on alittle bench and wetching the twilight fade. Gweran sat down beside him.

“Who's that new rider in the warband?’ Gweran said. “A southern lad, and my wifé slassismaking a
fodl of hersdf over him.”

Doryn grinned in easy understanding.

“Name' s Tanyc,” he said. “He rode in here awhile back, and our lordship took him on. He's a good
men with his sword, and that’s dl that should count, truly.”

“Should?” Gweran raised an eyebrow.

“Wel, now, he's an odd lad.” Doryn considered, sruggling with this unfamiliar kind of thought.
“Keeps to himsdf, and then he's dead quiet when he fights When we rode that raid on Lord Cenydd's
catle, Tanno was as quiet as quiet in the scrap. Creegps a man's flesh to see someone make his kill
without even a cursed warcry.”

The mention of the cattle raid reminded Gweran that he had yet to Sng about it. Although songs about
raids were his least favorite, this one deserved the honor as part of the new feud between the Wolf dan
and Lord Cenydd' s Boars to the north.

“l don't suppose this Tanno' s thinking of honorable marriages and suchlike” Gweran said.

“Ah by the hdls, keep little Cadda away from him if you can,” Doryn said, grinning. “He flies done,
Tanyc. One of the lads started cdling him the Falcon, you see, just as a jedt, but it's stuck. | was sure
there' d be trouble over it, but Tanno just smiles and says it suits him well enough.”

“Wel, here, Cadda' s mother isa good sort, and she trusted her daughter to my care. If you want to
do a bard afavor, have a word with this falcon, will you? Tdl him to course for another fidd mouse.”

“What man wouldn't do a bard afavor? Done”

With this tedious matter disposed of, Gweran went back to the tower. His mind was running to
thoughts of cattle raids. He could piece a song easily out of bits of standard praise lines and other songs.
Jugt get in everyone' s name, he reminded himsdf, none of these drunken louts know one song from

another, anyway.
Ealy in the moring, while it was 4ill hafway cool, Tanyc fetched his saddle, a rag, and a bit of



saddle soap from the tack room and took them outside to a shady spot by the well. He drew himsdf a
bucket of water, then sat down to clean his tack. Although some of the other riders were gathering in the
tack room to do the same thing, he preferred to be done, where it was quiet. He was dways panfully
aware that he was the new man in the warband, dill on trid and working hisway in. He was just working
the soap up into a lather when Doryn came gralling over and hunkered down in front of him.

“Wanted a word with you, lad,” Doryn said.
“Of course, captain, is there trouble?’

“Not yet, and there doesn't have to be. What do you think of the bard's little servant lass? Our
Gweran doesn't like the way you' ve been hanging around her.”

“She s hanging around me, captain. She's a supid little bitch, as far asI’'m concerned.”

Doryn considered thisin his dow way. Although he was tdling the sincere truth, Tanyc expected to be
disbdlieved, Imply because no one ever trusted him.

“Surprised to hear you say that,” Doryn said. “I was afrad you'd lan her down in the straw aready.
She seems to want it bad enough.”

“What honor she has is safe from me, she gets on my nerves. Babbles dl thetime”
“Wel, amen could keep her too busy to talk.”

“No doubt. You fuck her if you want her.”

With a shrug, Doryn got up, setting his hands on his hips and looking over the saddle.

“Wdl and good,” Doryn said at last. “Then you won't have any trouble doing what the bard wants
and leaving her done.”

“None at dl, | swear it.”

Saisfied, Doryn walked off toward the barracks, Tanyc went back to sogping his saddle leather. Do
what the bard wants, he thought, that suffy little bastard of a nightingde, prattling dl the time. He was
tempted to meddle with Cadda just on the principle of the thing now, but he had aready nocked his
arrow for more dangerous game. He worked dowly, taking his time, and keeping a constant watch for
the bard’ s woman. Usudly she came down with her lads to let them see the horses.

TanycC's patience was rewarded in a few minutes, when Lyssa came aong with the boys. As they
went into the stable, Tanyc sat back on his heds and watched her. There was just something about
Lyssa, asoft sway of her hips when she waked, the way she had of amiling while she tossed her head,
those eyes of hers that promised a very different kind of thing in bed than a scared young lass could offer.
Watching her was as warm and pleasant as the sun on his back. He wondered if she were bored with her
Suffy older man. What the bard wants, indeed, Tanyc thought, we'll just see about that.

At noon, Tanyc made a point of watching Lyssa as she ate with her husband. The bard and his family,
the chamberlain and his, had a privileged table next to Lord Maroic’s by the hearth of honor. Tanyc took
aplace a one of the rider’ s tables where he could see her easly. While she ate, Lyssa seemed far more
concerned with her children than her husband, who seemed logt in one of his usud fogs somewhere, idy
nibbling bread and looking across the room. It was such a good 9gn that Tanyc began congdering ways



to get aword done with Lyssa. One of the other riders elbowed himin the ribs.

“What's dl this?” Gennyn said. “Looks to me like you're watching a doe in someone else's woods,
my friend.”

“What's the danger in hunting a doe when the stag doesn’t have horns?’

“The stag doesn’'t need horns when there's a keeper to watch out for poachers. Lord Maroic would
turn you out if you stuck your thumb in the bard’ s de”

“Indeed?’ Tanyc turned to give im a dow stare. “Are you going to run to the captain with the tale?’

Gennyn cringed in a satisfying way and shook his head no, but Tanyc paid grict attention to his food.
There was no use in being so cursed obvious. If he wanted Lyssa, he was going to have to fight to get
her, but then, he was used to fighting for everything he wanted. Nothing in my whole cursed life ever
came easy, he thought, no reason for it to start now.

Late on a drowsy-hot day, Nevyn rode into Lord Maroic's village of Blaeddbyr. It wasn't much of a
place, a handful of houses, a blackamith’s forge, not even a proper tavern—a problem, since he was
going to have to find somewhere to stay. Nevyn was there to banish the unnaturd drought, but such
mgor dweo-mer-workings took time. Camping out in the forest, though possible, was going to be
wearisome. After fifty years on the road as a traveling herbman, he was old, giff, easly tired, and a
heart, Sck of his congtant solitude. Around the village well were three women, gossping and halding ther
water buckets for an excuse. When Nevyn led his pack mule and horse over, they amiled and greeted
him with the aching curiogty of the perennidly bored. At the news that he was an herbman, the amiles
grew even broader.

“Now that’s awelcome thing,” one woman said. “Will you be staying long, good sr?’

“l was thinking of it,” Nevyn said. “I need to search the woods and fieds for more herbs, you see. Do
you know of anyone who'd take in alodger? | can pay, of course.”

The three women thought hard, running over their own domestic arrangements aoud and findly
reeching the reluctant conclusion that they had no room.

“Now, there's Bahna,” one of them said. “ She's got that little hut in back of her house.”
“Shell talk the poor man's ear off,” said another.
“But who dse has ahut?’ said the fird.

When the concdluson was reached that no one ese did, Nevyn got directions to the fam where
Banna, awidow, lived with her only son. Nevyn rode out, heading in the direction of Lord Maroic’s dun,
and found the farmstead about a mile down the road, a big enclosure behind a low, packed-earth wall.
Since the gate was open, he led his horse and mule indde and looked around. In the muddy yard stood a
big stone round house, a cow barn, various sheds for chickens and suchlike, and off to one sde, a
shabby wooden hut in the shade of a poplar tree. When Nevyn cdled out a haloo, a young,
sandy-haired man hurried out of the cow barn with a rake in his hands.

“Good morrow, are you Covyl?’ Nevyn said. “The villagers told me you and your mother might take
inapaying lodger. I'm a traveling herbman, you see.”



“Ah” Covyl said. He leaned on the rake, looked Nevyn over, turned his atention to the horse and
mule, considered Nevyn a bit more, then nodded. “Might. Depends on what Mam says.”

“l see. Can | speak to your mother?’
Covyl considered for along dow moment.
“Inabit,” he said. “She's out picking berries”

Cowyl turned and walked back to the barn. Nevyn sat down on the ground by the wal and waited,
watching the flies drift laly in air scented with cow. He was just meking up his mind that he'd be better
off in the forest when a stout woman, with wigps of gray har peeking under her widow's black
headscarf, came hurrying in. Behind her was a beautiful blond girl, too nicdy dressed to be living on the
fam, and a smdl skinny lad with the biggest eyes Nevyn had ever seen. All of them carried wooden
buckets, and the lad’s mouth was a predictable purple stain. Nevyn bowed to the widow and ran through
histae once again.

“An herbman, good sr?’ Banna said. “Wadl, the gdl of my son for making you wat out here! He
should have had the decency of offering you a bit of de. Comein, comein.”

Ingde the housg, it was cooler, but the flies dill drifted and the scent was just as strong. The big
haf-round of the main room was scattered with straw, a few pieces of much-repaired furniture, sacks of
oats and fam tools. The forest began to look better and better. Banna, the lass, and the child put their
buckets onto a wobbly table. When the lad reached for more berries, the lass caught his hand.

“That's enough, Aderyn,” she said. “You'll get a ssomachache, and we' ve got to go back soon.”
“l want to stay and tak to the herbman,” Aderyn said.

“Maybe another day,” the lass said firmly.

“But hell be gone another day,” Aderyn said.

Nevyn started to make some trivid remark, but the words froze in his mouth as he glanced at the lass.
Those eyes were familiar—or rather, the soul that looked out from them was familiae—Y solla, by the
gods!

“Wadl, good gr,” Aderyn said. “Won't you be gone?’

“Oh, | doubt it,” Nevyn said, hadlily collecting his wits. “I’'m just here to ask good Banna if el let
me day in her hut”

“Oh, I’'m sure we can work something out,” Banna said. “A hit of coin will be welcome. So, here,
Addo, the next time Cadda brings you to vist, you can tak to the herbman.”

While Banna was showing him the hut, she was more than glad to tdl Nevyn about Cadda, her
youngest daughter, who had gotten hersdf a good place up in Lord Maroic’s dun as the servant for the
bard’'s woman. Banna dso made it quite clear that Aderyn was the son of the bard and his wife—she
repeated that severd timesin case Nevyn should think her daughter had a bastard.

The hut itsdf was amdl, with a packed-earth floor, a tiny hearth, and one narrow window, which had
a cowhide to drape over it for want of proper shutters. Nevyn decided it would have to do. While he



unpacked his horse and mule, Banna swept the dust out of the hut and covered the floor with fresh straw.
After he gently shoo’ed Banna out, Nevyn spread his bedroll in the curve of the wdl, arranged his canvas
packs of herbs opposite, and dumped his saddlebags and cooking pots by the hearth. He sat down in the
middle of the floor and looked over his new home, such asit was.

So, Ysolla's here, Nevyn thought, or rather, Cadda—I musin't make that mistake! She was the first
dgn he'd had infifty years that he might be drawing close to the soul who'd once been Brangwen of the
Fdcon. Since hisyouth, he'd looked congantly for her to be reborn as he wandered the kingdom, with
only the chance that is more than chance to guide him. Although he'd been expecting her to come back
immediately, so that when she, in her new body, was about fifteen, he’'d be only thirty-six, young enough
to marry her, the Lords of Wyrd had chosen otherwise with their usua contempt for a man's vanity. He
hed never found her. Though he was growing weary with age, he fdt no Sgns of sickness, no omens of
gpproaching death. At hislevd of the dweomer, he should have been able to see his death date by now,
in order to make the proper plans for leaving life, but he saw nothing. The Lords of Wyrd had accepted
his rash vow literdly: he would never rest until he found her and set things right.

“Ysollahad a hand in the tragedy,” Nevyn remarked to the fireplace. “It's just possible that the Lords
of Wyrd would bring them together again.”

The fireplace stared back in silence, which Nevyn took as doubt. It would gill be worth taking a look
around while he worked on banishing the drought. He could Smply announce his presence as an herbman
and get himsdlf invited to vist Lord Maroic’s dun.

Oddly enough, it was the bard’s son, Aderyn, who provided Nevyn with an even easier entry to the
dun. The very next day, Aderyn came down to see him. Nevyn was honestly surprised, because he'd
assumed that the lad's interest was only a childish curiosity.

“Doyoumindif | see the herbs and things?” Aderyn said. “Am | in the way? Da says I'm dways in
the way.”

“Not in the way at dl,” Nevyn said. “Maybe you can hdp me, in fact. Are there any ruined or
abandoned farms around here? Certain kinds of herbs grow inland that’ s been alowed to go fdlow, you
see, and those are the kind of herbs | need to pick.”

“There's one, truly. There was this farm, and Lord Cenedd of the Boar said it was his, but our lord
sad it was his, and so0 they fought over it. So the farmer got scared and judt left, and now there isn't
anyone there to fight over.”

“Ohye gods! Wdl, that's a pack of noble-born warriors for you.”
“Don't you like riders and battles and suff?’
“Not truly, but | suppose you do. Lads usudly do.”

“| don't.” Aderyn wrinkled up his nose. “I'll never be arider when | grow up. It's just beng cettle
thieves. | don't care what anyone says.”

In surprise, Nevyn considered the lad carefully. Aderyn twisted one foot behind the other, balanced
precarioudy, and looked wide-eyed around the huit.

“Wl, here)” Nevyn said. “Would you like to show me where this farm is and help pick herbs? We
have to go tdl your mother where we're going firgt.”



“Oh, | would. There's never anything to do up in the fort. Let’s go ask Mam.”

Nevyn got a cdoth sack, some clean rags to wrap herbs in, and his amdl dlver sckle. With Aderyn
chattering dl the way, they went up to the dun. As soon asthey came through the gates, Cadda ran over
and grabbed Aderyn’s arm.

“Where have you been?’ Cadda sad. “I’ ve been worried sick.”

“l just went down to see the herbman,” Aderyn said. “Where's Mam? I’ve got to ask her if | can go
for awak.”

“She'swaiting upon Lady Cabrylla, but your Da's in the great hdl,” Cadda said, glancing a Nevyn.
“Shdl | tdl our lord's lady that you'rein the village, Sr? I'll wager she'd like alook at your herbs.”

“I'd be most grateful if you would.” Nevyn made her a bow. “Tdl her | have perfumes and har rinses
and suchlike as wdl as medicine”

Although Cadda’s eyeslit up at the thought, Aderyn grabbed Nevyn's shirt and dragged him firmly off
to the great hdl, where Gweran the bard was drinking a Lord Maroic's table. A solid-looking man in his
thirties, with blond hair and along blond mustache, Gweran rose to greet his son and this stranger. Nevyn
got his second shock in as many days—Blaen! Nevyn then became deeply troubled about Aderyn’s
mother. Oh ye gods! he thought, Brangwen can't be married to another man! But even as he thought it,
he had the uneasy feding that the Lords of Wyrd were laughing at him.

While Aderyn chattered out his request, Gweran listened with a pleasant amile.
“Very wdl,” he sad. “If it'struly dl right with you, good sr.”
“Itis. Your son’s remarkably bright, good bard. | dways enjoy teaching someone a bit about herbs.”

After a pleasant afternoon gathering ydlow dock, feverfew, and mdlow in the abandoned fieds,
Nevyn took Aderyn back to the dun, then returned to his hut. He trimmed up the plants, cut off the
usdess parts, and lad the leaves and stalks out carefully on clean doth to begin drying. As he worked,
hismind ran restlesdy of its own accord: Blaen and Y s0lla here together. He had never expected to see
the other actors in his and Brangwen's tragedy again. It was ominous, troubling, meking him wonder if his
burden of Wyrd was heavier than hed ever dreamt. So many lives were ruined dong with hers, he
thought, and al because of me and Gerraent. He decided that tomorrow he'd take his wares up to the
dun and get alook at this bard’s woman. Until then, he put the matter firmly out of his mind. He had
other work to do.

Jugt a sunset, Nevyn left the farm and went down to the riverbank, where he found an ash tree and
sat down under its preading branches to watch the river. A duggish sullen flow, bloody-tinged in the last
of the sunset, the river was weak even on the inner planes. Using the second sght, Nevyn could see how
its raw dementd force ran tangled. Permesting, interpenetrating, and surrounding the world men cdl red
are other worlds, or states of being, or even forces, if you would cdl them that. The dweomer cdls them
planes, knows ther dwellers, studies ther forces, and has the Sight to see them and know that they’re as
red as the only world most people can see. That the human mind is the gate between the planes is a safe
secret to tdl, because it takes years of gudy and work before the gate will open, years that impatient
fools won't spend to learn secrets they shouldn't have.

One of these planes, the etheric, isthe root of the dementas (what men cdl the Wildfolk), the source
of naturd forces and the web that holds every living creature’s soul. Within or beyond that plane is a



locus of force that the dweomer terms the Wild-lands, and more of the human mind is rooted there than
people would like to admit. To see what was troubling the river, Nevyn built himsdf a gate to the
Wildlands. He let his breathing dow until he fet rooted to the earth. The ar flowed in and out of hislungs,
before him was the water, with the lagt fire of the sun dlinting upon it. His mind was the fifth dement,
recondling the four. Sowly, carefully, he built up in his mind an image, a pale blue glowing five-pointed
dar, itssSngle point upright as is holy. After dl hislong years of work, it took little effort to make the star
flame and live apart from hiswill. He moved the image out of his mind until it seemed to stand flaming on
the riverbank.

Ingde this traced Sgil, he could see the Wildlands opening out blue and misty under a cool sun. He
was about to project himsdf through when the Wildfolk came to him, rushing through the gate in a swirl
of haf-seen forms. Nevyn fdt the rushy tingle of power down his spine as they swept around him and
projected raw emoations, trouble, hatred, and pleading to help them. The Wildfalk of Air cursed those of
Fre and Water dike, while those of Earth werein despair.

“Here, here,” Nevyn said. “I'll have to speak to your kings. There' s nathing | can do aone.”

They were gone, racing back to their lands. Although Nevyn considered fallowing, he decided that it
would be best to let them bring the message to the Kings firs. Sowly he erased the pentacle, drawing the
blue light back into himsdf, then dapped his hand thrice on the earth to end the operation. In the cool
night air he fdt strong and at peace.

I'll try again tomorrow night, Nevyn thought. If things are this bad, sooner or later the Kings will
accept my ad. Although man is meant to rule the Wildfolk, not worship or placate them, they deserve
respect and due courtesy, which Nevyn could offer them as one prince true-born to another. But it would
have to be soon if he was going to spare the people of Blaeddbyr a famine. If this drought continued too
long, it would be too late to save the crops.

Ealy on the morrow, when the day was 4ill cool, Nevyn returned to the lord’s dun to lay his wares
before Lady Cabrylla. She received him in the women's hdl, where her sarving women and the
maidsarvants were gathered to see what this traveing peddler had to offer. As he lad out packets of
herbs, pomanders, and cosmetic preparations on a table, Nevyn surreptioudy studied each woman in
turn. He was just giving up hope when a young matron, her raven-dark har caught up in an embroidered
headscarf, came dipping in a Sde door and stood on the edge of the crowd. For dl her different coloring
and face, Nevyn could think of her as no one but his Brangwen.

“Therésour Lyssa,” Lady Cabryllasaid comfortably. “Nevyn, thisis the bard’ s wife”

Nevyn wondered why he'd ever been so stupid as to think his Wyrd would work out cleanly. He
bowed over Lyssa's hand and mumbled some pleasantry, which she returned. As ther eyes met, she
recognized him—he could see it—a sudden flash of joy in her dark blue eyes, then a bewilderment, as
she doubtless wondered why she was so pleased to see this old man. That flash of joy was so much
more than Nevyn had hoped for thet for the joy of seeing her again, he was willing to endure the harshest
of Wyrds.

The horse sacrifice took place out in the sacred oak grove at the edge of the village. On the appointed
day, just before sunset, the villagers and the lord’s household formed a ragged procession by the village
wdl. Solemnly Lord Maroic kndt before Obyn the high priest and handed over the reins of a splendid
white gtdlion. While Obyn held the horse, the young priests decorated the bridle with mistietoe. When
they began to chant, the horse tossed its head and snorted, feding its strange Wyrd like a rider on its
back. To the dow pace of the chanting, Obyn led the horse away. Lord Maroic scrambled up and fdl in



behind, with the rest of the crowd falowing him. The processon wound through the grove, filled with
long pillars of golden sunlight, and came to the dtar in the middle. Unlike the one in the temple, this dtar
was arough dab of bardy worked stone. Wood for alarge fire lay ready upon it.

While Obyn held the horse, the young priests came forward, struck flint on stedl, and lit the kindling.
Obyn watched narrow-eyed: if the fire caught poorly, the day was cursed, and the sacrifice would have
to be postponed. As the flames danced up bright and strong, the crowd sank to its knees. Gweran
moved wel back to the edge. Since he had Aderyn with him, he wanted to be a good distance when the
horse met its Wyrd. As the chanting droned on, Aderyn twisted around to look over the crtowd. Men on
one side, women and tiny children on the other, everyone who lived within twenty miles was here to beg
the god to spare ther crops. When Gweran looked over the women, he saw Lyssa and Cadda wel to
the back, Cadda with a scarf ready to hide her eyes. Acern was adeep in his mother’'s Igp. The chanting
grew faster and louder as the flames rose high.

“Da? Aderyn whispered. “Thisis a waste of agood horse” “Hush,” Gweran whispered. “Don’'t talk
a rituas” “But nothing's going to happen till the ful moon.” When Gweran threastened a dap, Aderyn fdl
slent. A young priest took the nervous horse' s reins from Obyn, who stepped in front of the dtar, raised
hisarms high into the air, and began to beg the god for mercy, his voice riang and quickening, faster and
faster, until he cried out in a great sob of supplication. A young priest blew on a brass horn, a rasping
andent cry down from the Dawntime. Then slence. Obyn took a bronze sckle from his bet and
approached the horse, who tossed up its head in terror. When the brass horn blared, the horse pulled
back, but the bronze sickle swung bright in the firdight. The horse screamed, staggering, blood gushing,
and sank dying to its knees.

Aderyn began to sob doud. Gweran threw his arms around him, pulled him into his Iap, and let the
child bury his face agang his father’s shirt. He was wise to hide his eyes as the priests began
dismembering the horse with long bronze knives. From his bard-lore, Gweran knew that in the
Dawntime, the vicim would have been a man, and that this horse represented the god's growing mercy
to his people. The knowledge made it no eader to watch the priests work, their ams bloody to the
elbows.

At last Obyn cut a gtrip of bleeding meat and wrapped it in thick fat from the horse's thigh. With a
long wailing chant, he laid the sacrifice in the midgt of the flames. The fa sputtered and caught, flaring up
with a smokey hao.

“Great Bd,” Obyn cried. “Have mercy.” “Have mercy,” the crowd sighed.

The young priest blew a greet blare on the horn. It was over, and Gweran could lead his sobbing child
away. Since Aderyn was weeping asif his heart would break, Gweran picked him up and carried him as
he looked desperately around for Lyssa in the scattering crowd. Instead he found Nevyn, who was
leening againg a tree and watching the flame-lit dtar with a sour smile

“Oh here, here, Addo,” Nevyn sad, the amile disgppearing. “It's dl over now. It's a pity, sure
enough, but the poor beast is dead and beyond suffering.”

“They shouldn’t have,” Aderyn sobbed. “It won't even do any good.”

“It won't,” Nevyn said. “But what's done is done, and you'd best not talk of it right here, where the
people can hear you. They need to think it will help.”

Sowly, Aderyn sniffled himsdf to slence, wiping his face on his deeve. Gweran kissed him and set



him down, taking his hand and drawing him close.
“Wdl, bard?” Nevyn said. “Do you think thiswill bring ran?
“Maybeit will, maybe it won't,” Gweran said. “But either way, the god will be pleased.”
“True spoken,” Nevyn said with alaugh. “And pious of you, truly.”

The old man waked off, leaving Gweran puzzled and more than a bit uneasy. Asthe crowd dispersed
toward the village, Gweran findly saw Lyssa, hurrying to meet them. Just behind came Cadda, with one
of the riders who was carrying the dill-desping Acern. When Gweran recognized Tanyc, he was
annoyed. Here he'd told Doryn to keep this young lout away from Cadda. As he thought about it, he
redized he' d seen alot of Tanyc lady, dill hanging around the lass, Stting near her when she and Lyssa
were in the ward, or waking conveniently to meet them when she and Lyssa were leaving the dun.

That very next morning, Gweran sought Doryn out when he came down into the great hdl for
breakfast. He waved the captain over to the sde of the hdl where they could be private and put his
complant to him. Doryn looked honestly surprised.

“Wel, curse the little bastard,” Doryn said. “I did tak to him, Gweran, and here he managed to
convince me he didn’t give apig's fart for little Cadda.”

“There s nothing like lust to make aman lie. Here, I'll have a word with the lad mysdf later.”

It was afternoon before Gweran could get away from his lord's sde long enough to go look for
Tanyc, but when he found him, he found Cadda with him. Out in the ward, Tanyc was grooming his
horse while Cadda stood beside him. She was tdling him some long complex tale about her elder sster
while Tanyc listened with an occasiona nod. As Gweran strode over, Cadda made him a hurried curtsey.

“I'm sure your lady wants you,” Gweran said.

With one lagt amilein Tanyc's direction, Cadda ran for the tower. Tanyc looked up, the currycomb in
his hand.

“My thanks,” Tanyc said. “By the hells, does't thet |ass ever hold her tongue?’

“Every now and then,” Gweran said. “You can't find it as disoleasing as that. You seem to seek out
her company whenever you can.”

Tanyc looked at im with a barely concealed contempt.
“Maybe | do, maybe | don't,” Tanyc said. “What's it to you?’

“Maybe nothing at dl—as long as you fancy yoursdf as a married man someday. | warn you, if
Cadda ends up with child, I'm spesking to Lord Maroic about it. | don't care how many men in the
warband you get to lie and swear they’' ve had her, too— €l be your wife”

Tanyc's hand tightened on the currycomb so hard that Gweran was surprised the wood didn't crack.
Rather than push things to a forma exchange of insults, Gweran turned and walked away. If things ever
came to a fight, doubtless Tanyc could cut him to pieces with a sword. Tanyc, of course, knew it, too.
Although Gweran should have been used to the contempt of the riders, it dways rankled his soul.



When hetold Lyssathat he'd spoken to Tanyc, she seemed pleased, remarking that since she didn’t
care for the man, she'd be glad to have him stop turning up condantly at Cadda's sde.

Over the next few days, Gweran made a point of keeping his eye on Tanyc, mosly because of tha
warrior’s contempt. At firg Tanyc seemed to have taken the warning to heart, but the morning came
when Gweran saw Lyssa, Cadda, and the boys waking across the ward and Tanyc hurrying over to
wak with them. Gweran hurried downgtairs and ran to catch up with them. At the fird sght of him,
Tanyc made the women a hasty bow and went back to the barracks.

“Now, ye gods, Cadda,” Gweran snapped. “Your migtress has spoken to you, I've spoken to
you—can't you get it through your pretty head that he' s the wrong sort of man for you?’

Cadda snivded, grabbing her handkerchief from her kirtle and dabbing at her eyes. Lyssa patted her
gently on the arm.

“Gweran'sright,” Lyssa said. “Here, let’s go up to the chamber where it's cool and have anice tak.”
“l want to wak with Da,” Aderyn said. “Can |, Da?’
“You may.” Gweran hdd out his hand. “WE€ Il have a nice groll and let the women have their chat.”

They walked down to the river, a trickle of water in mud, and sat down in the rusling dry grass.
Without a breath of wind, the heat dung around them. Aderyn stretched out on his somach in the grass
and plucked a dead gak to play with.

“Da? hesad. “You don't like Tanyc, do you?’

“l don't. Do you?’

“l don't. He scares me”

“Wdl, the captain tdls me he's a hard man.”
Aderyn nodded, twiding the grass sak into a loop.

“You know what, Da? He doesn’t bother us to see Cadda. When we walk, you know? He comes to
see Mam.”

Gweran fdt asif he'd been punched in the somach. Aderyn tried to tie a knot in the dippery stalk,
then gave up and started chewing onit.

“Are you sure about that?” Gweran said.

“l am. You told me to watch what people do, remember? So | was, watching Tanyc, because | don't
like him, and | wondered why | don’'t like him. | don’t like the way he looks & Mam. And he dways
bows to her so nice, and he talks to Cadda, but dl the time, he' s looking at Mam.”

“Oh heis now?’

Aderyn started ditting the grass stalk with hisfingernall and trying to braid the pieces. Gweran looked
a the duggish river and fdt his rage flaring, just as when a spark gets into dry grass— it cregps aong,
smokes, then flares to a sheet of flame, racing dong the meadowland. That bastard, Gweran thought, and
does he think I'll back down without afight over this?



“Da” Aderyn said suddenly. “What's wrong? Don't look like that.”
“Oh, nothing, lad. Just worrying about the cursed drought.”
“Don't. Nevyn's going to fix it.”

Gweran forced out a amile and nodded vagudly. He had no time to worry about slly prattle about the
herbman.

“Let’'s get back to the dun,” Gweran said. “It's a bit hot out here, and there’ s athing or two | want to
keep my eye on.”

“What | want to know isthis” Aderyn said. “Why do herbs work on fevers and suff?’
“Wel, now,” Nevyn said. “That's a very long question to answer. Do you want to ligen to atak?’
“l do. Thisisdl splendid.”

They were knedling on the floor of Nevyn's hut and working with the herbs, turning them over to dry
evenly. Almogt every day, Aderyn came down to hep and study herberaft. After his long londiness,
Nevyn found the boy’ s chatter amusing.

“Very wdl,” Nevyn said. “There are four humors, you see, in every human body. They match the four
dements fire, water, ar, and earth. When dl the humors are in perfect balance, then a person is hedthy.
Each herb has more or less of the various humors, they balance things out if someone is sick. If someone
hes a fever, then they have too much fiery humor. A febrifugd herb has lots of cool watery humor and
helps baance the fiery out.”

“Only four humors? | thought there should be five”
Nevyn sat back on his hedsin sheer surprise.
“Wel, s0 there are,” Nevyn said. “But only four in the body. Thefifth rules the others from the spirit.”

Aderyn nodded, carefully memoarizing the lore. More and more, Nevyn was wondering if the lad was
meant to be his new apprentice. The wondering made him weary. Since a dweomer-man could have only
one gpprentice a a time, he could never take Aderyn on while bringing Brangwen to the dweomer to
fuffill his vow.

At times, in the hope of seaing Lyssa, Nevyn would take Aderyn back to the dun on horseback.
Often in the hot afternoons, the various members of the household would be stting on the grassy hill.
Since Nevyn was now wel known, one or the other of them would come over to ask him some medicd
question or to buy a few herbs or suchlike. It was there that he met Tanyc one afternoon and saw his
Wyrd tangle around him like a fisherman’s net around its prey.

Leading the horse, Nevyn and Aderyn were waking up the hill when Nevyn noticed Cadda stting
with one of the riders, a hard-eyed southern man. Aderyn noticed it, too, and went skipping over.

“Cadda” Aderyn said with a smirk. “I'm going to tdl Mam on you. You shouldn't be here with
Tanyc”

“Hold your tongue, you little beast!” Cadda snapped.



“Won't. Won't, won't, won't. I’'m going to tell.”

Tanyc got up, and something about the way he looked a Aderyn frightened Nevyn, who made a
point of hurrying over.

“Sgpping a bard's son isa good way for aman to get his name sdtirized,” Nevyn remarked mildly.
“And what’ st to you, old man?’ Tanyc swung his head and looked at him.

Asther eyes met, Nevyn recognized Gerraent’s soul in the arrogance blazing out of his eyes.

“You better not insult Nevyn,” Aderyn said. “He' s dweo-mer.”

“Hold your tongue,” Tanyc said. “I’'min no mood to lisen to nonsense from a flea-bitten cub,”

Tanyc darted to swing open-handed at the boy, but Nevyn caught him by the wrist. The Wildfolk
flocked to im and lent him so much raw drength that no matter how Tanyc struggled, he couldn’t break
the herbman’s grip. Nevyn pulled him close, caught his gaze, and stared deep into his eyes while he let his
hatred burn—and dweomer was behind it. Tanyc went dead white and stopped struggling.

“| sad leave the lad done,” Nevyn whispered.

Tanyc nodded in terrified agreement. When Nevyn released him, he turned and ran for the gates of
the dun.

“Cadda, take Addo back to hismother,” Nevyn said. “I’'m going back to the farm.”

For the next few days, Nevyn stayed away from the dun and his old enemy. All the actors in their grim
litle farce were there, even Gerraent, face to face again in a way that Nevyn had never foreseen. He
redized that he'd fdlen into a last vestige of royd pride, which vaues only the prince and princess and
sees those around them only as supernumaries.

In the end, Lyssa came to him, turning up at the farm one day with the plausble excuse that she'd
come to fetch Aderyn home. Nevyn sent the boy out on an errand and offered Lyssa the only char he
had, a wobbly three-legged stool. She perched on it and looked idy around at the hanging bunches of

adrying herbs.

“Theamdl in hereislovdy,” Lyssa pronounced. “It's kind of you, S, to be so patient with my Addo.
You should hear him chatter about it a dinne—today we learned about dog's tooth herb, today we
dried the comfrey roots. His father hardly knows what to think.”

“Does it vex Gweran?’ Nevyn said. “Mogt men want their sons to show an interest in ther own
cdling”

“Oh, it doesn't, because my man is the best-hearted man in the world. | think he's glad to see Aderyn
taking such an interest in something. He's been a strange child from the moment he was born.”

Nevyn amiled, quite sure of that.
“I'm surprised you don’t have more children,” Nevyn said. “You seem to love your lads so much.”

“Wdl, | hope and pray to have more soon.” Lyssa looked away, her eyes dark. “I had a daughter,
you see, between the two lads, but we logt her to afever.”



“I'mtruly sorry. That's a hard thing for a woman to bear.”

“It was” Her voice went flat from remembered grief. “Well, doubtless it was my Wyrd, and my poor
litle Danigga's, t0o.”

Nevyn fet a cold touch as he wondered if indeed it was her Wyrd: she’d drowned a child with her on
that terrible night. So she had—the dweomer-cold ran down his back as he redized who that child might
have been if it had lived to be raised with himsdf and Rhegor: a great master of dweomer indeed. Lyssa
amiled, looking out the door.

“Here comes our Aderyn now,” she said.

Though she was only spesking casudly, “our” Aderyn meaning only the “Aderyn we both know, not
some other Aderyn,” her words turned Nevyn cold to the heart. | swore I'd raise the child as my own,
he thought. A vow’s a vow.

That night, Nevyn went down to the ash tree by the river bank and sat down to watch the dow water
run. As it came clear, his Wyrd lay heavy on him. In this life, Brangwen was gone from him; she would
have to repay Blaen for the hopeless love of her that had led him to his desth, and repay Aderyn, too, for
cutting short his previous chance a life Nevyn owed Blaen and Aderyn a debt as wdl, snce his
scheming had left Brangwen there with her brother’s lust. Only once those debts had been repaid could
he take her away for the dweomer. Yet Aderyn would be under his care for the next twenty years,
because the dweomer isa dow craft to learn. In twenty years, Nevyn was going to be over ninety. And
whet if he had to wait for her to be reborn again? He would be well over a hundred, an unthinkable age,
50 old and dry that he would be hdplessin a chair, like athin tick or drooling babe, his body too old for
the soul it carried, his mind a prisoner in a decaying lump of flesh. At that moment Nevyn panicked,
sheking cold and sick, no longer a master of the dweomer but an ordinary man, just as when a warrior
vows to diein battle, but as the horns blow the charge, he sees Deseth riding for him and weeps, sick of
hisvow when retreet isimpossble.

Around him a tremor of night wind picked up cool, rudling the canopy of branches above him. Nevyn
rested his facein his hands and cdled on histrained will to stop himsdf from shaking. A vow’s a vow, he
told himsdlf. If | wither, then let me wither, so long as | fulfill that vow. The wind stroked his hair like a
friendly hand. He looked up, redizing that it was no naturd wind, but the Wildfolk, sylph and sprite,
haf-seen forms and the flick of shining wings, a face showing here only to vanish there. They came to him
as friends and fdt his agony, dudering sympathetic lives forming from the raw surge of dementd life.
Nevyn fdt his weariness ebb away as they fredy poured out some of ther life to him, a gift between
friends. He rose, walked forward, and stared up at the sky, where glittered a great white drift of stars,
the Snowy Road, splendid, unreachable, but shining with promise. When he laughed doud, his laugh was
as ful and clear as a lad's. He saw his Wyrd open in front of him, maintained by his work in the
Wildlands. He would have life for the task, no matter how long it took as men measure time,

It was that night that he learned this lesson: no oneis ever given a Wyrd too harsh to bear, as long as
it is taken up willingly and fully, deep in the soul.

At times Lyssawould leave Acern with Cadda and wak to the farm to fetch Aderyn back from the
herbman. She liked these moments of solitude as she walked aone, avay from the busy press and
chatter of her life among the women of the household. She aso found hersdf drawn to old Nevyn, for
reasons she couldn’t quite understand. Well, he's a wise kind man who's traveled much, she would tel
hersdf, interesting to meet someone new. It was reason enough, of course, but at times she went to see
hm because she fdt safe there, out of the fort and away from Tanyc. She knew perfectly wel that young



rider was pursuing her and lived in dread that her husband might notice. Lyssa smply had too much to
lose to be interested in adultery—a high socid position, a good husband, wedth, comfort, and above dl,
her children.

On an afternoon when the heet lay as papable as a blanket over the land, Lyssa left the fort earlier
than usud and dawdled her way down the dusty road to the farm. About hdfway dong stood a copse of
aspen trees, where she decided to rest for a few minutes. She walked into the parched shade, glanced
around for a place to sit, and saw Tanyc, waiting for her. He stood as dill as one of the trees, his head a
litle to one sde, and he was amiling, looking her over with the sort of admiration a man gives to a
beautiful horsein a market.

“What are you doing here?’ she snapped.

“What do you think? | wanted a word with you.”

“I've nothing to say. You'd best get back before the captain finds you gone.”

When he stepped toward her, she drew back, her hand at her throat, her heart pounding.

“I've got to be on my way,” she said. “My lad will come dong soon enough if I'm not there to meet
him”

Thislikdy witness gave Tanyc pause. Abruptly Lyssa redized that she was afrad he would rape her.
For dl his good looks, Tanyc repdled her in a way that she couldn’t understand—like seeing a dead
anmd rotting in the road. She knew the repulson was daft; raiondly, she could admit that he was a
decent enough man for arider.

“May | wak with you aways, then?’ Tanyc made her a courteous bow.
“You can't!” Lyssa heard her voice rise to a scream. “Leave me done.”

Then she found hersdf running, racing out of the copse like a Startled deer and running running running
down the road until she was sobbing for breath and drenched with sweat. Half in tears she spun around,
but merafully, he hadn’t followed.

That night, it was so hot that it took a long time to get the children to deep. The boys tossed and
turned and whined on top of the blankets no matter how soothingly Lyssa talked to them. Fndly Gweran
came in and sang them to deep. Lyssa went to ther chamber, changed into a thin nightdress and lay
down wearily. In a bit, Gweran joined her. He hung the candle lantern up on the wal and sat down on
the edge of the bed.

“Don’'t you have to return to our lord?’ Lyssa said.
“l begged hisleave. | need to tak with you.”

In the shadowed light his eyes were cold, questioning. She sat up, feding her hands shaking, and
twigted a bit of her dress between her fingers

“Here, my sweet,” he went on. “Y ou've been kegping dangerous company these days.”

“Oh, am | now? Who?’



“Tanyc. Who dse would | mean?’
She clenched the doth so hard that her fingers ached.

“My lord,” she sammered out. “1 swear to you that 1 want nothing to do with him. Do you doubt
me?’

“Never. But | don’t want my woman raped out in the stables”

When Lyssa started to cry, partly in relief, partly from seeing her worst fear shared, Gweran pulled
her gently into hisarms.

“My poor swest little lass” he said. “Here, here, don't weep like that.”

“How can | not weep? Ah ye gods, if you come to doubt me, what will you do? Cast me off? Cut my
throat, and dl for something I’ d never do?’

“Hush, hush.” Gweran stroked her hair. “I'd die mysdf before I'd do you the dightest harm.”

As suddenly as they’d come, her tears vanished before a new fear. She looked up and found his face
set and grim.

“If you chdlenge Tanyc, héll win,” Lyssa said. “Please, Gwerro, | beg you. Don't. Just don't. What
good would it do me, if | had my honor and no husband?’

“I’'m not going to do anything of the sort! Do you despise me, think me a coward, and dl because |
can't match himin afight?’

“Don’'t be adalt. | could have married lots of bloodthirsty men, but | never wanted anyone but you.”

Gweran amiled as if he didn't quite believe her. They were both trapped, she saw, caught by the
customs that gave a man no recourse but to defend his wife with a sword. They would have to creep
around the edge of Tanyc's arrogance, the pride of a true-born warrior, which thinks it can win a woman
with a sword in a world where other men secretly agree. Lyssa hated Tanyc more than ever: no matter
what the end of this, her marriage would never be the same. She could only pray that Gweran would
never dip over the edge into hopeless violence.

The fear combined with the hest to give Lyssa a restless night of bad dreams. Findly she woke, deep
into the night, and heard a strange sound outsde the tower. As she lay awake, trying to place it, the two
children came burgting into the chamber.

“Da, Mam, it' sthewind!” Aderyn shrieked. “The wind's here! 1t's going to rain.”
Just as Gweran woke with a muffled oath, Acern clambered onto the bed.
“Clouds, clouds, clouds, Da,” Acern chanted.

Aderyn grabbed Lyssa s hand and dragged her to the window. She could see storm clouds, piling up
inthe sky, scudding in front of the moon, and smd the cool heady scent of the north wind. The ward was
full of noise as the household ran outside to laugh and point and gloat in the fed of the wind. Since there
was no hope of getting the children back to deep, Lyssa got them dressed and took them down to the
ward and the blessed coolness. Close to dawn, there was a clgp of thunder, and it came, pouring down



cold in great sheets of water. Grown men and women ran around and laughed like the children as it
rained and rained and rained.

Laughing, his yelow hair dripping and plastered down, Gweran scooped Aderyn up in his ams and
held him up to see the dawn bresking slver through the rain.

“There you go, Addo,” Gweran sad. “The horse wasn't wasted after dl.”

“It wasn't the priests who did it,” Aderyn said. “1t was Nevyn.”

At firgt, Lyssa thought he meant “no one,” but then she remembered the herbman.
“Now here,” she said. “What could Nevyn have to do with it?’

“l ssaw himdoit,” Aderyn sad. “I dreamt it.”

“Dalt,” Acern said, ampering. “Da, Addo’s a dolt.” “Hush!” Gweran said. “It doesn't matter who
dtarted the rain. We ve got it, and that's what matters.”

Lyssa gave him agrin: Blaeddbyr wouldn't starve this winter. But as she turned to glance idy around
the ward, she saw Tanyc, close a hand, watching her, while the water ran down his face and hair. All at
once, she couldn't breathe—she fdt hersdf choking in what she could describe only as terror. She
grabbed Acern’s hand tightly.

“Timeto goin,” Lyssa said. “Let’'s dl get dry.” Too latle—Gweran had seen Tanyc, too, and as he
looked at his enemy, Lyssa knew that he was thinking of blood.

It rained geadily for three days. Life moved indde the tower and centered itsdf in the great hdl,
where Lord Maroic drank with his warband and the bard sang to keep them dl amused. Much to
Cadda s annoyance, Lyssaingsted on gaying in her chambers, giving Cadda no choice but to stay with
her. Findly, on the third day, Cadda’ s boredom got the better of her subservience.

“Oh please, my lady, can’t we go down to the hdl?” Cadda said. “We can ligen to your lord sing.”
“I"d rather not, but you can if you want.”

“Oh, my thankd” Gleefully, Cadda threw her sawing into the workbasket. “Are you sure you won't
come?’

“I won't. All the riderswill be there.” Lyssa looked away. “It's S0 naisy, and I’ ve got a headache.”

Cadda hurried down to the great hdl and took a place in the straw in front of the servant’s hearth.
One of her friends, Dwlla, was dready there, ligening while the bard sang sad tales of love —Cadda's
favorite kind. From where she was stting, Cadda could see the riders at their tables and Tanyc's broad
back, only a few feet from her, but he might as wel have been on the other sde of the world. In her
heart, Cadda cursed him and wondered how he could be so cold to her. Certainly plenty of other men
told her she was beautiful. When Gweran paused to rest, Dwila leaned over and whispered to Cadda.

“Tanno was asking me where you are,” Dwilla said. “Or where your lady was, but it comes to the
samething.”

All & once, Cadda wondered if it did indeed come to the same thing. Whenever Tanyc came walking



with them, he ways spoke to the lady, not the maid. He wouldn't dare meddle with the bard’s woman,
she thought, and besides, I'm prettier than her. Yet as she gazed fondly a Tanyc's broad back, she
wondered if any woman every redly understood what men thought.

When the next day dawned clear, Lyssa gave Cadda permission to go down to the farm with Aderyn
and vist her mother. While the lad worked with the herbman, Cadda spent a pleasant hour in her Mam’'s
kitchen and gossiped about her ssters, who were aready married, much to Cadda' s great distress. It just
waan't far—she was the prettiest and ill unmarried, while they dl had men of ther own! Brooding on
the injugtice of it dl gave her an idea. She left the house and went out to the herbman’s hut, where she
found Nevyn and Aderyn digging up a bit of ground by the wall for an herb garden.

“Good morrow,” Nevyn said. “Isit time for Aderyn to go home?’
“Oh, not truly. | just wanted a word with you about buying some herbs.”

Nevyn took Cadda insde his hut and gave her the stool to St on while he leaned againg the wall.
Cadda decided that his manners were ever so much nicer than Tanyc's. She only wished she could tel
Tanyc that and have him care.

“l was wondering if you made love philters,” Cadda said. “I couldn’t pay much, but my mistress gives
meacoin every now and then.”

“A maid with your beauty should have no need of such trash,” Nevyn sad sernly. “And trash they
are. They're impious things, and besides, they never work right.”

Cadda s heart sank. Though she didn’t care about the impiety, she saw no need to waste her coin on
something usdess.

“Come now,” Nevyn went on. “Is Tanyc as cold to you as dl that?’

Cadda wondered if he were dweomer or if she'd sSmply been obvious. When she decided the latter,
her cheeks burned with shame.

“Wel, here” Cadda ssammered. “It's a nagty thing to love a man who'll never love you.”

“No doubt it is. But Tanno would only make a bad husband even if you got him. He's a hard man and
acold one”

“Oh huh! HE' s not as cold to some as heisto me”
“Ohindeed?’ Nevyn amiled paterndly a her. “1 begin to understand—a bit of jealousy in this”

“Wdl, it's cursed unfair! There he is, hanging around a woman who's aready got her own man, and
besides, she doesn't even like him.”

“Now ligen, lass. If Tanyc's the sort of man who'd want a married woman, can't you see tha you
could do better for yoursdf than him? I—" All a once, the old man hesitated, tuming to her with an
ice-cold stare. “Just what married woman? Y our lady?’

In panic, Cadda tried to think of alie, but those cold eyes seemed to be boring into her very soul.

“Wel, it is” Cadda sammered out. “But truly, Sr, she hates him. She’d never betray her husband



with him. Truly. Oh ye gods, don't tdl Gweran, will you?’

“Regt assured—I’d never do anything of the sort. And listen, child, you hold your tongue, too. Hear
me? For the life of you, not one word of taitling to Gweran.”

Too frightened to speak, Cadda nodded her agreement. As soon as Nevyn turned away, she got up
and ran out of the hut.

TheHigh Lords of Water had promised Nevyn another storm, which broke on schedule the following
day, anice gentle rain that would properly soak the fidds. In spite of the weather, Nevyn bundled himsdf
up in hiscloak and rode up to Maroic’s fort. It was time for im to sound Gweran and Lyssa out about
taking Aderyn in aforma gpprenticeship. Besides, he wanted to teke alook at the nasty Stuation Cadda
had so inadvertently described. As he rode into the ward, where the cobbles were running with rain,
Aderyn came dashing to meet him with a cloak pulled over his head.

“I’ve been watching for you,” Aderyn announced. “I just knew you’'d come today.”
“And here | am. Gaing to help me stable my horse?’

Together they found an empty gdl and tied Nevyn's horse up out of the weather. While Nevyn took
off the damp saddle, Aderyn leaned back againgt the wal and watched, his big eyes ful of some
question.

“What's on your mind, lad?” Nevyn said.
“| want to ask you something. How did you make the rain come?’
“Herel What makes you think | did?’

“l saw you in a dream. You were gtting on the riverbank, and there was this big star around you. It
was like fire, but it was blue. Then these kings came to you, and you taked to them. There were four
kings | saw the one who was dripping wet. Then it rained.”

Nevyn sighed. His last doubt that Aderyn was his apprentice was utterly gone.

“l was invoking the wind and asking it to blow, you see” Nevyn sad. “The King of Air was
quarrding with the King of Fire, and the King of Earth asked me to stle the quarrd. It's like the High
King of Deverry giving a judgment to warring lords.”

“And are you the High King, then?’

“I'm not. Just away of spesking to makeit clear.”

“Were the Kings angry at us, too?’

“They weren't. Why did you think so?’

“Because we could have starved if there wasn't any rain. Da said s0.”

“Oh, Dawas right, but the Kings of the Wildlands don’'t know that, you see. Truly, | doubt if they’d
care. They have so little to do with us that we look to them like the fidd mice do to us, say. If you found
adarving fidd mouse, you'd feed it, but do you course the fidds to seeif mice need your hdp?’



Aderyn laughed doud.

“Now ligen carefully,” Nevyn went on. “I’ ve come to speak to your father. Y ou need to decideif you
want to come with mein the soring and learn dl the things | know. It's a big thing. Someday we ll leave
Blaeddbyr, and you won't see your Mam and Da again for along time”

“But will we come back someday?’
“Wewill, for vigts”

Aderyn baanced on one foot and twisted the other around behind it. He chewed on his lower lip, a
kinny little boy, suddenly frightened. But when he looked up, a man’s soul—the man he would someday
be—looked out of his eyes for the briefest of moments as the two levels of his mind merged to make the
mogt important decison of hislife

“l don’'t want to go,” Aderyn said. “But | know | will. | want to know things so much, Nevyn. It's like
wanting water when it'sdl hot outside. You've just got to get some.”

“Soitis Done, then.”

The great hdl was crowded and smokey with torchlight in the rain-dark day. At the front of the hdll,
Gweran sat cross-legged on atable, his harp in his lap, and sang with sweat running down his face. The
men gazed up a him attentively while he recited a tale of a cattle raid and named member after member
of the warband in decorated stanzas.

“We d better just go see Mam,” Aderyn said. “ She's upgtairs”

Asthey went up the spird Staircase, Gweran's pure liquid tenor followed them, chanting of glory. In
the bard’s chamber, it was merdifully cool and quiet. One of the shutters was open to let in a streak of
oray light. Lyssa sat near it with sawing in her l1gp. Although she amiled as she greeted them, Nevyn saw
that she was troubled—about Tanyc, he assumed. For afew moments they chatted idly, while he studied
her with ared greed—not for her pretty body, but for the soul looking out of her eyes, for the company
she would have been, the end to hislondiness.

“Wel, here” Lyssasad a last. “Surdly you didn’'t come dl thisway to talk about the rain.”

“I didn’t, but about Aderyn,” Nevyn said. “He shows ared tdent for the herbman's trade, and | was
wondering if you and your husband would consder gpprenticing him to me”

“l want to go, Mam!” Aderyn brokein.

“Hush! WE Il have to tak this over with your Da. Here, Nevyn, | know perfectly wel this means he'd
have to travel with you. I'm not sure | can let him go.”

“Mam!” Aderyn wailed.
“Out with you, then, if you can’t gt quiet,” Lyssa said. “Go ligen to your father for awhile”

Whining, reluctant, Aderyn dragged himsdf out of the chamber and dammed the door behind him.
Lyssa settled back in her chair and looked Nevyn over thoughtfully.

“I've dready lost one child,” she said. “Two seems a bit much to ask.”



“I know, but hell be leaving you anyway for some kind of training, sooner or later. |1 doubt me if hell
ever be abard like hisfather. Here, do you doubt thet I'll take good care of him?’

Lyssa considered, and as their eyes met, she remembered again, alittle flicker of puzzled recognition.
“Wel, | don’'t,” she said dowly. “But will | ever see hm again?’
“Of course. WE I ride back regularly for vigts”

“That’'s some comfort, | suppose. Here, I'll tel you somewnhat, because you're the only men I’'ve ever
met who might understand it. When Aderyn was born, | had the strangest feding about him. | knew that
someday he'd leave me for a cursed strange Wyrd indeed. It was my fird time, of course, and truly, |
was S0 tired and sick, just so glad it was over. So the midwife lad Addo to my breast, and he looked up
a mewith eyes that saw. Most babes are like puppies, nuzzing a your breast with cloudy little eyes, but
Aderyn saw. | knew he knew just where he was, and he was glad of it. And | thought then that he was
marked out for a strange Wyrd. Do you think I'm daft?’

“l don’t. I’ ve no doubt it's the plain truth.”
Lyssa Sghed and looked out the window, where the rain fdl soft and steady.
“Herbs?’ she said. “Isthat dl you'll teach him?’

“A bit more than that, truly. Tel me, what do you think of dweomer? A tde, fit for one of Gweran's
songs and nathing more?’

“A bit more than that, truly.” Lyssa smiled as she conscioudy echoed his words. “So | thought. If
that' s the truth of it, well, theré' s no way | can stand between him and his Wyrd.”

“It would be a harsh thing if you tried—for dl of us”

Nodding, Lyssa stared at therain.

“Will you wait until Spring?’ she said, her voice caiching. “He' s such alittle lad.”
“I will. And we won't ride far the next summer. You'll see himin thefdl.”

The tears ran down her cheeks. Nevyn wanted to kned at her fet, to cal her Brangwen and beg her
to forgive him. He decided that he could stay in Blaeddbyr, never take her son away, never leave her.
The dweomer-warning hit im like a dap. Just as he did, she had a Wyrd to fufill that he could no more
soften than he could his own. And what will happen if you stay? he told himsdf. You'll hate Gweran for
having her.

“Shdl | leave you done?’ Nevyn sad.
“Please. My thanks”

Nevyn went down the spiral staircase and lingered in its shadow to watch the great hdl. Over by the
servant’'s hearth, Aderyn was playing a game of Carnoic with one of the pages. Gweran was dnging a
bdlad from the Dawntime, the sad tale of Lady Maeva and Lord Benoic and their adulterous love.
Adultery. Nevyn fdt the dweomer-warning and looked around for Tanyc, who was Stting with the riders
and watching the bard with a tight insolent smile. Every now and then, Gweran would glance hisway with



asmile of hisown. Ah ye gods, Nevyn thought, I'm too late—Gweran knows. Stanza after stanza redled
out until Gweran came to the dimax: Benoic lying dead at the outraged husband’ s feet. Tanyc got up and
strode out of the grest hdl.

With a sgh, Gweran set the harp down and wiped his swesaty face on his deeve. He got off the table,
took atankard of de from awating page, and wandered over to Nevyn.

“I need a bit of arest,” Gweran said. “Cursed smokey in here, and it affects your voice.”

“So it mugt. You sng beautifully, bard, though | wonder about your choice of tales”

Gweran raised one eyebrow.

“Lord Benoic's sad end fdl upon some ears that are doubtless raw from hearing it,” Nevyn said.
“I only wish | could cut them from his head, if you mean the man | think you mean.”

“It takes a great ded of kill with a sword to bring the falcon down as he flies, my friend.”

“And that’s what dl men think, isn't it?” Gweran’s voice turned cold and fla. “That I'm to grovd in
fear before thislout of a rider, because he can swing ablade and | can't. | tdl you, I'd rather die than be
that kind of coward.”

“l only pray your words never come to the test.”
Gweran shrugged and had along swdlow of de.

“Now here” Nevyn said. “If you mentioned to Lord Maroic that Tanyc was siiffing around your
woman, the lord would turn him out. Maroic honors a bard the way he should be honored.”

“S0o he does, but that would only dirty Lyssa's name. | can hear the old gossips wagging their heads
and saying where theré's mud, there's water below, and the cursed warband looking a her and
wondering. What kind of amanam | if | can't protect my own?’

“A dead man protects nobody.”

“Oh, don’t trouble your heart. I've no desire to die and leave my poor Lyssa a defensdess widow.
Thisisdl awarning, like, for our falcon. I truly think the lout didn’t know | knew. Well, he does now. It'll
put imin his place.”

It was perfectly reasonable, but Nevyn knew, with an icy touch of dweomer, that somehow Gweran
was lying.

As he went over his stock of story songs, laid up in hismind where no thief could sted them, Gweran
was surprised a just how many taes had adultery for a theme. It seemed to be a common pastime
among the noble-born, like hawking, though with an even bloodier result. Every night, Gweran would
sng one song about adultery and weatch Tanyc carefully when he came to the predictable doom at the
end. From the tightness of his jaw and the cold flicker in his eyes, there was no doubt that Tanyc was
ligening. Tanyc wasn't the only man with sharp ears. After a week of this sport, Doryn came up to
Gweran one night for a private talk.

“Here, bard, how about a pleasant tde or two?’ Doryn said. “I'm as sick as | can be of dl this lusing



after other men’'s wives”
“Areyou now, captan? Soam|.”
Doryn winced, tossing his head like a fly-sung horse.
“Do you think I'm blind?" Gweran said.
“My gpologies. It's ashameful thing, truly, wanting another man’s woman.”

“Jud that. I'm glad to see you share my opinion. Is there anything wrong with a shameful man feding
shame?’

“Nothing a dl, and abard’ s prerogative at that.”

The next time Gweran sang one of the tales, he had the satisfaction of seeing the rest of the warband
avoiding Tanyc's eye a the mention of adultery. For the next few nights, Tanyc glowered into his tankard
and barely breathed during the crucid song. When he judged the time was right, Gweran sang a bawdy
song about an adulterous miller, who thought he was close to seducing the tavernman’s wife. All the time,
the wife had been confiding in her husband, who was there with two strong friends to greet the would-be
swain. They clapped the miller into an empty barrel, rolled him down the village street, and set him adrift
inthe river. When the other riders howled with laughter, Tanyc's face went dead white,

The very next morning, Tanyc met Gweran face to face out in the ward.

“You little bastard,” Tanyc growled.

“Am 1 now? Gweran said mildly. “And what injury have | ever done you?’

Trapped, Tanyc hestated—he could hardly admit his own guilt by mentioning the choice of songs.

“If you have an injury,” Gweran said. “By dl means, lay it before Lord Maroic for judgment. I'll gladly
accept his decree”

Tanyc turned scarlet, spun on his hed, and strode off. Gweran amiled after his retreating back. You
foal, he thought, a bard has weapons stronger than stedl. Although he knew that Maroic would settle this
meaiter quiglly if only he asked, Gweran wanted more. Getting rid of Tanyc wasn't enough vengeance.

That night, after dill another tae of adultery-gone-wrong, Gweran humbly begged Maroic's leave to
dang a new song of his own composing about hunting in the summer. Since he loved hunting, of course
Maroic agreed. As Gweran tuned up the harp, he saw that Tanyc was relaxed over a tankard of de and
doubtless thinking his mockery was over for the night. Gweran began to Sng about flying hawks out in
the meadow, where the facon flies the highest of dl and swoops down on pretty birds for sport. The
warband fdl slent, watching Tanyc, whose hand gripped the tankard so hard his knuckles were white,
Gweran went on snging about the pretty white dove whom alittle lad in the town loved for a pet, but the
crud hunter launched hisfacon for her. Greedy to rend her in his claws, the facon chased her dl over the
fidd, while her little heart was bresking in fear as she fluttered patheticdly ahead. Just as the facon was
about to strike, up from the hedgerow sprang the lad who loved her and shot the facon through the heart
with an arrow.

“And the pretty white dove fluttered safe to her love” Gweran sang, then broke off in midiine



White as the dove, Tanyc sprang from his seat and strode down the hall. Gweran set his harp aside
and gave him amild amile

“You bastard,” Tanyc whispered. “That’s enough!”
“Enough of what?” Gweran said. “ There's a bit more song to come, my friend.”

Tanyc drew his sword and swung in one smooth motion, but Gweran was ready. He threw himsdf
backwards off the table as the hdl broke into shouting. Gweran tumbled indegantly into the straw and
scrambled up in time to see the warband mobbing Tanyc. They tackled him, threw him down, and
disamed him. Lord Maroic was on his feet, ydling for order as the maidservants screamed. At last the
hdl was quiet. The servants pressed back againg the wadl; a fev women were weeping. Twiging his
amstight behind him, three men hauled Tanyc to his feet.

“What's dl this?” Maroic snapped. “Have you gone daft? Drawing your sword on a bard, and him
unarmed at that!”

Inhis comrades arms, Tanyc was shaking too hard to answer. Gweran stepped forward and did his
best to look bewildered.

“If you didiked the song as much as dl that,” Gweran said. “Y ou might smply have told me”

“You bastard!” Tanyc shouted. “Y ou little bastard! Y ou planned dl this. Y ou’ ve been working on me
for dayd”

“Hold your tongue,” Maroic snarled, stepping closer. “And why would the bard do such athing?

The lagt piece of the trap sorung shut. Desperately Tanyc looked this way and that, as if he were
begging someone to help him. Afraid to earn a bard’ s revenge, the white-faced riders stayed slent.

“Illl temper is one thing, impiety another,” Maroic said. “I hate to do this, but the laws are the laws
Take him out and hang him. Do it now. | want it over with.”

Tanyc went aslimp in his captor’s ams as if he were going to fant. By the hearth, Cadda screamed,
burst out weeping, and went running for the Staircase.

“It'sahard thing, truly,” Maroic remarked to dl and sundry.

“But no man draws on my bard and lives to boast about it. Does anyone here dare quibble over my
judgment?’
When everyone shook their heads in aterrified “no,” Maroic nodded in satisfaction.

“Go on, hang him,” he said. “Take the torches and shove him off the wdl. No use in letting him brood
about it dl night long. | want it over and done with.”

Shouting awarcry, Tanyc made a desperate struggle, breaking free and hitting out barehanded at his
captors. Doubtless he was hoping that they’d cut im down with a sword, but the warband wrestled him
to the floor and bound him hand and foot. As they dragged him away, Gweran had to exert dl hiswill to
keep from amiling.

By two hours after dawn, the news was dl over Blaeddbyr that Lord Maroic had hanged one of his



riders for threstening his bard. When Nevyn heard it, his fird reaction was that he wasn't surprised
Gerraent would be such a dolt. Then he remembered that Tanyc waan't truly Gerraent, and that Gweran
hed more brains than ever Blaen did. Cursing under his bresth, Nevyn ran to saddle his horse,

Merafully, they’d taken Tanyc’'s body down from the wall by the time Nevyn arived. The servant
who took his horse told him that since the priests refused to say ladt rites over a hanged man, Tanyc was
dready buried in an unmarked grave behind the dun. Nevyn sought out Gweran, whom he found up in his
chamber aone.

“The women are taking the lads for along walk,” Gweran said. “They're dl upset over thistrouble.”
“No doubt. | take it Tanyc took your warning a bit much to heart.”

Gweran merdy amiled.

“Now herel” Nevyn snarled. “Why didn’t you just have a word with Lord Maroic?’

“Because | wanted Tanyc dead. Ye gods, did you ever doubt otherwise?’

Nevyn let out his breath in an explosve little puff.

“You're a clever little murderer,” Nevyn said. “Fit for one of your own ballads.”

“My thanks. Are you going to tdl Maroic?’

“And do you think he'd believe aword of what | said? But it's your Wyrd, my friend, and truly, you'll
pay for this someday.”

“Where? In the shadowy Otherlands?’

Gweran smiled so amugly that Nevyn fdt like dapping him. Here Gweran had been given a chance to
free himsdf from the tangled Wyrd that he shared with Gerraent—he could have let the past dip and
honorably used the laws to send his enemy far away from his woman. Instead, he'd used the law like a
sword to murder.

“Sooner or later,” Nevyn said. “This murder will come round to you again.”
“Will it now? Il take that chance.”

Nevyn's mouth ached from wanting to tel him the truth that he was forbidden to tdl unasked: in this
life, you may be safe enough, but in your next, or the next after that, this blood will fal on your head,
you'll il be bound to Gerraent by a chain of blood. And suddenly Nevyn was araid: would he ill be
bound to them, too, smply because he might have seen Gweran’s mind and prevented the murder?

It was two days before Nevyn saw Lyssa. When he brought Aderyn back to the dun, she met them at
the gates and sent Aderyn off with Cadda. Leading his horse, Nevyn grolled with her down the grassy
hill. In the strong sunlight she was pae and haggard from deepless nights.

“l want to tdl you that Gweran’s decided to apprentice Addo to you,” Lyssa sad. “You'll need to
discuss detalls, but the matter’ s settled. Once Gwerro makes up hismind, it's done.”

“He' s a stubborn man, truly.”



When Lyssa winced, he redlized that she knew perfectly wel what had happened.
“Forgive an old man's bluntness” he said.

“No need for gpologies. Ah ye gods, it aches my heart, but what can | say? Gwerro only did it to
protect me.”

“Wadl, true spoken. No man in the warband will be stupid enough to trouble you after this”
Lyssa nodded, looking away to the distant view, where the Nerr sparkled in the afternoon haze.
“He s agood man, my husband,” she said.

Nevyn sghed, thinking that she had to believe it.

“I know how lucky | am,” she went on. “It aches my heart sometimes, thinking that | was lucky to
pick him.”

“Wha? It should gladden your heart.”

“All men would think so, truly. But ye gods, it sickened me, thiswhole thing! There | was, hiding in my
chamber like a scared babe, and dl the while thinking | was lucky that my man believed the truth, lucky
that | had a good man to protect me” Her eyes sngpping, Lyssa turned to face him. “I'm sick to my

heart of depending on luck. | wish | had a man's power, and then luck could go back to the Lord of
Hdl.”

“Hold your tongue! That sort of wish has away of turning dangerous.”

With alittle shrug, Lyssa went back to watching the view, asif she were seeing a digant future there.



Eldidd, 1062

Thedveomerisavest wildanessarossed by afew stterceds Toedther Sdedf thercedliesundhated aourtry,

filledwithwildbeegts dhess and svamps denogr thet canday theunwary soul esurdy asawild boer will
daytheunwary hunter. Mok themnaturiil youhavefacedthem ...

TheSare Bockdf CednallontheDruid

Grunting, swesting in the hot sun, the mules nipped and kicked as the muleteers tried to beat them into
some semblance of order. The caravan turned into an unruly mob, swirling at the city gates in a cloud of
brown dust. Cullyn of Cerrmor pulled his horse out of line and trotted over to the Sde of the road. By
rigng in his girrups he could see Dregydd the merchant arguing about taxes and dues with the city
guards, but the mules were rasng so much dust that it was impossible to make out who was where in the
caravan itHf.

“JII" Cullyn yeled at the top of hislungs. “Jll, get out of that mob.”

After an anxious wait of a few minutes, Cullyn saw her guiding her chestnut gelding free and trotting
over to join him. Sweat made streaks on her dusty face, and her blond hair looked the same color as her
horse.

“I hope Dregydd just paysthem,” Jll said. “I want a bath.”
“Me, too, and some de aswdl.”

They looked widfully at the high city walls of Cermeton, one of the few red towns in northwest
Eldidd. Despite the typicd town reek, a drift of sewage on the hot summer air, it promised comforts after
along week on the road. Dregydd, a nervous sort, had hired Cullyn as an armed guard for this trip, even
though bandits were ararity in this part of the kingdom.

At ladt the caravan began to move, the men shouting, the mules braying, as they shoved ther way into
the close-packed warren of round houses, then wound adong the curved dtreets until they reached a
rambling stone inn. Cullyn dismounted and worked hisway through the crowd of men and mules toward
Dregydd. The grizzied merchant paid over a slver piece without haggling.

“I've never had an easier time with my men, slver dagger,” Dregydd said.

As Cullyn turned away, the skinny innkeep, dl greasy hair and narrow eyes, caught hisarm.

“No slver daggersinmy inn,” he said.

“I've no desire to let your lice get a taste of me. Now get your hand off my arm.”

A bit pale, the innkeep jumped back.

Over by the east gate was a shabby wooden innin a muddy yard where Cullyn and Jll had stayed



before. Although the stables were only a row of tumbledown sheds, and somewhat cleaner than the
tavern room itsdf, there the innkeep greeted Cullyn like along-lost brother and gave them his best room,
atiny chamber in the upper story, with one skewed window. Bradd himsdf was a stout fdlow who had
logt an ear in afight, to judge from the bitten-off scarred remains.

“Wadl, little Jll,” Bradd sad. “You're not o little anymore, are you? Why aren't you married by
now?’

“Do you want to hold your tongue?’ Jll said. “Or do you want to lose that other ear?’
“By the hells, Cullyn! You've raised a hdlcat, haven't you?’
“Not truly,” Cullyn said with a grin. “ She was born a hdlcat, and she' d be worse if it weren't for me.”

JII threw a fake punch hisway. At seventeen, she’'d grown into atal young woman, lean and muscled
from ther peculiar life, with a boyish stance and a boyish swagger to her wak that somehow did nothing
to detract from her golden-haired beauty. She helped Bradd haul up the heavy buckets of hot water and
the big wooden tub as eeslly as Cullyn did, then chased her father out of the chamber so she could lounge
in her bath.

The big haf-round tavernroom was mostly empty. A couple of hounds were adeep by the hearth, and
a couple of colorless young men sat at a table conveniently near the door and talked in cant over their
tankards. Both glanced a the gleaming hilt of the slver dagger in Cullyn*s belt, then drictly ignored him.
Cullyn settled in a a table with his back to the wal and graefully accepted a tankard of dark de from
Bradd. He was working on his third one by the time that JIl came down, her wet har dinging around her
face. She gave him a narrow-eyed look.

“And how many have you had?’ she snapped.
“None of your cursed business. Here, finish thiswhile | haul up some clean water for that tub.”

He got up and Ieft before she could say anything more. He refused to admit the red reason that he
was drinking so much: he could fed himsdf growing older, needing to ease the ache of every old wound
after along ride or after degping beside the road. At thirty-five, Cullyn was middie-aged by any man's
standard in Deverry, and as a slver dagger, he was a marvd. He'd never known or even heard of a
dlver dagger who'd lasted as long as he had. And how much longer will it be before you face your
Wyrd? he asked himsdf. Y ou've got to find Jil a good men to take care of her. As usud, he shoved that
thought away fast; he would dedl with it later.

At dinner that night, Cullyn and Jil ae in sSlence, enjoying each other’s company without a need for
words. Every now and then, JIl would look into the fire at the hearth and amile, her eyes moving as if she
saw things there. Over the years, Cullyn had grown used to this particular hebit of hers, just as he was
used to her seeing thingsin the clouds and the running streams. Although it griped his soul to admit it, he
was sure that his daughter had what the country folk call the second dght. That evening, she gave him a
further bit of evidence.

“You know, Dag,” JIl said. “We should ride with Dregydd when he leaves town.”
“Indeed? Then what a pity that he never asked usto.”
“Oh, he will.”



Cullyn was about to make some exasperated remark when Dregydd came into the tavern. He paused
a the door and looked around at the unaccustomed squdor. A man in his thirties with pepper-and-salt
hair, Dregydd was as lean and taut as a warrior from his hard-riding life. When Cullyn haled him, he
amiled in reief and hurried over.

“Cursed glad | findly found you,” Dregydd said. “I’ve been thinking, Slver dagger. In about a week,
I'll be riding west. If you'll wait in town to guard the caravan, I'll pay for your lodgings”

JII'smiled smugly out at nothing.
“Sounds like you' re expecting trouble,” Cullyn said to Dre-gydd.

“Wel, not truly expecting it, like. It's just that you'd best be ready for trouble when you trade with the
Westfalk.”

“The who?’
Dregydd gave him an odd amile, asif he were nurang an important secret.

“Theré s a tribe who lives far to the west,” Dregydd said. “They’re not ordinary Eldidd men, not by
the hdlsthey aren’t, but they raise the best horsesin the kingdom, and they’re dways willing to trade for
iron goods. Now, I’ve never had any trouble with the Westfolk themsdves, mind, but sometimes the
muleteers get alittle, wdl, strange, way out there on the edge of nowhere. I'd like to have you dong.”

“I'm on, then,” Cullyn said. “A hiré sahire”

“Solendid! After we' ve done our trading, well be coming back through Cannobaen—that’s this little
border town. Y ou might find better work for your sword there, too. | hear there's some kind of trouble
brewing around Cannobaen.”

“Wdl and good, then. Send one of your lads over to tdl me the night before we leave”
After Dregydd left, JIl avoided looking her father in the eye.

“And just how did you know that he was coming?’ Cullyn snapped.

“l don’'t know. | just did.”

Cullyn |et the subject drop. My daughter, he thought, but by the hdls, sometimes | wonder if | know
her a Al

Asit often did, the summer fog lay thick and cold over Dun Cannobaen. In the nearby lighthouse, the
great bronze bdl tolled in booming dow notes. Insde the broch, servants scurried around lighting peat
firesin the hearths. Lady Lovyan, by now dowager of Aberwyn and, by a twis of the laws, tieryn of the
area around Cannobaen in her own right, put on the gray, red, and white plaid of her demesne when she
went down to the great hdl. By the servants hearth, her warband of fifty men lounged close to the fire,
At the hearth of honor kndlt the suppliant come for Lovyan's justice. The local soapmaker, Y sgerryn was
askinny fdlow with gray har who smelled faintly of talow, for dl that he'd put on his best embroidered
shirt and striped brigga for this important vist.

“Speak up, good Sr,” Lovyan said. “I'm dways willing to oversee any matter of justice, no matter
how dight. For what do you seek redress?’



“Ahwel, Your Grace, it's about my daughter.” Y sgerryn blushed scarlet.
“She'swith child, is she?’

“Sheis and not married ether, as I'm sure Your Grace can guess, or I'd hardly be troubling Y our
Grace about it.”

Across the hdl, the warband went stock dill and listened in desperate suspense.
“Comedong,” Lovyan said gently. “Name the father out.”

“Wel, Your Grace.” Y sgerryn paused for a deep breath. “The little minx swears it's your son.”
The warband sghed in rdlief, and Lovyan in weariness.

“She redly does swear it,” Y sgerryn said miserably. “I doubt meif you beieve—’

“Oh, | bdieve it wdl enough, my good man.” Lovyan glanced around and saw the page snickering
under the spird staircase. “Caradoc, run find Lord Rhodry and bring him to me.”

For a profoundly uncomfortable five minutes they waited while the warband whispered and snickered,
Y sgerryn studied the pattern of braided rushes on the floor, and Lovyan did her best to look dignified
indead of furious. A lord who treated his subjects daughters as his private preserve was a lord who
caused grumbling at the best of times. Now, when Lovyan's rule was being chdlenged by some of her
noble vassals, the last thing she wanted was for her townsfolk to fed sympathy for the rebels. Findly
Rhodry strode in, whistling cheerily. Just twenty that month, Rhodry was filling out at Sx feet tal, a man
S0 handsome that Lovyan fdt no scorn, only sympathy for the sogpmaker’ s daughter. When Rhodry saw
Y sgerryn, his good cheer disappeared so fadt that Lovyan's last doubt vanished with it.

“Wdl and good, my lord,” Lovyan said. “Our good Y sgerryn here dams you've gotten his daughter
with child. Isit true?’

“And how would | know the true or fase of it?” Rhodry said. “She could have had many another man
aswdl asme”

“Indeed? Do you redly expect me to bdieve that you'd stand by and do nothing if another man trifled
with your lass?’

“Unwdl.” Rhodry started poking at the rushes with the toe of his riding boot. “Truly, I'd have dit his
throat.”

“So | thought”

“Your Grace?' Ysgerryn said. “Truly, she was aways such a good lass until this. It's far broken her
mother’s heart, it has, but who was | to say his lordship nay, even when | knew he was riding our way
cursed often. | knew he wasn't there to collect Your Grace' s share of our soap.”

Pushed beyond human endurance, the warband laughed and elbowed each other. When Rhodry spun
around and glared, they fdl slent.

“My poor Ysgerryn,” Lovyan said. “Wdl and good, then, I'll make provigon for the lass. I'll settle a
dowry on her, and with coin in her pocket doubtless shéll find a good husband even though the whole



town knows the scanda. When the babe’ s born, bring it to meif it's hedthy enough to live WEII find a
wet nurse and fosterage.”

“Your Grace!” Y sgerryn's eyesfilled with tears. “1 never expected so much, Your Grace. Truly, I—"
Lovyan cut him short with a wave of her hand.

“The bastard of a noble lord can be very useful,” Lovyan said. “Provided the child's been raised to be
ussful. Tdl your daughter that her child will be wel cared for.”

Bowing repeatedly, sammering out thanks, Y sgerryn backed away from Lovyan's presence, then ran
out of the hall. When Rhodry looked indined to run himsdlf, Lovyan grabbed his am and hauled him
toward the Staircase.

“I wish to speak to your lordship,” she snapped.

Like awhipped hound Rhodry followed her to her private chambers on the second floor of the broch.
The reception chamber was a little room, crammed with memories of the long line of Magwaedd
lords—moth-eaten stag’' s heads, old swords, a dusty ceremonid mace, and arow of shiddswith devices
no longer current. In one corner stood a lectern, carved with grappling badgers, which had been the
Maelwaedd device before the dan came to the gwerbretrhyn of Aberwyn, and on the lectern was a copy
of a book written by the firs Maglwaedd, Prince Madl the Seer himsdf. As soon as they were indde,
Lovyan dapped Rhodry across the face.

“You little beast!”
Rhodry flung himsdf into a chair, stretched out hislegs, and stared moodily at the cluttered wall.

“It aches my heart, knowing I’ ve dishonored her,” Rhodry said. “Truly, you have my heartfelt thanks
for being S0 generous to my poor little lass.”

Lovyan wondered if he were saying only what she wanted to hear. With a 9gh, she sat down across
from him and let him squirm for a while. All told, Lovyan had given birth to four sons. The eldest, Rhys,
now ruled as gwerbret in Aberwyn; the second had died in infancy; the third had grown to manhood only
to be killed in a war. Rhodry was her youngest. Some time before his birth, her husband had taken a
young mistress and spent o littletimein Lovyan's bed that Rhodry was her last.

The midress had produced a pair of bastards, and it had fdlen to Lovyan to make provison for the
girls Now Rhodry was grown into a man much like Gwerbret Tingyr.

“It's time you married,” Lovyan said at last. “You can a least provide a few legitimate heirs for the
tierynrhyn since you're so fond of this sport.”

Rhodry winced.

“l wonder if the Goddess keeps cursng your betrothas because she knows what kind of man you
are” Lovyan went on. “Threetimes now I’ve tried to marry you off, and three times she' s taken a hand
to spare the poor lass”

“Mother, by the hdld I'm sorry, truly | am! | know you need the coin I’ ve just made you spend, and
| know you need the town’s goodwill, and truly, my heart aches for poor Olwen, too.”



“Y ou might have thought of dl that before you lifted her dresses.”
“ Motl,]a.!”

“l don't want to hear of this happening again. Save that winning amile of yours for the lasses who
gtand to make Slver out of it in more usua ways.”

Rhodry flung himsdf out of his chair and ran, damming the door so hard behind him that the swords
on thewdl rattled. Lovyan dlowed hersdf asmdl amile of revenge.

For the rest of the day, Rhodry avoided her, which was easy to do in a dun the sze of Cannobaen.
Out on what might as well have been the western border of Eldidd, since there was nothing much beyond
it, the dun stood on the twisted headland of its name at the top of a sheer diff overlooking the Southern
Sea. Stone wdls enclosed a crowded ward of aout two acres. In the middle rose a four-story broch
surrounded by storage sheds and a kitchen hut. Off to the seaward sde stood the Cannobaen light, a
hundred-foot tower, wound with a staircase, where on clear nights the lightkeeper and his sons kept an
enormous fire burning under a stone canopy or rang the bronze bel when it was foggy.

Beyond the dun, the empty grasdands ran for milesin ether direction dong the diff tops, while inland
were the farms of Lovyan's personad demesne. It was a londy place, suitable for retiring from worldly
pursuits—if only Lovyan had been dlowed to go into retirement. She'd been given Cannobaen as a
dower gift from the Maelwaedds on her marriage, and when her husband died, she'd gone there to live
far from the temptation to meddie in the new gwerbret's affars. Jus this last year, however, her only
brother and his son had both been killed in an honor war. Since there was no other heir, their father's
property had come to Lovyan under that twigt in the laws designed to keep land holdingsin a dan even if
awoman had to inherit them. Lovyan may have married into the Maglwaedds, but by blood she was 4ill
one of the Clw Coc, the dan of the Red Lion, which had held a vast demesne in Western Eldidd for over
ahundred years.

Blood and clan, children and their children—they ruled every aspect of a noblewoman's life, and it
was about such things that Lovyan was musng for the rest of that dripping-cold summer’s day a
Cannobaen. She profoundly hoped that Rhodry’s bastard would turn out to be a hedthy lass, and as
pretty as her father was handsome. If she were, then Lovyan could ultimaidy arrange a marriage between
her and one of her many land-poor relaions. The Red Lion had done Lovyan a great favor when she
inherited the tierynrhyn by adopting Rhodry into the clan, thus making it possible for him to inherit upon
her death, rather than having the land revert to the gwerbret for reassgnment. In his vanity, Rhodry
assumed that Lovyan made that move out of maternd love, but in truth, she had much sterner motives,
and arranging the adoption was the lesser of two evils

When she took over the demesne, some of her vassa's grumbled about having a woman for overlord,
even though it was right under the laws and, though rare, far from unknown. Once Rhodry was
empowered to succeed, the grumblers could take comfort in knowing just which man would be ruling
them in what was bound to be only a few years. After dl, Lovyan was not immortd; a forty-eight, she
was dready old in a world where most women died in ther thirties, worn out by childbearing. Soon
enough, her vassals would have a men for tieryn if they’d only wait. Even so, however, some were
refusng to wait.

Jug a thetimefor the evening med, avidtor came to the dun, Lord Sigyn, who hdd land in fedty to
Lovyan about ten miles to the east. Possible rebdlion, it seemed, was very much on his mind. During
dinner Sigyn could say nothing with so many eavesdroppers around, but Lovyan knew he was troubled
amply because he was the sort of man who showed his thoughts on his face. Lovyan sincerdly liked him,



astout red-faced manin hisearly thirties, with athick pair of blond mustaches and shrewd blue eyes. To
honor him, she had taken his son Caradoc into her hdl as a page. That night, Carro waited upon them at
table, poured the mead perfectly, and carved the beef with skill. When the lad was out of earshot, Sigyn
admitted that he was pleased with his son.

“And speeking of sons,” Sigyn said with anod a Rhodry’s empty chair, “where s your lad?’

“Probably esting whatever he can beg from the cook out in the kitchen. He doesn't care to face me at
the moment.”

“What' s he done now?’
“Sred a bastard on a common-born lass.”
Sigyn Sghed and drained his goblet.

“Bound to happen sooner or later,” he said. “Given young Rhodry’s ways with the lasses. My wife
and | would count ourselves honored to foster the child for you.”

“My sincere thanks. If the babe's born dive, I'll send it and the wet nurse to you Straightaway. I'm
most pleased to find | have such aloyd men.”

“Unlike some, en?” He paused sgnificantly. “Wadl, if | can have a private word with Your Grace
laer?

“You may, and as soon as we're finished here.”

Jugt as Lovyan suspected, Rhodry never joined them for the med. As soon as they were done edting,
she took Sigyn up to her reception chamber. She aready knew that the chief grumbler againgt her rule
was Lord Corbyn of Bruddlyn, and that he'd been putting out feders to see how many lords would dly
themsalves with him in rebellion.

“They know better than to approach me” Sigyn said. “But | hear things in my own way. Now
Nowec’s gone over to them, and that truly aches my heart. | thought he was a better man than this”

“Soddl.”

“Huh, I wonder how these dolts think they can pull this chestnut out of the cods. What have they
done, forgotten that the gwerbret with jurisdiction over the tierynrhyn dso happens to be your own son?’

“They may have some reason for thinking that Rhys might not exercise hisright of intervention. It's the
coin, | suppose. Matters of loydty so often come down to the dues and taxes.”

“That'sacynicd little remark, Your Grace.”

“Wdl,” Lovyan said with a toss of her head. “I knew that | was making a hard choice when | made
Rhodry my heir. The lords of the rhan aready pay one set of dues to the Maglwaedd dan because Rhys
isgwerbret. Then they pay a second st to the Clw Coc through me. When | die, they fed that they’ll be
paying both to the Maelwaedds, because they’ll dways see Rhodry as a Maglwaedd, no matter how
many of my cousins vouched for his adoption. I’ ve no doubt that it rankles them.”

Sigyn snorted like an angry mule.



“l see)” he said. “And if they carry on this rebdlion long enough to make Rhys rule in ther favor, hell
add your lands to the gwerbreta demesne, and theré Il only be one set of taxes to pay. By every god and
hiswife, would Rhys redlly dispossess his own mother just for the cursed coin?

“| doubt that, but it would gladden his heart to dispossess me.” It was Rhodry, griding in boldly. “Her
Grace is doubtless right about the cursed coin. All that grumbling because you're a woman never rang
true”

“Herel” Lovyan snapped. “How long have you been ligening at the door?’

“Long enough.” Rhodry flashed her a grin. “I wanted to hear what you said to his lordship about my
dishonor.”

“We discussed that at dinner.”
“At dinner?” Rhodry flopped into a chair. “My lady has a srong ssomach.”

“Now ligen, you young cub.” Sigyn would be Rhodry’s equa until Lovyan died, and he minced no
words. “You treat your lady mother with some respect while I’'m around.”

“My gpologies, | do but jest,” Rhodry said. “But truly, Mother, | see what you mean. Rhys must be
licking his chops, thinking he has a chance a what’ s rightfully mine”

“| cherish noillusons of brotherly love between the two of you, truly,” Lovyan said. “But if it comes to
open war, | trust Rhyswill intervene.”

“No doubt, if you ask him.” Rhodry turned sullen. “But | want the chance to prove mysdf to these
vassas of yours”

He sad it so cardlesdy that Lovyan was sick at heart. If things came to war, Rhodry would be the
cadvridoc, the war leader, delegated in her stead to lead the army. She knew him too wdl to hope that
he would lead his men from the rear.

“I heard you tdl Mother that Nowec’s gone over to the rebels” Rhodry said to Sigyn. “I never
would have thought it of him.”

“No more would I,” Sigyn said. “Cursed strange rumors going around.”
“Dweomer agan?’ Rhodry said with alaugh.

“Jud that.” Sigyn paused, chewing on the edge of his mustache. “Cursed wel makes a man wonder,
seeing Nowec break his bond thisway.”

“Horseshit! Uh, my gpologies, Mother. But | don't believe aword of it.”

“Wel, nather do I, of course. En” Sigyn said. “Buit it has its effect on the men. Morale, that kind of
thing. Once arider starts thinking about dweomer, well, where' s he going to stop?’

Lovyan nodded in agreement. Since no one knew the powers of that mysterious craft—since, in truth,
s0 few people knew thet it existed—once a man started brooding on what it might or might not be able
to do, there was no limit to it.

“They say it's this councillor of Corbyn's” Sigyn said. “Loddlaen his name is He's the one that



everyone thinks has the dweomer.”

“Indeed?’ Rhodry sneered. “Wdl, I've met the man, and | find it hard to bdieve that this mincing fop
has any kind of power a dl. Cursed if | know why Corbyn even ligens to a man who gtinks of perfume.”

“It sstrange, dl right,” Sigyn said. “But in't that the point?’

Rhodry’ s sneer disappeared.

“You know,” Lovyan broke in. “I think | should send for Nevyn.”

“What?" Rhodry said. “How do you send for no one?’

“Nevyn the old herbman, you little dolt. Don't tease with things so serious”

“My apologies, Mother, and send for imif you like. I know the old man amuses you, and you'll need
good company if we ride to war.”

“I will, then, if I can get im a message. He's probably wandering the roads with his herbs, but he may
be a his home.”

“You know, Your Grace,” Sigyn said. “I’ve never understood why you honor the old man so highly.
He swdl spoken and al, but he's practicaly one of your peasants.”

“It's as Rhodry says. He amuses me.”

Lovyan was in no mood to explain. If the stolid Sigyn and her rake of a son were too stupid to know
aman with dweomer when they saw one, she was't going to waste her breath enlightening them.

Three days out of Cernmeton, the caravan of Dregydd the merchant reached an oddly named river,
the Delonderid, which flowed fast and deep between grassy banks. Near the village of Bruddlyn was a
gtone tall bridge, owned and maintained by the locd lord. Since the caravan would have to stop soon
anyway to ensure that there was enough daylight Ieft for the horses and mules to graze, Dregydd decided
to camp for the night near the village and trade for fresh food. He had a couple of packs of cheap goods
for just this kind of barter, and as he told Jil, the villagers were more than willing to trade chickens and
bread for colored ribands and copper brooches.

“Besdes” Dregydd said. “It'll give Lord Corbyn a chance to come down and buy somewhat if he
wants. Always be courteous when you' re passing through someone’ s demesne.”

Although the lord himsaf never appeared, one of his councillors did. Jll was hanging around, weatching
Dregydd haggle with a faam wife for a barrel of de when the man rode up on a beautiful slver-gray
horse. He was tdl but dender, with dark violet eyes, and he had the palest har that JIl had ever seen,
practicaly the color of moonlight, and cut long to fal over his ears. He dismounted and srolled over to
Dregydd, who was jugt handing over an iron killet in return for the de. At the Sght of him, the farm wife
turned pae and backed off. Jll noticed her making the Sgn of warding againgt witchcraft with her fingers
as she hurried away.

“My name is Loddlaen,” he said, in an oddly soft and muscd voice. “Are you carying ay fine
weapons?’

“Some swords of Caminwaen stedl,” Dregydd said.



While he looked over the swords, Loddlaen ignored Jil completely, and she was glad of it. Although
he was courteous enough, there was something about him that creeped her flesh, and it wasn't only that
he smdlled of rose scent. At last he picked out the best sword inthe lot.

“Wdl and good, coundillor,” Dregydd said. “And isit for you?’
“It' s not, but for my lord, atoken of my esteem.”
“An honorable gift, indeed. Now, | usudly get a decent horse for one of these blades.”

“How about a gold piece ingtead?’ Loddlaen flashed him a cold hard amile. “I have coin, unlike the
rest of the ginking rabble in this part of the world.”

“Splendid. A fair price, indeed.”
“Far too high, actudly, but there are some things that must never be haggled over.”

Although Dregydd looked shocked at such an idea, he took Loddlaen’s gold Deverry regd quickly
enough. He even found a bit of cloth to wrap the sword in, escorted the councillor to his horse, and held
the bridle while Loddlaen mounted. With asmdl contemptuous nod, he rode off, stting with the ease of a
men who's spent most of hislifein the saddle. Dregydd scratched his beard in puzzlement.

“Now that was a strange one, lass,” he announced. “I’ ve seen many a manin my trading, but that was
adrange one”

“Hewas. | hdf wondered if he wanted that sword to stab hislord or suchlike”

“Odd, | had the same thought, but ligen to us, JiI, insulting a man we don’t even know. Huh. Did you
see his horse? It's a western hunter, one of the breed I'm after. His lord must honor him highly to give
him an expensve animd like that.”

That night, JIl had a dream, and grotesque though it was, it was so clear and coherent, so filled with
grd| details, that she was forced to admit thet it hed to be atrue dream. In it, she saw Loddlaen take off
his clothes in the middle of a chamber, then go to a window. She saw him chanting doud; then dl at
once, he was enveloped in a flash of blue light and turned into an enormous red hawk. When he legped
from the gll and soared above the countryside, she somehow was flying up above him. Suddenly he
stooped and plunged, just like a red hawk, and came up with a rabbit in his beak. Only then did she
redize jus how unnaurdly large this hawk was. She woke with a start and sat up, ligening to the
reassuring sound of Cullyn snoring nearby. The dream was so disgudting that she was cold dl over.

To rid hersdf of the dream, she rose and went over to the riverbank. In the moonlit shdlows the
Wildfolk of Water disported themselves, an ebb and flow of facesin Slver foam. When she put her hand
inthe water to cdl them, they clustered round and rubbed slvery backs againg her fingers.

“Do you know Coundillor Loddlaen?’ JIl said.

She fdt ther terror break over her like a wave. Then they vanished utterly, leaving the river only
ordinary water. Jll ran back to the camp. She didn’t care to be out there done.

Much to JlII's relief, on the morrow the caravan packed up early, clattered over the tall bridge, and
headed west, far away from Loddlaen. All morning the men and mules wound their dow way through the
prosperous famlands of Eldidd, past stonefenced fidds and round farmhouses and through



meadowland where white cattle with rusty-red ears grazed. At times Jll rode rear guard with Cullyn; at
others, she rode beside Dregydd, who, true merchant that he was, loved to have an ear to tdk into. He
began tdling her more about the horses he hoped to obtain.

“We cdl them western hunters” Dregydd said. “Even the mares stand sixteen hands high, and they’ve
got the best wind you'd ever hope to find in a horse. But her€'s the big thing, lass. Some of them are
golden, wdl, aydlowy brown, redly, but in the sunlight, you' d swear they were made of gold.”

“By the hdld | don’t suppose a slver dagger would ever get the coin to buy one”

“Not likdy by hdf. The Westfolk know their value, and they make you trade high. Worth it, though. If
| can get a golden stud, the gwerbret of Caminwaen will give me two gold pieces for him.”

JII caught her breath. Two gold pieces would buy a decent fam. Suddenly she remembered
Loddlaen again, handing over a Deverry regd for a sword worth athird of it, if that. Why had he inssted
on chegting himsdf that way? Odd bits of bard lore drifted to mind, and at last she remembered the
persstent tde that if a dweomerman wanted to enchant an item, he was forbidden to haggle for it.

“Tdl me somewhat,” JIl said to Dregydd. “Do you think there’ s such athing as red dweomer?’

“Wdl now, most people dismiss those tales out of hand, lass, but I've seen an odd thing or two in my
day.” Dregydd gave her a dy amile “I think me you're going to be cursed interested in the Westfolk
when you meet them.”

Although JII questioned him further, he put her off with a ample “wait and see” Yet laer that same
day she had an inkling of his meening. The farther west they rode, the bolder grew the gray gnome,
popping into materidization to St in front of her saddle even when she was riding beside another person.
Hislong thin mouth open in a ggping amile, his green eyes gleaming with excitement, he would grab one
of her reins in both skinny hands and shake it, as if trying to make the horse go faster. Fndly she
dropped far enough behind the caravan to speak to him.

“You know where we' re going, don’t you? Do you like the Westfolk?”

He nodded his head in a vigorous yes, then leaped up to throw his ams around her and kiss her on
the cheek.

That night, the caravan camped in a pasture beside the last fam on the Eldidd border. Dregydd
traded cheap goods for loads of hay and fodder, and Jll saw why on the morrow. Just an hour’s ride
brought them to primevd forest, atangle of old oaks and bracken. All day they followed a narrow track
through ancient trees, standing so thickly that it was impossible to see more than ten feet beyond the trall.
They made ther night's camp in a dearing that was just barely big enough to accommodate men and
mules. Everyone huddled around a campfire to talk in strangely hushed voices. Every now and then, one
of the men would turn sharply to peer into the forest as if he fdt he was being watched. Jll knew they
were beng watched. Just beyond the circle of firdight she could see Wildfolk, dudering thick in the
branches of the trees to stare down at these intrudersin their land.

The next day brought more forest, but now the land was risng in a gentle dope that promised hills at
some far distance. Men and mules dike sweated as the trall wound on and on through the dapple-dark
forest. FHindly, some four hours after noon, they came to a river, churning white in a deep gorge. Over it
in a graceful arch was a stone bridge, as wel made as any in Deverry. The Sde rals were carved in a
looping pattern of leaves and vines, and here and there, in roundds, were chisded marks that had to be
letters in some utterly dien dphabet. As the caravan clattered over the bridge, JIl studied the carvings.



Here and there, as a decoration, the face of one of the Wildfolk peered out through a cluster of stone
leaves.

“Dregydd?’ Jll said. “Did the Westfolk build this bridge?” “They mudt’ve, lass. No one ese out here
to build it.” Then, JlIl supposed, the Westfolk had to be able to see the little creatures she could see. It
might explain why the Wildfolk here were so bold. That night, when they camped in another clearing, the
Wildfolk wandered in for a close look at these interlopers. They strolled around, peering a the muleteers,
touching anything shiny with long pointed fingers, occasondly pinching one of the horses just to make it
gtamp. Although only JIl could see them, most of the men could fed that something peculiar was going
on. They turned sullen, Stting close together and concentrating on dice games, snapping a each other,
too, over every rall. Eventudly Cullyn would step in, spesking to every man persondly and judging the
games. Jll began to see why Dregydd wanted her father dong.

Fortunately, at about noon on the morrow the caravan broke free of the forest. As the land rose, the
trees began to thin, until findly they left the last of them behind and came to a wide, flat plateau. Aheed,
wind-ruffled grasdands stretched like a green sea out to the horizon. Although Jlil was glad to be out of
the forest, the plain had its own eerieness, too, Smply because she had never seen any view so empty.

“Are there any towns or suchlike out there?” Jll said.

“Naught that | know of,” Dregydd said. “But then, I’ ve never been much farther than this. Just a few
milesdong now, there' s a place where | dways camp and wait for the Westfolk to find me. They dways
know when I’'m here. Cursed strange.”

The Wildfalk told them, JlIl assumed, but of course she wasn't going to tel Dregydd any such thing.
When they came to the campsite beside a plessant stream, hundreds of Wildfolk flocked around,
considered the caravan for afew minutes, then aoruptly disappeared. That night, JIl had trouble deeping.
She kept waking to lie on her back and look at the stars and the great drift of the Snowy Road, which
seemed to hang closer to earth out there. For dl her restlessness, she never heard anything moving near
the camp, but when dawn broke, two men of the Westfolk were there.

JII woke and saw them danding quietly a few yards away, waiting for the degping camp to wake.
They were tal, but dender, with deep-set eyes and moonbeam pale har like Loddlaen's. Ther faces
would have been handsomeif it weren't for their ears, which rose to a ddlicate point like the curled tip of
a sea-shdl. Even though Dregydd had warned her that the Westfolk cropped ther children’'s ears as
babies, Jll gill found the Sght unnerving. They were dressed in leather boots and trousers, and cloth
tunics, heavily embroidered in a free pattern of flowers and vines that splashed across one shoulder and
trailed down the front.

Since she dept mostly dressed, Jil got up and walked over barefoot to greet them. When she was
close enough to notice thelr eyes, she was in for another shock. Their irises were enormous, with barely
any white showing around them, and ther pupils were a verticd dit likea cat’s. They don't do that when
their children are babies, JlIl thought, | wonder how Dregydd explains that away. Her feding of beng
faced with something totaly dien was so strong that she nearly yelped doud when one spoke to her in
perfect Devonian.

“Good morrow, fair maid,” he said. “Have you and your menfolk come to trade?’
“We have” Jll said. “Dregydd isthe leader.”

“I know him, truly.” He cocked his head to one sde and studied her with a fant amile. “I’ve never



seen one of your womenfolk before. Are they dl as lovely as you?’
When Jll stood there tongue-tied, he laughed and made her a bow.
“Tdl Dregydd well bring the others,” he said.

They walked away, glided away, redly, without the dightest sound, as if the grass were parting to let
them go through. At some distance they’d Ieft their golden horses. JIl stared after them as they mounted
and rode out of Sght.

Jugt after noon, the Westfolk rode in from the grasdands in a long procession of mounted riders
adriving a herd of horses ahead of them. The group was a whole clan, men, women, and a few children, dl
dressed exactly dike, except that the women wore ther long har severdly braided like Deverry women
of the Dawntime. Instead of wagons, they dragged thar possessions dong behind them on wooden
travois. A couple of hundred yards from Dregydd's camp, they pulled up and pitched their own.
Fascinated, Jll watched the organized swarm of activity as everyonein the dan lent a hand to raise round
legther tents, unpack ther belongings, and tether out the horses. In less than an hour, the camp stood as if
it had aways been there, a gaudy, noisy afar of brightly painted tents, running children and dogs, and
swvarms of Wildfolk.

“Now we wait some more,” Dregydd said. “They’ll come when they're ready.”

Sure enough, a few a a time the Westfolk drolled over to see what Dregydd had brought them.
Sngly or in pairs, they waked through the rows of cooking pots and knives, swords, woodsmen's axes,
shovels, and arrow points. Occasondly they would squat down and pick something up to examine it,
then lay it down again, and dl without a word. As she grew used to them, Jil found hersdf thinking them
beautiful. They were graceful and lithe, with a self-possessed dignity that reminded her of wild deer. She
was surprised to find that the muleteers, and even Cullyn, looked on them with scorn. That entire
afternoon, the men stayed down by the river and played dice with their backs to the proceeding. Only Jll
sat with Dregydd in the grass and watched his customers.

When the sun was getting low in the sky, a young man came over with a leather meadskin.
“Good morrow,” he said. “We're pleased with the trinkets you' re offering us.”

“Thet gladdens my heart, Jennantar,” Dregydd said. “ So we'll trade on the morrow?’
“Wewill.” Jennantar handed him the skin. “For your men, to sweeten their hearts a bit.”

Seaing that he knew the men despised his people embarrassed Jil profoundly, but he merdly amiled in
awry sort of way as Dregydd hurried over to the muleteers. When Jennantar sat down beside her, the
gray gnome appeared in her Igp and leaned back with a contented amile.

“Here)” Jennantar said sharply. “Do you see the Wildfolk?’
“By the hells, you mean you do?’
“All our people know them. We cdl them by a name that means the little brothers.”

When she looked into his smokey-gray cat-dit eyes, Jll could fed the kinghip there, for dl that the
Wildfolk were ugly and deformed, and these beings men caled Westfolk were beautiful.



“You know,” Jennantar said. “There's a man of your people who rides with us. | think he'd like to
mest you.”

Without another word Jennantar got up and walked away, leaving Jil wondering if she'd insulted him.

It was getting on toward sunset when an old man came from the WestfoUuc's camp. Since his eyes
and ears were norma, even though he dressed like one of the Westfolk, Jll assumed that he mud be the
men whom Jennantar had mentioned. He was not very tdl, with heavy shoulders and arms, though the
rest of im was dender, and he had enormous brown eyes and white hair that swept up from his forehead
intwo peaks like an owl’s horns. When he hunkered down next to Dregydd, his posture was somehow
birdlike, too, especidly the way his hands hung loosely between his thighs It turned out that Dregydd
knew him; he introduced him round as Aderyn, a name that made Jll giggle, because it meant “bird.”

“I've come to ask a favor, Dregydd,” Aderyn said. “I need to travel to Cannobaen, and I'd rather
ride with a caravan than on my own.”

“You're most welcome, but what is this?” Dregydd said. “Are you suddenly feding longing for the
falk you left benind?’

“Not truly.” Aderyn amiled &t the jest. “Thisis an unpleasant litle matter of justice, I'm afraid. One of
our people murdered a man, and now he's afugitive. We ve got to fetch him back.”

“Unpleasant indeed. He should be easy enough to find, en? He ll stland out among Eldidd folk.”
“Not truly. He' s a half-breed, you see.”
“Coundllor Loddlaen.” The words burst out of JiI's mouth before she could stop them.

When Aderyn turned her way, Jll fdt that he was looking through, not at her, asif his casud glance
would nal her down like a farmer nalls a shrike to a barn wal. Then he amiled pleasantly and released
her.

“Wel, his name is Loddlaen, sure enough,” Aderyn said. “And you mug be Gilyan.”
“l am.” Jll was certain that she'd never told any of the Westfolk her name. “Have we met, good Sr?’

“We have, but not so you'd remember.” For a moment, Aderyn looked meanchaly, as if he wished
that she would remember. “But why did you say Councillor Loddlaen?’

“Well, that' s what he cdled himsdf. He seems to be part of Lord Corbyn of Bruddlyn's retinue now.”

“Indeed? And ian't that cursed strange? Well, at least we know where to find him, then.” Aderyn
rose, glancing off into the night. “Most strange, it is—cursed strange.”

Then he walked off without even a backward glance.
“Here” one of the muletears said. “Is that old man daft or suchlike?’

“Oh, | wouldn’'t call him that,” Dregydd said, thoughtfully scratching his beard. “He has his little ways,
but hismind is as sound as an oak.”

The muleteers exchanged doubting glances.



“Mud be daft,” Cullyn muttered. “Running off with the Westfolk like he did.”

Although JIl knew better than to say so doud, she was thinking that running off with these people
didn’'t seem like a daft ideato her.

Later that night the musc started. Across the moonlit meadow a woman's voice started a meancholy
melody. Three other voices picked up a harmony that sounded out of key until Jil redlized that they were
dnging in quarter tones, just like the Bardek mindres one heard every now and then down in port towns.
Suddenly ingtruments joined in, a cool, clear sound like a harp, then something that made a congtant
drone, and findly a smdl drum. The musc came fadter, faster, flowed from one song to the next with
bardy a pause. Cullyn and the men crowded close together and concentrated on dice. JlIl dipped away
and went to stand on the edge of the camp. Across the meadow torches flared among the jewd-bright
tents. Drawn asif by dweomer, JIl took a few steps forward, but suddenly Cullyn grabbed her by the
shoulder.

“And just what are you doing?’ Cullyn snapped.
“Ligening and nothing more.”

“Oh, horseturds! Ligten, don’t you dare sneak off. Those people are more wild animds than they are
men, but | wouldn't be surprised if you pleased their men well enough anyway.”

“Ohyegods, Da You think every man | meet isluding after me”

“Mog of them are, and don’t you forget it. Now come dong. You can hear this cursed squawling well
enough by thefire”

Even for a tieryn with a vast demesne, coin was hard to come by in western Eldidd. Since Dun
Cannobaen was only Lovyan's summer retreat, she had to send back to her man resdence, Dun
Gwerbyn, for dlver for the soapmaker’s daughter. When it findly arrived, Rhodry was incensed to find
that his mother expected him to ddliver it persondly.

“Why can’t the chamberlain go?’ Rhodry snapped. “Or the cursed equerry? Let them earn their meat
and mead.”

Lovyan merdy crossed her arms over her chest and glared at him. With a Sgh, Rhodry picked up the
pair of saddlebags from the table and went to the stable to get a horse.

Themorning lay clear and sunny over the wild green meadow, and far below a the base of the diffs
the ocean sparkled like a casket of blue and green jewels, but Rhodry rode out with a heavy heart.
Olwen's going to weep, he told himsdf, and it's going to be horrible. What Rhodry could never admit to
another living soul was that he was honegtly fond of Olwen. It was one thing to tumble a common-born
lass around in bed; quite another to admit that you liked her and fdt more a ease with her than with a
womean of your own class.

Thetown of Cannobaen lay nestled around a smdl harbor in a break in the diffs where the Brog, a
dream that only qudified as a river in the winter, came to the sea. There were three wooden piers for
fishing boats and a larger pier for the ferry that went out to the haly idands of Wmmglaedd about ten
miles out to sea. From the piers about four hundred buildings spread out in ragged semicircles. Although
Y gyerryn’s soapworks lay aout a mile from town to spare the residents the dink of talow, his family
lived in a round house down near the harbor. Rhodry’s courtship had been so successful because
Y sgerryn and his wife were up to thar ams in grease and potash dl day a good long ways away from



Olwen, who tended the younger children a home,

As soon as Rhodry dismounted to lead his horse through the narrow curving streets, he redized that
he was in for the worst morming of his life The townsfolk dl bowed or curtsed as usud, but he was
aware of haedily repressed smirks and snickers everywhere he went. Although he was the lord and they
the commoners, satire was an injured man's right, and apparently Y sgerryn had been exercsng it to the
hilt. Rhodry tied his horse up behind the house and dipped in like athief.

Olwen was chopping turnips at the battered table in the kitchen. She was fifteen, a dender little thing
with a heart-shaped face, big blue eyes, and a charming triangular smile. This morning, however, she
looked up without the usud amile when Rhodry came in.

“Uh, I’ ve brought you somewhat.” Rhodry laid the saddlebags on the table.

Olwen nodded and wiped her hands on her apron.

“Do the terms of the settlement please you?’ Rhodry said.

She nodded again and began unlacing the bags.

“My mother sent dong some honey and things like that.” Rhodry began to fed desperate. “Things that
are srengthening, she said.”

She nodded a third time and began taking various pots and sacks out of the saddlebags.
“Olwen, please, won't you tak to me?’

“And what do you want me to say?’

“Ah by the hdls | don’t know!”

Olwen took out the smdl wooden box of coins, opened it, and stared at the hegp of slver for along
time, her chance a a decent life. Rhodry paced around the kitchen while she counted out every coin.

“By the goddess hersdlf,” Olwen said at last. “Y our mother’ s a generous woman.”
“It'snot just her. | wanted you well provided for.”

“Truly?’

“Truly. Ye gods, what kind of aman do you think | am?’

Olwen consdered the question with aweary sort of look in her eyes.

“A better one than mog,” she said at last. “Are you waiting for me to weep? I’ ve done dl of that that
I’'m going to do.”

“Wdl and good. Will you give me one last kiss?’
“I won't. Just go, will you?’

Rhodry took the saddlebags and headed out, pausng to glance back and see her cdmly putting the
coins back in the box. She looked more relieved than sad to have him gone. He mounted his horse and



trotted out fast, letting the townsfolk get out of hisway as best they could. His heart wasn't lightened any
when he returned to the dun and found the page wating for him with the news that his mother wanted to
gpeak with him Sraightaway. Although he wanted to make an excuse and duck out, he could never avoid
the fact that Lovyan was no longer merdly his mother, but his overlord, to whom he owed fedty as wdl
asfilid respect.

“I'll wait upon her directly,” Rhodry said with a groan.

Lovyan was ganding by the window in the reception chamber. The harsh morning sun brought out the
wrinkles dashed across her cheeks and the gray in her once-dark hair, but she was dill an imposng
womean, if a bit sout from bearing four sons. She was wearing a white linen dress, kirtled with the green,
dlver, and blue plad of the Maglwaedds, but thrown over the char behind her was the red, brown, and
white plaid of the Clw Coc, the symbol of the tierynrhyn. It struck Rhodry as odd that after dl these
years of thinking himsdf a Maglwaedd, one day he too would wear that foreign plaid.

“Wel?’ Lovyan said.

“l handed it dl over.”

“Did the poor lass weep?’

“Frankly, | think the poor lass was cursed glad to get rid of me”

“She might be, indeed. Y ou're very handsome, Rhoddo, but I’ ve no doubt that you're a very wearing
sort of man to be inlove with.”

Rhodry had the horrible feding that he was blushing.

“The midwife tdls me that your Olwen is about three months dong,” Lovyan continued. “Shell be
having the babe around the Festiva of the Sun. Sinceit’s her firg, it'll doubtless be a bit late”

“| wouldn't know, I'm sure”

“About such women's matters?’ Lovyan raised one eyebrow. “It's time you redized that upon these
‘women’'s matters® rests the strength of every clan in the kingdom. If your unde had had a bastard son, |
wouldn’'t be tieryn. Y ou might think about that.”

Rhodry flung himsdf into a chair and refused to look a her. With asgh, Lovyan sat down nearby.

“The red trouble is you were never raised to rulg” Lovyan said. “No one ever thought you had the
remotest chance of inheriting anything, so your father got you the best warrior’s training he could and left
it at that. You smply have to marry soon, and she' s going to have to be exactly the right sort of woman,
t0o.” She hesitated, looking at him shrewdly. “I suppose it would ache your heart to marry aplain lass, or
one older than you.”

“It would!”
“Now, do try to be sensble. I—here, what's dl that clatter outsde?’

Rhodry redized that for some minutes he'd been hearing noise out in the ward. Giving thanks to the
gods for the interruption, he went to look out the window. Servants scuttled around, greeting a troop of
men on horseback. Rhodry could see the dragon device on ther shields, and the blue, Slver, and green



plad of the rider a their head.
“Ahby apig's cock!” Rhodry sad. “It's Rhys”
“If you could please watch your tongue around your brother, I'd be most grateful.”

When they came down to the greet hdl, they found Rhys standing by the honor hearth. At the head of
the table, the plaid of Aberwyn lay over the chair to announce that the gwerbret’s presence superceded
that of the tieryn. Rhys was just Rhodry’s height, but stocky where Rhodry was dender. He had the
raven-dark hair and cornflower blue eyes of the Maglwaedds, but his face was coarse rather than
fine—the jaw alittle too square, the lips alittle too full, the eyes alittle too amal for the breadth of cheek.
When Lovyan curtsed to him, Rhys bowed with an affectionate amile. Rhodry’ s bow he ignored.

“Good morrow, Your Grace,” Lovyan said. “What brings you to me?’
“Naught that | care to discussin your open hdl.”

“| see. Then let us retire updtars.”

When Rhodry started to follow, Rhys turned to him.

“See that my men are wdl taken care of,” he said.

Since it was a direct order from the gwerbret himsdf, Rhodry gritted his teeth and followed it. You
bastard, he thought, | have to ride this war you're discussing ever so privatdy with Mother.

The cluttered reception chamber looked even smdler with Rhysin it. Refusng a chair, he paced back
and forth, stopping occasondly to glance out the window. Lovyan took the opportunity to collect her
thoughts. This was bound to be a touchy interview, draining the delicate baance of power they'd
worked out between them. Since as gwerbret Rhys was her overlord, she was bound by law to follow
his orders, but snce she was his mother, he was bound by custom to follow her advice and pay her every
possible respect. For the past year, they’ d done an uneasy dance to this difficult bit of counterpoint.

“Why do | hear rumors of rebdlion out here?’ Rhys said findly.
“So they’ ve reached Aberwyn?’

“Of course” He trotted out the old proverb with a certain point. “Everything comes under the nose of
the gwerbret of Aberwyn sooner or later.”

“And have you heard that Sigyn believes the rumors?’
“Sigyn ign't given to fancies. Does he have proof? Letters, things he' s persondly overheard?’
“Naught—yet. | can send for imif his grace would like to speak with him.”

“Do you want to make aforma deposition to my court? | doubt if the case would stand if dl you have
isSigyn's gossip.”

“Doubtless not, especidly if his grace has dready decided that the information is gossip.”

“Oh here, Mother! Corbyn was one of your brother’s most loyd men. He pledged to you willingly
when you inherited the rhan, didn't he? Why should he throw dl that over and declare himsdf in



rebdlion?’
Tdking of dweomer would draw Rhys s scorn and nothing more. Rhys misinterpreted her hesitation.
“Unless, of course,” Rhys said, “the trouble's Rhodry.”
“And what makes you think the trouble would be Rhodry?’

“He s an untried man, and | didn’t hear any rumors until you made him your heir. | don't think he' s fit
to rule, mysdf.” Rhys hdd up his hand flat for slence. “Now, | know Rhodry’s a good man with a
sword. But leading men to battle is a cursed Sght easer than giving judgments on your vassas. If you
dignherited him, I'm sure dl this cursed grumbling about rebellion would stop.”

“l have no intention of doing anything of the sort.”

“Indeed? Wdl, if Sigyn getsred proof, of course I'll rule that you have every right to your rank and
lands”

“My humble thanks, Y our Grace.”
Rhys winced & the sarcasm.

“But if the lords throw Rhodry in my face” Rhys went on, “tha may have to be a point of
negotiation.”

Lovyan rose to face him. Although he towered over her, he ducked back out of reach.

“There is no law in the land,” Lovyan sad geadily, “that will dlow you to force me to disnherit
Rhodry.”

“Of course there's not. | was merdy thinking that Her Grace might have to see reason and do it of her
own free will.”

“Her Grace aso has theright of gpped to the High King.”

Rhys flushed scarlet with rage. 1t was his sorest point, knowing that dthough he ruled like a king in
Western Eldidd, there was a true king in Deverry with jurisdiction over him,

“Very wdl, Mother,” he said. “Thenif Rhodry’s to have your lands, let him fight to keep them.”
“Oho! So you do believe the rumord”

Rhys spun around and stared out the window. Lovyan lad a maternd hand on hisarm.

“Rhys, my swest, why do you hate Rhodry so much?’

“l don’t hate Rhodry,” he snarled, his face redder than before.

“Indesd?”’

“l just happen to think he' s urffit to rule”

“l happen to disagree.”



Rhys merdy shrugged.

“Veary wdl, then, Your Grace” Lovyan sad with a 9gh. “Ther€'s no use in discussng the matter
further until it comes to aformd case of ether law or sword.”

“Apparently so0.” Back under control, he looked a her. “At the firg overt act of rebdlion, you may
send for my ad, and my warband will be a your disposd to enforce the lavs”

And yet he'd made it impossble to ask his aid, unless she wanted to let im disnherit his brother in
open court.

That afternoon, while Rhys and his men drank in her great hdl, Lovyan wrote a private message to
Sigyn to come to her on the morrow. She needed his advice. When she returned to the hal, Rhodry was
gtting at his brother’s left and discussng hunting dogs, a farly safe subject. Lovyan sat down a the
gwerbret’ sright and stayed on guard for the trouble that soon, predictably, surfaced.

“Wel, brother,” Rhys said. “I hear from your men that you've been hunting a different kind of game
than the gray deer. The sogpmaker’ s daughter, was she? Well, at least she'd be cleen.”

When Rhys laughed at his own jest, Rhodry’s eyes went dangeroudy blank.

“l can't lie and say that | didn’t dishonor her,” Rhodry said. “Tdl me, brother, has your wife
conceived yet?”’

Rhys s hand tightened on his tankard so hard that his knuckles went white,
“Rhodry!” Lovyan snapped.

“Wel, Mother, it seemed a reasonable question.” Rhodry shot his brother a Sdeways smile. “Since
we're talking about gring sons and dl.”

With aflick of hiswrigt, Rhys threw the dein his tankard full into Rhodry’s face. Shouting insults and
the worst oaths they knew, they were on therr feet and shoving a each other before Lovyan could
intervene. She jumped up and ran round the table to push hersalf between them, and for dl that Rhys had
the higher rank, she dapped him across the face, too.

“Stop it!” Lovyan ydled. “What a splendid example you are for your men, bravling like a par of
sarvantd My lords, kindly remember who you are.”

They both had the decency to blush. Rhodry wiped his face off on his deeve and stared down at the
floor. Rhys collected himsdf with a Sgh and held out his hand.

“My agpologies,” Rhys said.
“And you have mine from the bottom of my heart.” Rhodry took the offered hand.

But the handshake was as brief as they could make it, and Rhodry stomped out of the hdl. Rhys and
Lovyan sat down and waited while a servant refilled the gwerbret’ s tankard and scuttled away again.

“My agpologies to you, Mother,” Rhys said. “That was anill way for me to treat your hospitaity, but
ye gods, the cursed young cub made me furious”

“What he said was uncdled for and crud.”



Rhys studied the tabletop and rubbed at a bit of rough wood with his thumb. Findly he looked up with
abrittle smile

“Wdl?" Rhys said. “Aren’'t you going to tdl methat it' stime | put my wife asade?’

“l know you love her, and never would | wish that bitter Wyrd on any woman. | take it your
coundillors have been pressng the issue again.”

“They have. That's another reason | rode to Cannobaen, to ask your advice. | know Aberwyn needs
heirs, but it aches my heart to think of Donillaliving shamed on her brother’ s charity.”

With asgh, Lovyan considered. Rhys had been married for ten years, he was now twenty-eight and
hiswife twenty-sx; if Donillawas going to conceive, surely she would have done so by now.

“If you do put her asde,” Lovyan sad a lagt, “I'll make provison for her. At the very least, she can
come to me as part of my retinue, but | might be able to do better than that.”

“My thanks. Truly, Mother, my thanks.” He rose abruptly. “If you'll excuse me? | need a bit of air.”

Yet Lovyan knew that he was close to tears. For a long while she sat at the table done and brooded
on those women's matters thet lay at the heart of the kingdom.

On the morrow, Rhys and his men rode out early, much to Lovyan's rdi€f. His stubbornness over the
rebdlion puzzled her; it was, after dl, to the gwerbret’s advantage to intervene before things came to
open war, both to assert his authority and to issue a warning that rebellions would not be tolerated in his
rhan. Later, while spesking with Rhodry and Sligyn in her reception chamber, she found an answer to the
puzzle that nearly broke her heart.

“Cursed high-handed of him, eh?” Sigyn said. “Never known his grace to be so unreasonable.”

“Indeed?’ Rhodry said with a cold tight smile. “All my life, Rhys could dways hold one thing over my
head, and that was that he'd get the gwerbretrhyn and I'd have naught but his charity. And then Uncle
Gwaryc has to go and get himsdf killed, and lo and behold, I've got a rhan dfter al. Of course it aches
the bastard’ s heart.”

“Herel” Sigyn snapped. “Don’'t cdl your brother that. Your lady mother had more honor then to put
horns on your father's head.”

“My gpologies to you, Mother. Let me refer to the esteemed gwerbret as a piss-poor drunken excuse
for anoble lord then.”

“Rhodry!” Lovyan and Sigyn said together.

“Wel, by the godsl” Rhodry got to his feet. “How do you expect me to be courteous to a man who
wants me dead?’

Suddenly Lovyan turned cold.

“Can’'t you seeit?” Rhodry was shaking with rage. “He s letting the war go on in the hopes of seeing
mekilled. I'll wager Corbyn and Nowec see it, too. They kill me off, then sue for peace, and Rhys ever
30 honorably makes them give regtitution to his poor mother. Then when you die, the rebes have what
they want, direct fedty to Rhys, and he has wha he wants, my lands” Rhodry leaned over her chair.



“Wel, Mother? Aren't | right?’

“Hold your tongue!” Sigyn rose and hauled him back. “Y ou're right enough, but don’t go throwing it
into your lady mother’s face!”

Rhodry strode to the window and looked out, gripping the sll with both hands. Lovyan fdt as if Rhys
and Rhodry physcdly had her by the arms and were ripping her apart. Sigyn watched her with concern.

“Now here, Your Grace,” Sigyn said. “WeIl keep your young cub dive. He knows how to swing
that sword he wears, and hell have plenty of loyad men around him.”

Lovyan nodded mutely.

“My lady?’ Sigyn said. “We' d best leave you.”

It seemed to take them forever to get out of the chamber and close the door.

“Ahye gods” Lovyan whispered doud. “1 never thought he hated Rhodry as much as dl this”
She dropped her face into her hands and let the blessed tears come.

Much to JII's ddight, it took Dregydd some days to finish trading with the Westfolk, who did things at
adow pace. One a atime, either aman or a woman would lead a horse over and St down in the grass
to haggle leésurdy with the merchant. When that dedl was done, an hour or two would pass before the
next horse made its appearance. Since most of the Westfolk knew no Deverrian, the men named
Jennantar stayed with Dregydd to trandate. In her salf-appointed role as Dregydd' s assstant, Jil came to
know him fairly wdl, which—predictably—infuriated her father. The second afternoon, during a break in
the trading Cullyn came over and indgted that Jil take a wak with him down by the river.

“l wish to every god and his wife that you wouldn't spend so much time hanging around old
Dregydd,” he said. “I know cursed well it's the wretched Westfolk you want to talk with.”

“Da, | just don't see what you have againg them. They're not animas. Look at their clothes and ther
jewdry, and then they built that bridge over the river. Somewhere they must have farms and cities and
suchlike”

“Indeed? And | suppose you'd like to ride off with that Jennantar and take a look at them.”
“What? Da, you're daft! He's got awife and a babe, and he's never said one wrong word to me.”

“Oh horseturds! There' s more than one man in the world who's had a wife and didn’t mind having a
pretty lass, too.”

“Da, | don't even know what to say to you when your temper takes you thisway.”

Cullyn stopped waking, turning a little to look out over the endless green of the grasdands, and his
mouth went dack and weary. Jil lad a hand on hisarm.

“Da, please, what's so wrong?’

“Oh, cursed if | even know, my swest. It aches my heart, being out here. For years | thought it was
the edge of nowhere, and now | find out there's this cursed strange folk riding around out here, and
they've been here dl dong, and’—he shrugged in inarticulate frustration—"and, wel, you're going to



think me daft, curse it, but they stink of dweomer and witchcraft. So does that Aderyn fdlow.”

JII couldn’t have been more shocked if a paforming bear in the marketplace had suddenly started
declaming a bard song. Her stolid warrior of a father—talking of dweomer?

“Wdl,” Cullyn snapped. “I said it sounds daft!”
“It doesn't, truly. | think you're right.”

He looked at her for a moment, then dowly nodded, asif he' d been waiting for her judgment upon the
matter. Jll fdt a cold shudder run down her back, because he was seeing something in her that she was
desperately trying to deny. Asif to mock her, the gray gnome popped into manifestation nearby, grinned
a her, then vanished again.

“Da? I’d never leave you. If you thought | would, then truly, you were daft.”
Cullyn relaxed, amiling at her softly.

“Wdl and good, then, my sweet,” he said. “My gpologies. You can watch our merchant haggle if you
want to. We ll be getting out of here soon enough.”

Jll took him up on his offer and went back to the trading. When she sat down beside Jennantar, he
rased aquizzicd eyebrow.

“Doesn’'t your father think I'm fit company for you?' he said.

JII merdly shrugged. He started to say more, then suddenly jumped to his feet with an oath. There was
trouble brewing. Two of the Westfolk were arguing with a frightened Dregydd, who hdd the last
remaning sword of Caminwaen stedl. As Jll followed Jennantar over, she heard them arguing about who

was going to buy it.
“Now herel” Dregydd snapped. “I never promised it to ether of you.”

The two men looked only at each other in an anger the more frightening because it played over such
beautiful faces.

“JII" Jennantar hissed. “Go fetch Aderyn. Quick!”

Without thinking, Jll ran to the Westfolk’s camp. At the edge, she stopped, suddenly bewildered by
the profusion of bright colors, the gaggle of children and dogs, the unfamiliar language that swirled around
her. A few at atime, Westfolk strolled over and surrounded her. When a dog growled, she stepped back
sharply.

“Adeyn,” Jll said. “Jennantar told me to get Aderyn.”
The people merdly looked at her.
“Pease?’ Jll tried again. “Where' s Aderyn?’

They glanced at each other, ther cat-dit eyes totaly expressonless. Jll fdt a little flutter of panic
around her heart. All of them, even the women, were wearing long knives at ther belts.

“Please, Jennantar told me to come here”



One man glanced her way, but he said nothing. Jil wanted to turn and run, but they were sanding
close behind her, too. Then she heard Aderyn’s voice, cdling out in their language, and the crowd parted
to let him through.

“Jennantar said to fetch you,” Jil said. “A couple of your lads are fighting over somewhat.”

Aderyn swore under his breath. The people, who only a moment before had seemed to understand
not one word she said, dl muttered at the news. Aderyn grabbed JII's am and hurried her across the
meadow, surprisngly fast for such an old man. When she glanced back, she saw the crowd tralling after
them.

Back by the trade goods, Jennantar stood in between the two who wanted the sword, while Dregydd
hovered nearby, dutching the sheathed blade in nervous fingers. As soon as they saw Aderyn, dl three
men of the Westfolk began to ydl at the top of their lungs JiI hurried over to Dregydd.

“They'relikethis at times” he said in a resigned tone of voice. “I’'m glad the old man's here to settle
things”

Yet it seemed that Aderyn’s efforts to do just that were proving futile. All the time that he talked in a
soothing, patient voice, the two went on staring at each other, arms crossed tight over their chests, cat-dit
eyes unblinking. With a shake of his head, Jennantar left the bad job to the old man and joined Jll.
Around them the crowd grew, Westfolk and muleteers dike, and Wildfolk popped into manifetation in
droves, grinning so hard that they bared pointed teeth.

“They’ve hated each other for years” Jennantar remarked. “They’re not going to listen now.”

Eventudly he proved right. Aderyn threw his hands in the air and returned to the crowd of Westfolk,
who stamped their feet on the ground in a sharp rhythm. The two men dowly and methodicaly stripped
off their tunics, tossed them on the ground, then drew their knives, which were about a foot long and
dightly curved on one side of the blade. The blades winked in the sun as the pair dropped to a fighting
crouch. JlI felt sick, wondering if she was going to see aman killed right in front of her.

In dead dlence the pair circled around one ancther, ther strange eyes narrow, their jaws set. There
was none of the ritud boasting and ydling that would have accompanied a fight between two Deverry
men, just the quiet animd crding, afew quick feints, afew quick withdrawas, while the sweat sprang up
on their bare backs and made their pae skin gligen. Around and around they went, until one made a
charge, and the other hed hisground. A quick scuffle, too quick to see—then one fdl back with hisam
gashed open from elbow to shoulder. Dregydd cursed, but the weatching crowd of Westfolk merdy
stamped on the ground again, and briefly. Aderyn ran to separate the combatants, who fdl back willingly.

“It'sjudt to the firgt blood?” Jll said, with profound reief.
“Itis” Jennantar said. “My apologies. | forgot you didn’'t know.”

The bloody knife ill in his hand, the victor strolled over to Dregydd, who handed him the sword
without a word. His head bowed, the loser stood done, dumped in defeat, and let the blood run down
hisarm until Aderyn grabbed him and forcibly hauled him away.

“So much for that,” Jennantar remarked. “Until the next time they find somewhat that annoys them.
One of these days, the firg blood is going to be someone's throat.”

When Jll looked at the man she'd been thinking of as a friend, she was caught dl over again by his



dienness as his smokey, dit eyes stared back unblinkingly. They truly are kin to the Wildfolk, she
thought, and for the firs time, she wondered if her father were right to think them dangerous. That night,
as she ligened to the music walling from the Westfolk’s camp, she was glad to be gtting by the fire with
her own kind.

By sunset of the third day, Dregydd had twelve Western hunters in his herd, induding the golden stud
that he particularly wanted, and it was a good thing, too, because Jennantar abruptly announced that no
one else wanted to trade with him. Dregydd made no atempt to argue with the news, merdy waked
away to tdl the men that they would be riding out on the morrow.

“I'll be going with you,” Jennantar remarked to Jil. “ Ader-yn' s taking three of us dong for guards.”

“I don't blame him. | met this Loddlaen, and | wouldn't trust him with ‘a copper, much less my life
Wel, if you lay your complaint with the tieryn, shell haul him into her malover for you.”

“Her what? I’ ve never heard that word.”

“Mdover. It's when someone feds wronged and asks atieryn or a gwerbret to judge the matter. The
priests of B come, too, because they know dl the laws”

“Oh. Wdl and good, then. No doubt Aderyn knows dl the right things to say.”

At dawn of the next day, the caravan prepared for the long march back to Eldidd. In the cool gray
morning, the mules brayed in protest as the yavning men loaded up the last of the trade goods and the
provisons Dregydd had obtained from the Westfolk. Jll was helping rope the riderless horses together
when Aderyn rode up with his guards, Jennantar and then two men he introduced as Cadonderid and
Albard. Jennantar led a horse that was dragging a loaded travois.

“Comeride a the head of the line with me and Jll,” Dregydd said to the old man. “I’ll put your men in
the rear with Cullyn, on guard, like, if you don't mind.”

“You're the caravan magter,” Aderyn said, amiling. “We ride at your orders.”

Since they were heading for Cannobaen, the caravan took a different route back. For the fird day,
Dregydd led them draight south through the long grasdands. Once, they saw at a great distance the tiny
figures of mounted riders and riderless horses heading west, like a ship seen across a green ocean, but if
that dan of Westfolk saw the caravan, they gave no sgn. Jil found herself wondering what it would be
like to ride endlesdy from nowhere to nowhere, dways free like the facon in the skies. She had such a
life hersdf, but she knew with a bitter certainty that someday her wandering would end. At times she
dropped back to ride beside Cullyn, and she would notice the gray sorinkling his hair and the web of fine
lines around his eyes. The day was coming when some younger man would bring his Wyrd to him in
battle. The thought brought such panic that at timesit was hard to breathe.

On the second day, the caravan turned east. Here and there they came to magnificent stands of forest,
but Dregydd knew his route wel and led them from wild meadow to wild meadow. Once the track
passed through sraggly young beeches and alders that had to be a second-growth forest, and on the
other sde was land that had once been plowed. Packed flint wals gill stood, marking out long-gone
fidds In pastures Jil saw tumbledown stone sheds and white cattle, gone wild and as suspicious as deer.
Since she was riding next to Aderyn, she asked himiif the Westfolk had once farmed there.

“Not the Westfolk, but Eldidd men,” Aderyn said. “A long long time ago it was, but some of the
younger sons of Eldidd lords tried to colonize out here. It was too far west, and they couldn’'t keep thar



holdings”

“And was there trouble with the Westfolk over it?” “Trouble and twice trouble. The Westfolk used to
roam much farther east than they do now, and they fdt they’ d given up enough land.”

“Here, | never heard any tdes about that.” “It was a very long time ago, and Eldidd men have
forgotten. They’ve worked a forgetting, truly. But haven't you ever wondered about the names of the
rivers—the Hl, the Delonderid? Those aren’'t Deverry words, child.”

“Of course! Delonderid’s like Caonderid.” “Just s0, and Eldidd was cdled Eltiding, a long time ago
when Deverry menfird salled here.” Aderyn thought for a moment, “That was eight hundred or so years
ago, if I remember rightly. It's been along time since | studied such things”

Soon Dregydd cdled for the hdt for the night's camp. Where a sone wdl marked out what had once
been afidd, and scrubby hazels grew dong a stream, they tethered out the horses and mules and made
their camp. Over dinner, Dregydd discussed the route ahead.

“This stream turns into a river farther south,” he said. “Well falow it down to the coast, then turn east
and march dong the sea diffsto Cannobaen. There's plenty of fodder dong there for the stock. I'd say
we' re a good two days out, o let’s hope this dry weather holds”

Jll fdt a sudden coldness dong her back, asif someone had stroked her spine with a dammy hand.
She was sure that worse trouble than a possible raingorm lay ahead. Although she tried to tak hersdf
out of the feding, late that night when she was trying to get to deep, the gray gnome appeared. He was
troubled, too, pulling a her shirt, pointing off to the east, and opening his mouth in litle soundless
whimpers. Fndly Jll got up and followed him to the edge of the degping camp. He jumped up and
down, painting, aways pointing to the east.

“l don’t see anything,” Jll said.

He clutched at his head in agony and promptly disappeared. JIl went back to her bedroll. Except for
the occasond drowsy stamp of a horse or amule, the night was utterly quiet. Once she heard the cry of
an owl and looked up to see thetiny dark shape of the bird flying againg the stars. She dozed off to have
troubled dreams, that an enormous owl flew overhead, cdling out warnings of danger. Just a dawn she
woke with a start. The gnome was pulling her hair.

“Ohdl right,” JIl said. “Let me get my boots on, and then you try to show me again.”

The gnome led her down to the stream, where, a giant anong the tangled hazels, stood one old oak.
He danced around and pointed to the tree. When Jll looked up, she saw Aderyn in the branches. He
gave her a sheepish amile, then climbed down, as nimble as a lad.

“I’ve been keeping awatch,” Aderyn said, and Jil could see that he was deeply troubled. “We'rein
grave danger, child. Hurry! Go wake your father!”

Together they ran back to the waking camp. The men were getting up and sretching, the horses and
mules starting to graze. Jil found Cullyn just pulling on his boots.

“Da, comewith me” Jll said. “Aderyn says there€' s trouble ahead.”

Cuilyn got up and grabbed his sword belt from the ground. He buckled it on as they ran back across
the camp to find Aderyn arguing with Dregydd, who looked utterly baffled.



“You've known me for years now,” Aderyn was saying. “Please, my friend, you've got to trust me

“l do,” Dregydd said. “But how the hells can you know? I've never had any trouble with bandits out
here, and now you say that there's a whole pack of them waiting in ambush. Doesn’'t make any cursed

“l can know and | do know. We ve gat to do something, or we'll al be daughtered on the road.”

From the look on Dregydd's face it was obvious that he thought the old man had gone completely and
suddenly mad. Aderyn leaned forward and stared into his eyes. The look of disbdlief vanished.

“Of course” Dregydd said. “I'll do whatever you say.”

For amoment JII's hands shook. Againg dl reason she knew that she'd just seen a man ensorceled.
When Aderyn glanced her way, she ducked her head and refused to look at him. He laughed softly,
acknowledging the gesture.

“Cullyn,” he said. “Do you believe me?’

“l do, and | don't care how you scried them out, ether.”

It was Aderyn’sturn to be startled. Cullyn gave him a weary sort of amile.
“How many of them are there?’ Cullyn said.

“At leadt thirty, and they seemed to be aswdl armed as a lord’ s warband.”

Dregydd turned dead white. Frightened muleteers clustered around to whisper the news among
themsdves.

“WEe ve got to have shelter.” Cullyn looked as bored and lazy as if he were asking for de in a tavern.
“The muleteers have quarterstaves, but they can't use them if they’'re beng ridden down by men on
horseback. A patch of forest, rocks—anything to make them attack on foot.”

Aderyn hesitated, thinking hard.

“Here” Jll broke in. “If there were lords out here once, they mugt have had duns. Are any 4ill
danding?’

“Of course,” Aderyn said. “Forgive me. | know nothing of matters of war. There's one about five
miles or so to the south and west. The wdls were dill there the last time | passed that way.”

“Splendid,” Cullyn said. “We might be able to hold them off long enough for Jil to get back from
Cannobaen with some of the tieryn’s men.”

“What?’ Jll snapped. “You can’'t send me away!”
Cullyn dapped her across the face so hard she staggered.

“You follow orders,” Cullyn said. “What's two days ride for alot of ginking mules should be one for
arider with a spare horse to share her weight. You're riding to the tieryn and begging for aid. Do you
hear me?’



“l do.” Jll rubbed her aching cheek. “But you' d best be dive when | ride back.”

The way Cullyn smiled, a cold twitch of his mouth, told JIl that he doubted he would be. For a
moment she thought that her body had turned to water, that she was going to flow away and dissolve like
one of the Wildfolk. Cullyn grabbed her by the shoulders and shook her.

“You'reriding for the life of every maninthis caravan,” he said. “Do you understand me?’
“l do. I'll take two of the hunters. They're the best horses we ve got.”

Jennantar saddled one horse and put the other on alead rope, then held the bridle as JlIl svung hersdlf
up. As she bent over to take the lead rope, their eyes met.

“I'll see you on the morrow,” Jennantar said.
“I'll pray that’ s true.”
“Oh, we've got atrick or two to play on these piss-pot bandits. We Il hold them off.”

All & once Jennantar flung his hands over his head and danced, just afew quick steps to some unsung
music, and he was grinning like a fiend. Seeing him so battle eager was one of the strangest things on this
cursed strange day.

Getting the caravan on the road seemed to take an eternity. Cullyn kept on the move, ydling orders,
as the men got the mules loaded and themsalves mounted on the spare horses. During the march, he rode
up and down the line, ydling and bullying everyone to ride as fast as they could, occasonaly dapping the
rump of a baky mule with the flat of his sword to keep it trotting. At last they came to the ruined dun,
rigng from the wild grass with dl the londiness of a cairn marking a warrior’s grave. Although the stone
wadls and the broch itsdf looked sound, the wooden gates and outbuildings had long since rotted away.
Weeds and ivy ran riot in the ward. Cullyn herded the caravan indde.

“Get the mules and horses ingde the broch,” he ydled. * Feed them to keep them cam.”

When he saw his orders being followed, he ran round to the back of the ward and found the well. As
he' d expected, it had fdlen in and was choked with rubble as wel asivy. He ran back into the broch and
detailed three muleteers to rush to the nearby stream and fill every pot and waterskin they had. Off to one
dde he saw Aderyn teging the rusty spird staircase that led up to the second floor.

“It should hold my weight,” Aderyn announced. “1 wouldn't let a man of your Szetry it
“I doubt meif the floor above will hold anyone.” Cullyn glanced up at the rotten timbers.

“l haveto try. | need ahigh place that’s dso private. | can't be scaring the men out of tharr wits with
dweomer.”

Cullyn fdt a bit queasy himsdf.

“Jll said Loddlaen isa lord’'s councillor,” Aderyn went on. “Could he persuade his lord to send men
to murder us?’

“It depends on how much this Corbyn honors him, | suppose, but it's hard to believe. Do you think
Loddlaen’ strying to stop you from hauling him in for that murder?’



“Thet was my fird thought, but it doesn’'t make sense. Yet I've never seen bandits out here, and | tdl
you, the men | saw were cursed wel armed. Wdll, I'll have another |ook.”

Asnimbly as a squirrd, Aderyn scrambled up the cresking stairs. Cullyn hurried outside and saw the
Westfolk down by the gate. They were unpacking gear from the travois—a pair of longbows, beautifully
polished staves of some dark wood he'd never seen before, and astal asthey were.

“Archers, are you?' Cullyn said.

“We are,” Jennantar said. “I think me our bandits are in for a little surprise.” He gestured a Albard,
who was unpacking a sword belt. “He' s not Cullyn of Cerrmor, but we fight with long knives in our land,
too.”

“Wdl and good then. Maybe well take some of these bandits to the Otherlands with us. Albard, do
you have any armor?’

“Eldidd mail. Thought it might come in handy, so | packed it.”
“And here | thought you were afool,” Cdonderid said. “For dragging dl that weight dong.”

Albard smiled with a tight twist to his mouth. Cullyn noticed that Albard had a scar down his cheek
much like the one he himsdf carried.

“S0,” Cullyn said. “Your people fight among themselves, do they?

“Every now and then,” Albard said. “But an Eldidd lord marked me like this. | killed the bastard for
it. Long time ago now.”

Thefour of them peered up at the rotted splinters dong the top of the wall that were dl that was left of
the catwa ks under the ramparts. Never would they hold an archer again.

“Well, the top of that wall’s about five feet thick,” Jennantar said at last. “We can stand there and
shoot if we're careful. Those projection thingswill provide some cover for our legs, anyway.”

“Merlons” With ared surprise Cullyn redized that they knew nothing about duns. “They're cdled
merlons. But we ill have to get you up there”

Albard took a rope off the travois, turned it into a lasso, then stepped back and cast. The loop saled
up and encircled a merlon as eadly as if he'd been aming a a horse in a herd. Cullyn whidled in
admiration.

“Now we can weave oursalves a ladder,” Cdonderid said. “I wonder if those bandits are ill lying in
their cursed ambush. May the flies cluster thick around them if they are.”

“Aderyn will know,” Jennantar said. “Or look—he's just going to find out.”

Jugt then Cullyn heard a strange sound above him, a rushy flgp like the wings of an enormous bird.
When he glanced up, an enormous bird was exactly what he saw—a greet slver owl, a good five feet
long, flapping up from the broch, drding once, then heading off to the east with a long mournful cry.
Albard waved farewdl to it as caaudly as if he were waving to some friend who was riding off to a
tavern. For amoment Cullyn came close to vomiting.



“By the black ass of the Lord of Hell,” Cullyn said. “Can Aderyn turn himsdf into an owl?’
“Of course,” Jennantar said. “You just saw him, didn’t you?’

Cullyn's mind refused to acknowledge the fact. He had, of course, seen the owl; he believed that
Jennantar was tdling the truth; he even remembered seeing Aderyn go updtairs for some purpose of his
own—but his mind stubbornly refused to draw the proper concluson. He stared a the sky for a long
time before he could speak.

“Wdl and good, then,” Cullyn said. “Albard, we' d best get our cursed mail on our backs.”

Every morning, unlessit was pouring rain, Rhodry led his warband out to exercise the horses. Latdly,
thanks to the threat of rebelion, he'd been making the rides good long ones to ensure that men and
mounts both would be fit to ride to war. It seemed perfectly logicd, then, when the idea occurred to him
of taking the men out for a day-long jaunt. He was talking with Caenrydd, his captain, as he usudly did
after breakfast when suddenly—out of nowhere, as he would later think of it—it occurred to him that
none of them had spent aful day in mail in months.

“Have the men pack provisons for the noon med,” Rhodry said. “Well ride till then fully armed, rest
ahit, and then return.”

“Wel and good, my lord. Which way shdl we ride?’
“Oh, doesn’t much matter.” Rhodry named the firgt direction that came to mind. “West.”

Although a dark line of fog crouched ominoudy on the ocean horizon, it was a fine sunny morming
when they set out. Every now and then Rhodry would turn in the saddle just to look a his men, riding
two abreast, with the red lion shield of his adopted dan a every saddle peak. Soon he would be leading
aful amy. Cadvridoc, he thought to himsdf, it has a finering to it, truly. Eventudly he called Caenrydd
up to ride beside him. The captain was a solid men in his late twenties, with blond hair and drooping
mustaches amog as thick as Sigyn's. Since he'd served the Clw Coc dl his life, Rhodry could speak
fredy with him.

“Are the men talking of dweomer among themsdves?’ Rhodry said.

“They are, my lord. | do my best to stop it.”

“I knew | could count on you for that. How do you fed about these rumors yoursef?’
“Pack of horseshit, my lord.”

“Good. | couldn’t agree more.”

At noon they stopped to rest in a meadow about hdf a mile inland, where a river wound down from
the north. Just like one of his men, Rhodry unsaddied his own horse and let it rall, then tethered it out. He
sat on the grass with his men, too. He knew that they saw him as an interloper, and he was determined to
show them that the sudden devation of his prospectsinlife hadn’t swelled his head.

They were dl trading friendly jests over their bread and smoked meat when Rhodry fdt as much as
heard hoofbeats coming their way. He scrambled up and looked off to the north. Trotting fast beside the
river came arider leading a spare horse.



“Who by dl the hdlsis out here?” Rhodry said.

Caenrydd joined him and shaded his eyes to stare at the tiny figures

“Old Nevyn the herbman, maybe?’ Caenrydd said.

“It's not, because those are two western hunters, not a pafrey and amule”
“By the hdld His lordship has cursed good eyes”

“So | do.” Rhodry saw awink of Slver at the rider’s belt. “A dlver dagger with two western hunters.
What do we have here, a horse thief?’

No horsthief, however, would have broken into a galop and ridden straight for them as the sliver
dagger did. He was a young lad, blond and road filthy, and riding without a shidd though he had a sword
a hissde. He svung himsdf down from his horse and ran to kned a Rhodry’s feet. Down one sde of
hisface was alivid purple bruise.

“My lord,” he said, and his soft, unchanged voice made it likdy he was about fourteen. “Do you serve
the tieryn in Can-nobaen?’

“l do, and I'm her son to boot, Lord Rhodry Maglwaedd.”

“A Maglwaedd? Thanks be to every god' Then | know | can trust your honor, my lord. I've just
come from a merchant caravan to beg for hdp. It's bandits, my lord, a least thirty of them, and they’ve
got us penned up in aruined dun to the north.”

“Bandits? In my demesne? I'll have their heads on pikes.” Rhodry spun around to ydl orders. * Saddle
up and get ready to ride! Amyr, ride back to the dun and give Her Grace the news. Tdl her to send a
cart with supplies and the chirurgeon after us”

Everyone ran to do hisbidding.
“Get up, slver dagger,” Rhodry said. “What were you, a hired guard?’
“Wel, my father is, to tdl you the truth. | just travel with him.”

“Wdl, mount up and get ready to lead us back. What a cursed bit of luck this is, me having the
warband out here. You'd think it was dweomer or suchlike”

Thelad giggled in an outburst of hysteria, then ran back to his horses.

As the hot afternoon dragged on, there was no Sgn of Aderyn. While the others rested ingde the
broch, Cullyn and Jennantar kept an uneasy watch, Cullyn at the gates, Jennantar pacing back and forth
dong the top of the wal. Cullyn began to wonder if they’d ever see the old man again, or if he'd been
captured by the enemy. Findly, when the sun lay low in the sky, Jennantar called out in triumph.

“Here he comed!”

Although Cullyn strained his eyes, it was severa minutes more before he saw the flapping speck in the
sky that meant the owl. All over again, Cullyn fdt sick a the unnaturd sze of the thing as the bird
swooped down and disappeared into an upper window of the broch. It was some minutes before
Aderyn ran out, pulling histunic over his head.



“They’re on ther way,” Aderyn cdled out. “But so is help. Lord Rhodry and his warband are heading
up from the south.”

“What did Jll do?’ Cullyn said. “Founder both those horses?”

“She didn't. She met Rhodry on the road.” Aderyn looked briefly troubled. “Something cursed
drangeis afoot here. Jennantar! Did you see any hawks fly overhead?’

“One or two,” Jennantar called down. “Oh ye gods! You don’t think—"

“l do. Loddlaen has to be behind this” Aderyn turned to Cullyn. “The men | saw were wel armed,
wel provisoned, and they carried shidds with a number of different blazons”

“Then they’re not bandits, sure enough,” Cullyn said. “What's Loddlaen trying to do, kill the witnesses
to hismurder before they reach court?’

“So | thought at firdt. But here, I'm the chief witness againgt him, and it's hard to trap a man who can
fly away.” The old man dlowed himsdf a ghost of a amile. “There s something strange and twice strange
afoot here”

The rest of the men were dready running out of the broch. Hurriedly Cullyn disposed the pitiful force
he had on hand—two decent swordsmen, counting himsaf, three men skilled with a quarterstaff, and five
who knew the right way to hold the gaff and little more. Because of the rubble, the gate was only big
enough for two men to fight Sde by sde. He and Albard would have to hold it as long as they could,
with Dregydd and the other skilled stavemen right behind to step in when they fdl. Up on the wal, the
archers stood ready with full quivers at their hips. Aderyn climbed up to join them.

“Now ligen, lads,” Cullyn said. “No heroics likein the bard songs. Just fight to hold your place.”

It was some time before Cullyn saw the pack of thirty-four menin mall ride out of the east a a steady
trot. About three hundred yards away, they drew up and clustered around a leader for a hedy
conference, then came on again a a wak. Cullyn could see men loosening shidds and getting ready to
dismount for the find charge on the gates, but like mogt Eldidd men, they were going to stay in the saddle
for as long as possible—a habit that was to prove fatd. At a hundred yards they pulled up, wel out of
javdin range.

Arrows sang out from the wall, then again, and again. The lead horses reared, screaming in agony,
and went down hard, ralling on their riders, as the arrows came again, and again, and again. Horses
behind them bucked and kicked in panic; men yeled and cursed. The arrows flew again, a noisdess ran
of death. The warband broke into a riot of men on foot and panicked horses, and ill the arrows flew
down. Shouting, screaming, the warband turned tail and fled, leaving behind twelve dead men and more
horses. Far down the meadow they re- grouped. When the muleteers broke into howls of laughter,
Cul-lyn turned and ydled them into silence.

“Itign't over yet,” Cullyn said. “We don't have dl the arrows in the world with us, and if even ten of
those bastards reach the gate, you'll need your wits about you—if you dogs even have any.”

Then came more waiting, while the sun inched itsdf another notch lower in the sky, ther enemies
argued, and somewhere— or so Cullyn devoutly hoped—Rhodry and his men rode closer to them.
Fndly Cullyn saw the enemy dismounting. They spread out into two squads, each arding out of bowshot
range around a different sde of the dun, then splitting up again. Jennantar muttered something in his own
tongue that had to be avile oath from its tone.



“They’ve learned somewhat,” Albard remarked.

“So they have,” Cullyn said. “The only thing they can do. Rush us from dl sdes and circle under the
shdlter of the walls”

“We can't stop them with only two archers.”

They exchanged a gim gmile At that moment, Cullyn wondered how he could have hated the
Westfolk—he and Albara understood each other perfectly well. Most of the enemy were moving round
to the back of the dun. Jennantar began sdling aong the wal to meet them, but Calonderidl hdd his post
over the gates urtil the other squad began moving to the sde. Curang under his breath, Caonderiel
moved to face them. For a moment, everything was preternaturaly quiet; then a silver horn rang out.

Digantly from the far Sde of the broch, warcries exploded as the charge began. Closer and closer—a
few screams as arrows hit their mark—then the jingle and dink of menin mal running— the firs enemies
rounded the wall and raced for the gates. Three, four, too many to count, they mobbed in, but the gate
was too narrow for mobs. The fight was a shoving match as much as it was swordwork. Cullyn parried
more than he swung, usng his shidd like a bludgeon to shove back the blades that hit it. Screaming
warcries, the men at the rear pressed forward and forced their own men a the front off balance. Cullyn
and Albaral swung and parried and swayed back and forth in a perfect rhythm with each other.

Arrows flew down into the rear of the mob, and Cullyn saw one shaft split alad’'s mal and skewer
him like a chicken on a spit. Curdang and ydling, part of the mob tried to ped off and run back around the
wadls The rest surged forward. Cullyn got akill at last, kesping his am close to his Sde and stabbing
rather than dashing. As the corpse fdl, it knocked another man off his feet, and the mob swirled in
confuson. Over the screaming, Cullyn heard a lver horn ring out.

“Red liond” Caonderid ydled.
“Cannobaen!” Dregydd howled out.

Trapped between Lord Rhodry’s charge and the dun, the enemy broke in screaming panic. One clot
of men surged blindly forward. Cullyn saw Albara knocked off balance and swung round toward him.
With a shout Dregydd legped into line Out of the corner of his eye, Cullyn saw the blur of a gaff
swinging down and the sngp of a head as an enemy fdl. An enemy dashed a Albard, but an arrow
caught him in the back. With a quick stab and dash, Cullyn killed the lagt of them. He threw his shidd
and grabbed Albarad’s arm as he tried to stagger to hisfeet. Albard flopped like a rag doll onto Cullyn’'s
shoulder, and his mouth and nose were running blood. The cat-dit eyes, no longer dien somehow, sought
his

“l dways knew this dun would see my death,” Albard said. “Never thought I'd be defending it.”

When he coughed, blood bubbled and gouted on hislips. Staggering under his weight, Cullyn kndlt to

lay hm back down, but Albard was dead before they reached the ground, his mouth frozen in a
blood-stained amile at his own jest.

“Ah ghit!” Cullyn said.

Around him eddied the cheers of the muleteers. Cullyn closed Albard’s eyes, crossed his ams over
his chest, then rose to find himsalf face to face with Rhodry. For a moment, they merdly looked a each
other. Cullyn was sure that he knew him; irrationd though it was, he/ d never been so sure of anything in
hislife, that he knew thisyoung lord like a brother. Then the feding vanished like dweomer. Rhodry laid a



sympathetic hand on his shoulder.
“Lose afriend?” Rhodry said.
“I did. Well, it happens.”
“So it does, siver dagger.”

Cullyn nodded and let out his breath in along Sgh, surprised at the truth of it: Albard had become a
friend, there in the breach. The other two Westfolk came running. At the Sght of Albara, Jennantar burst
out keening and flung himsdf down by the body, but Caonderied merdy set his hands on his hips, his
whole body as tense as a srung bow.

“There' s another one,” he whispered. “San by the cursed round-ears.”

Then he looked up and howled out asngle word in his own tongue, the meaning plain for any men to
hear: vengeance. Cul-lyn and Rhodry glanced a each other, then waked away to leave the Westfolk to
their mourning. Once they were out of earshot, the puzzled lord turned to Cullyn.

“Wedtfolk?’ he said. “What are Westfolk doing mixed up in this?’

“It'sacursed strange tale dl round, my lord. These men weren't bandits, either. What would you say
if 1 told you Councillor Loddlaen of Dun Bruddlyn's behind this?’

Rhodry seemed about to argue; then he glanced down to see the shattered shidd of one of the
enemy—a green shiedd with a tan chevron.

“By the Lord of Hell’sbdls” Rhodry said. “That's Corbyn’s blazon, sure enough. Looking for a hire,
slver dagger? | think me you' ve dready captained the fird battle of an open war.”

Lovyan was wondering irritably when Rhodry and the war-band would return when Amyr rode in to
ddiver Rhodry’s message. Although she said nothing to Amyr, the news troubled her badly. She knew
that there weren't any bandits in western Eldidd for the smple reason that there wasn't enough caravan
trade to support them. At dinner, she and her two sarving women, Dannyan and Medylla, sat a tablein a
great hdl esrily slent with the warband gone. Lovyan picked at her food, then decided that she wasn't in
the least hungry.

“My lady’s sordly troubled,” Medylla said.
“l am,” Lovyan said. “It was stupid of Rhodry to ride off into nowhere like that.”

They nodded their agreement. Dark-haired and delicate Dannyan, blond and homdy Medylla were
both in their late thirties, noble-born friends rather than servants, who twenty years ago had chosen to
take Lovyan's service rather than marry the unsuitable men their fathers had picked out for them. Shrewd
women both, they were her coundillors, and Lovyan knew that no matter how much intrigue might rage
around a powerful court, she could count on both for absolute honesty.

“| rather find mysdf missng Tingyr tonight,” Lovyan said. “1t's so rare that | do, but as a husband, he
had his good points.”

“He understood matters of war, truly,” Dannyan said.



“So, Dann, you don't think that these so-called bandits are red bandits?’
“I don't. | was wondering if we should send a message to Sigyn.”

“That'savery good idea. We can send one of the stable lads. The young rider who just came back
mugt be dead tired.”

Lovyan was about to cal over Caradoc when she heard a clatter in the ward—men and horses riding
in, and servants shouting as they ran to meet them. Half thinking it might be Rhodry, Lovyan rose from
her chair, but it was Sigyn who strode into the great hdl, and right behind him was Nevyn.

“By the gods, my lord,” Lovyan said. “I was just going to send you a message.”

“No doubt, Your Grace.” Sigyn bent his knee in a bob that passed for a knedl. “Our good herbman
here' s been tdling me that Rhodry went off like a madmean to chase bandits. Bandits? Hah!”

“l just happened to see them on the road, Your Grace,” Nevyn said. He gave her awink to ask her to
share the ruse. 1 was gathering vaerian root out in the wilderness”

“Could have been cow dung for dl | care,” Sigyn sad. “I'm cursed glad you had the wit to ride
draight to me. Your Grace, I've had troubling news beyond what our Nevyn tdls me”

Lovyan redized that armed men were filling the hdl— twenty, thirty, close to forty, most of Sigyn's
warband.

“Dannyan, send a servant to fetch those men de” Lovyan said. “Nevyn, come have a bit of mead
with us. | think me you've earned it.”

Once they were sttled, Sigyn told histale. Not twenty minutes after Nevyn came in with his news, a
messenger arrived from Lord Edar, whose demesne was in the north close to Corbyn’s. Corbyn and his
dlies had mustered their army. Edar himsdf was sending his wife and children to shelter with her brother
inthe east, and he and his warband were coming to Cannobaen.

“Hell arive in two days,” Sigyn said. “The messenger was going to ride on to you, but | decided to
take the news on mysdf. | took the liberty of sending it dong to the rest of your loyd men. Thought we
didn't have any time to waste.”

“My thanks,” Lovyan said. “I'm afraid | don’'t have the men to ride messages, anyway.”

“So Nevyn told me, and a grim thing thet is. Here, Your Grace, if an amy had turned up a your
gates, how long could you and the servants have held Dun Cannobaen?’

“Long enough for you to relieve us, my lord, but I'm glad | don’'t have to put that boast to the test.”

“Jug 0.” Sigyn had a thoughtful sp of mead. “Wdl, the rest of your dlies should ride in on the
morrow. | told them to ride at night if they had to. We'll leave you a good fort guard before we go.”

“Will you ride north after Corbyn?’

“West, my lady. Rhodry’s out in the wilderness with what? fifty men and whatever excuses for guards
that merchant had. Corbyn’s mustered at least two hundred men, and I'll wager he's on his way west
right now.”



Lovyan bit her lip hard to keep from crying out.

“Don't digtress yoursdlf unduly, Your Grace,” Nevyn broke in. “Later, I'll have a few interesting
thingsto tl you.”

“My lord,” Aderyn said. “I know you have no reason to believe me, but | swear I'm tdling the truth.”

Rhodry fdt like grabbing the man by the shoulders and shaking him. For an hour now he'd listened to
0 much talk of dweomer that he fdt as if the strange words and stranger tales were water that would
physcdly drown him. He turned to Cul-lyn, stting beside him a the campfire out in the ward. In the
dancing firdight, the Slver dagger’ s impassive face was unreadable.

“I"d believe him, my lord,” Cullyn said. “Didn’t he tdl us about the ambush? For that matter, didn’'t he
tdl us that you were on the way?’

“True enough,” Rhodry said with a groan. “Wel and good then, Aderyn, if you say that Sigyn's
coming with an army, then well stay here and wait for him.”

“My thanks, my lord,” Aderyn said. “If | might make a suggestion, on the morrow you might want to
have some of your men cut down trees to barricade that gap in the walls. Dregydd has some axes left
from histrading.”

“Good idea,” Rhodry said. “By the black hairy ass of the Lord of Hell, | fed like such a dolt!”

“His lordship is nothing of the sort,” Aderyn said. “The trap was very wel laid, and you had no way of
knowing that Loddlaen was usng dweomer to put thoughts into your mind. It's just a cursed good thing
thet Loddlaen had no way of knowing about Nevyn.”

Rhodry shuddered profoundly.

“But there's one gmdl thing | don't understand,” Aderyn went on. “Why didn’'t Corbyn have his
whole army out here to wait for you?’

“Smple” Cullyn broke in. “If he d marched west with his full force, every lord in the north would
have seen him, and they would have mustered and followed him straightaway. But he and his dlies could
dip a few men out, a couple a atime, no doubt, and then follow with the rest. If his cursed plan had
worked, he would have been aful day’s march ahead of Rhodry’s dlies Oh, they’d have caught us on
the road, sure enough.”

“They might catch us here ingtead,” Rhodry said. “ Aderyn, do you know how close Corbyn is?’
“l don't, but if hislordship will excuse me, | intend to find out.”

For awhile Rhodry and Cullyn sat together in a companionable slence and watched the legping fire
All around them, the men dept, rolled up in their blankets. For dl that Cullyn was a dishonored slver
dagger, Rhodry found his presence comforting. Here, at least, was a man he could understand.

“It's cursed strange,” Rhodry said. “Here I've heard of your glory, of course, and I’ ve dways wanted
to meet you, but | was thinking it might be under better circumstances than this”

“Oh, I don't know, my lord. | couldn’t think of a better time for you to ride my way.”



Rhodry laughed.

“True enough,” Rhodry said. “Huh, if the caravan hadn’t sent a messenger to me, | suppose Loddlaen
would have sent one of his men, daming to be a guard or suchlike. You just spared him the trouble by
sending your lad.”

“My lad?’ Cullyn gave hm agrin. “Here, my lord, JII's my daughter.”
“Oh by the helld Here | rode with her dl day, and | never once thought she was a lass.”

Sometime later JIl came to st with her father. She'd apparently washed her face and har in the
stream, because the dirt was gone, reveding a face that was obvioudy not only femade, but beautiful. Or,
a lead, it would have been beautiful if it weren't for the black-and-blue bruise on her face.

“Where did you get that bruise?’ Cullyn said to her.
“You gaveit to methismorning,” Jil said.
“Oh by the hdls, so | did. Forgive me, my sweet. | was hdf to pieces, thinking you'd be dain.”

JiI' turned to Cullyn and gave hm a amile that made her beauty as delicate and glowing as that of any
court lady. Rhodry’s heart sank. It was cursed unfar of the gods to give a lass like this a father who
happened to be the best swordsman in the whole wide kingdom of Deverry.

All morning the tieryn’s loyal men rode to the muster a Dun Cannobaen. Following Sigyn's orders,
they’ d ridden fadt, leaving thelr provison carts to follow the army at their own dow pace, under the guard
of the common-born spearmen tha ther various towns owed them in time of war. Nevyn sat off to one
gde of the great hdl and kept an eye on Lovyan as she greeted fird Lord Oledd, then Peredyr, then
Daumyr, and findly Manydd, who was the captain of the warband dtationed a Dun Gwerbyn. At last
over two hundred men were crowded into the great hal. Lovyan was taking the srain well, greeting each
leader camly. The only emation she dlowed hersdf was the occasond outburst of wrath a the rebel
Corbyn, a wrath that was fitting for a tieryn. About an hour before noon, Sigyn rose to his feet and
announced that they had enough men to set out.

“The lads from farther away will ride in tomorrow,” Sigyn announced to dl and sundry. “But we can't
wait, eh?’

When the lords nodded their agreement, Nevyn could see tenson on ther faces. Just how many of
those vassals would indeed arive, and how many go over to the rebels? Only the find count of the
muster would answer that question. Lovyan named Sigyn cadvridoc until the army should meet up with
Rhodry, and in abustle of talk and the jingle of mail, lords and warbands dike got up and began filing out
of the hdl. In the confuson Nevyn hurried to Lovyan's side. She led him back to the hearth for a few
privete words.

“Does Rhodry 4ill live?” Lovyan said.

“He does. Aderyn contacted me naught but an hour ago. There' s no 9gn of trouble so far today. With
this amy coming, it would behoove Corbyn to withdraw to safer territory. No doubt Loddlaen will
advise hislord to do s0.”

After so many years of hearing him talk of dweomer, Lovyan took this news of dweomer turned to
evil ends camly. Nevyn himsdf, however, was serioudy concerned about the depths of the evil into



which Loddlaen had fdlen.
“Which would you rather have me do?’ Nevyn said. “ Stay with you, or ride with the army?’

“Ride, of course, and not just for the sake of my fedings | keep remembering what you said to me
the firg time we met, when Rhodry had the terrible congestion of the lungs. Rhodry’s Wyrd is Eldidd’s
Wyrd, you told me” Lovyan paused, watching armed men swagger out the door. “I love Eldidd more
then my son. Keep him safe for her.”

Although the army was travding light, there were packhorses in the rear carrying a few days
provisonsto tide it over until the carts caught up. Since as far as anyone knew, Nevyn was an herbman
and nathing more, he rode in the rear as wdl, with his pack mule behind him. Up at the head of the line
Sigyn st a fast pace, dternady waking and trotting. Although with ther late start they would never
reach Rhodry by nightfal, Sigyn intended to get to him as early as possible on the morrow. Nevyn was
glad of the speed for his own private reasons. Aderyn, of course, had told him who was waiting at the
ruined dun. Soon, if dl went well, just on the morrow, he would at last see his Brangwen again.

“| wish we could cremate him,” Jennantar said in athin flat voice. “But there' s no wood and no sacred
al.”

“A gravewill do,” Caonderid said. “He's dead, my friend. It won't matter one cursed jot to him what
we do with hisflesh.”

Jennantar nodded in a miserable agreement and went on digging Albara’s grave. Jil kept an eye on
him as the two men of the Westfolk worked, swesting in the hot sun as the narrow trench grew deeper
and deeper. The night before, Jennantar had been so hystericd with grief that Aderyn had given him a
srong draught of deeping potion. Now he seemed merdy lightheaded and a little sick, like a man who
hed drunk too much meed the night before. At last they were done; they threw the shovels to one sde,
then picked up Albard’s body, wrapped in a blanket, and lad him in. For a moment dl three of them
stood in respectful slence for the dead. All a once, Jennantar tossed back his head and howled with
rage. Before ather JIl or Cdonderid could stop him, he drew his knife and made a shdlow gash on his
forearm.

“Vengeance!” he screamed. “I'll have blood to match mine for thigl”
Jennantar held his arm over the grave and let the blood drip, spattering the blanket.
“I witness your vow,” Caonderid sad softly.

Jennantar nodded and let the blood run. Suddenly Jil saw or thought she saw Albard’s shade, a pde
blue flickering form, something just bardly visble in the sunlight. She was afraid she would choke, afraid
that she was going daft. Jennantar howled out a wordless cry, then ran blindly away, crashing into a
thicket of trees far downstream. The shade, if indeed it had ever been there, was gone.

“We d best leave him done with his grief,” Cdonderid said. “I'll fill thisin.”
“I'll hdp.” JIl took a shovel gladly; she wanted to forget what she might have just seen.

When they were finished, they went back to the dun and found an open spot by the back wal where
Cdonderie could work at sraightening the arrows he'd savaged from the battlefield. The Westfolk had
aspecid tool for that, the shoulder blade of a deer pierced with a hole just the diameter of a shaft.



“We didn’'t bring a cursed lot of arrows with us” he remarked. “1 never dreamt we'd be riding into
the middle of awar. Are there good fletchersin this part of the world?’

“I wouldn't know. I’ve never shot a bow mysdf.”

Cdonderid frowned down at the mangled fletching on the arrow in his hands. His eyes were a deep
purple, asrich and dark as Bardek velvet.

“I might as well cut these off,” he said. * Curse it—1’ ve left the proper knifeinmy gear.”
“Borrow this” Jll drew her slver dagger. “It’'s cursed sharp.”

He whigtled under his breath and took the dagger from her. When he ran one finger down the fla of
the blade, the weapon glowed with alight strong enough to be visble even in the daylight.

“Dwaven siver!” he said. “You don't see alot of this around, do you?’

“Whet did you cdl it?’

“Dwarven slver. Isn't that what it is? Where did you get this, anyway?’

“From a smith named Otho on the Deverry border.”

“And this Otho was a short man.” He gave her ady grin. “But stocky for dl his lack of height.”
“He was. Don't tdl me you know him!”

“Not him, truly, but his people.”

JII was too puzzled by the way her dagger was behaving to wonder about Otho's clan. She took it
back and turned it thisway and that to watch the soft sheen of light playing on the surface. In her hands, it
was much dimmer.

“I've never seen it glow like this” she said.

“It's because of me. Otho’sfolk don't care for the likes of me. They like to know when one of usis
around, because they think we' re a pack of thieves”

Jil looked up sharply.
“Elcyion Lacar,” she whispered. “Elves”

“Cdl us what you like” he sad with a laugh. “But we ve been given those names before, true
enough.”

One a atime, like dow raindrops fdling into a dill pond, Wildfolk manifested around him, a blue
Sprite, two warty gnomes, the thick shimmer of ar that meant a sylph, asif they were hounds, come to lie
a thelr master’s feet.

“And what's the true name of your people, then?” Jll said.

“Oh, now, that's somewhat I'll never tdl you. Y ou have to earn the right to hear that name, and of dl
your folk, Aderyn’s the only one who has” Cadonderiel amiled, taking any insult from his words. “Now,



I’ve heard some of the tales you folk tdl about us. We re not thieves, and we're not demons from hdl or
closer to the gods than you are, ether, but smple flesh and blood like you. Old Aderyn tdls me that our
gods fashioned us from the Wildfolk, just like your gods fashioned you from animals, and so here we are,
together on the earth for good or ill.”

“Here, our priests say the gods made us from earth and water.”

“The dweomer knows a cursed lot more than priests;, remember that well. May | have the borrowing
of that dagger again? I’ve got a cursed lot of work to do.”

JIl handed it back. For a long time she sat and watched it glow like fire in his hands, while she
wondered over the strange things he'd told her.

Toward noon, JlIl saw the great sliver owl cirde the broch and disappear ingde, a Sght that made her
shudder. She ran after it and found Cullyn and Rhodry taking together at the foot of the dairs. In a few
minutes Aderyn came down, swinging his arms and flexing his shoulders like a man who's just svum a
very long way in a strong sea.

“| found them, my lord,” Aderyn said. “They're staying in camp about fifteen miles to the northeast.”
“Wdl and good, then,” Rhodry said. “We might as wdl ride out and meet Sigyn.”

“That might be unwise, my lord,” Cullyn broke in. “They won't risk beseging the dun with an army
coming at their back, but they might make a desperate ride to catch you if you were out in the open.”

“And how will they know if we—oh by every god and his wife, what a dolt | am! Of course they'll
know.”

“You know, dlver dagger,” Aderyn went on. “I'd take it mogt kindly if you stuck close to Lord
Rhodry when things come to battle. If the rebels are going to succeed, they have to kill hm before
they’ ve caused so much damage that Gwerbret Rhysis forced to intervene. No doubt that's why they’re
not attacking Sigyn's army. They can't risk killing the noble-born unless Rhodry’s there as a possible
prize”

“Jud that,” Cullyn said. “Here, | thought you said you didn’t understand matters of war. Sounds to me
like you were being cursed modest.”

“Oh, I'm just repeating what Nevyn told me”

Rhodry and Cullyn nodded thoughtfully at this meaningless remark.

“Aderyn, | don’'t understand,” Jll broke in. “You say that no one told you?’

“Oh!” The old man chuckled under his breath. “My apologies, child. | have a friend named Nevyn.
His father gave him the name as some kind of bitter jest, if | remember rightly.”

Since Otho the amith was very much on her mind, JIl suddenly remembered his riddle, that someday
no one would tel her what craft to follow. If he were a friend of Aderyn’s, this “no one’ had to be a
dweomerman, too. While the men went on taking of the coming war, Jil dipped away and ran out of the
dun. By the stream that ran behind it she sat down and watched the water sparkling with Wildfolk, who
rased themsdves up like waves to greet her. For a moment, she couldn’t breathe. The dweomer seemed
to have swooped out of the sky like afacon, and it had her inits claws.



The waiting got on everyone's nerves as the hot summer day dragged on. With nothing but stream
water to drink and meager, Sae provisons from Dregydd's stores to eat, the warband was in a sullen
mood, while the merchant and his muleteers crept around in numb panic. Everywhere Rhodry walked, he
heard the men taking of dweomer, and he could no longer cheerily dismiss their fears. Findly he went
down to the gates, newly barricaded with big logs, and found Cullyn there, leaning meditatively against
the barricade on folded arms and watching the ravens whed over the dead horses out in the meadow.

“At least old Dregydd had shovels with him,” Rhodry said. “Enemies or not, it would have ached my
heart to leave those men unburied.”

“That's cursed honorable of you, my lord.”

“Wdl.” Rhodry shrugged the compliment off. “I’ ve been thinking about what old Aderyn asked you,
about gicking close to mein the scraps, | mean. They're going to be riding to mob me, sure enough, and
I’d never ask aman to put himsdf in that kind of danger. Ride where you will on the fidd.”

“Then I'll ride next to you.”
When Rhodry siwvung around to look at him, Cullyn gave him an easy amile.

“My Wyrd will come when it comes,” Cullyn said. “It gripes my heart to think of a decent man like
you being killed for a handful of coin. What are these lords, Slver daggers?’

“Wel, my thanks. Truly, my thanks. I’'m honored that a man like you would think so highly of me”

“A man like me, my lord?” Cullyn touched the hilt of his Slver dagger, asif to remind Rhodry of his
shame.

“Ah by the hdls what do | care what you did twenty years ago or whenever it was? Y ou've ridden
through more rough scraps than alord like me ever even hears about.”

“Wel, maybe, my lord, but [—~

In the ward behind them, ydls exploded, jeers and curses and ill-natured taunts from the warband.
Over it dl, like the shriek of araven, floated JII’s voice, gill with rage.

“Oh by the hdld” Cullyn turned on his hed and ran.

Rhodry was right behind him. As they came round the side of the broch, they saw hdf the warband
gathered round Jll, who yeled foul insults back as fast as they ydled them a her. Caenrydd came
running from the other direction and elbowed himsdf into the mob, pulling or dgpping his men away
impartidly, like a hunter dgpping the dogs off the kill.

“Now what’s dl this, you young swine?’ Caenrydd said. “I'll put stripes on your backs if you've been
doing the wrong things to this lass”

“Itign't thet at dl,” Jll said, sheking in fury. “They’ve been saying | don't have the right to carry this
sword. Jugt let one of the little bastards try to take it away from me”

When the warband surged forward, Rhodry shoved his way through the pack, which fdl back at the
gght of him.



“My apologies, far maid.” Rhodry made her a bow.

“I don’'t want any cursed gpology!” Jil snarled, adding a“my lord” as an afterthought. “1 meant what |
sad. Just et one of them try to take it away. A chdlenge, | mean. Come on, you bastards, I'll take any
one of you on with my bare hands—if you have the bdls to face me”

Rhodry was struck speechless. Cullyn reached his Sde, and he was amiling wryly.
“My lord?’ he said. “I’ve learned it's best to let Jil settle these things her own way.”
“What?" Rhodry and Caenrydd spoke together. “She'll get hurt.”

“If | thought that,” Cullyn said levdly, “I’d have my sword out and swinging right now. I’'ve seen this
kind of scrap a hundred times, my lord, and I'll wager JlIl wins handily.”

“Done, then,” Rhodry said. “One Slver piece gets you two if your lasswins”

Shaking his head in bewilderment, Caenrydd set up a farr fight between JlIl and Praedd, a beefy men
who was the best brawler in the warband. Praedd was grinning at the easy fight ahead as he handed his
sword bdt over to Caenrydd. By then, every man in the dun was crowded round the contest ground.
Rhodry noticed Aderyn, watching in horrified darm, and the two men of the Westfolk, who were making
wagers on Jll againg any man who'd take them on.

“Wdl and good, then,” Caenrydd said, stepping clear. “It'son.”

JIl and Praedd began to cirdle around each other, hands raised and ready. Praedd charged, swinging
confidently, only to find JIl dodging in from the sde. She grabbed his wrig as he punched, dropped to
one knee, and somehow, just like dweomer, two-hundred-pound Praedd flew through the air and landed
with a grunt amid the weeds. Still game, he scrambled back up, but this time he moved in cautioudy.
They feinted, dodged; Praedd swung in low from the side. JII legpt straight up, kicked him in the
somach, and twisted down like a dancing girl. Gasping, Praedd doubled over, then forced himsdf
upright. JIl danced in and clipped him negtly and precisdy on the chin. With a sigh, Praedd closed his
eyes and fdl forward on the ground.

The Wedtfalk yeled in triumph, and Cullyn laughed softly under his breath, but the warband was
utterly slent, garing a Jll in disbelief and Sdeways a Rhodry in shame. JIl set her hands on her hips and
glared a them.

“Anyone ds=?’ she said.
“Jll, enough!” Cullyn called out. *Y ou’ ve made your cursed point, and | have to ride with them.”

“True spoken,” Rhodry said, stepping forward. “All right, men, go pour water over your degping
comrade there. And don't fed shamed on my account—I’ve just lost a good bit of slver mysdf.”

Sill, they must have felt the dishonor at. the hands of a lass, because they frankly fled, sopping only
long enough to scoop up Praedd and carry him away, with the Westfolk trailing after to make sure they
collected their coppers. Rhodry made Jil a deep bow.

“And where by the hdlls did you learn to fight like that?” Rhodry said.

“Dataught me somewhat, my lord, and | figured the rest out for mysdf.”



JII wiped the swesat off her face onto her shirt deeve like a man, but dill Rhodry’s heart skipped a
beat. HE d never seen alasslike her, and she was lovey, oh so lovely. Then he redized that Cullyn was
watching him with a certain paterna suspicion.

“I'll get those coins out of my saddlebags for you,” Rhodry said. “And you'd best keep your hellcat
here away from the warband for awhile”

“I will, my lord. Have no fear of that.”

As Rhodry hurried away, he was curang himsdf for an utter fool. He knew that he should put this
common-born lass with the dangerous father out of his mind for good, but he aso knew that for some
bizarre reason, he was fdlingin love again.

That night, Lord Sigyn's army camped on the banks of the stream that would eventudly lead them to
Rhodry. The men gathered in little groups, ther campfires like flowers of light out in the dark wild
meadow. As Nevyn wandered through the camp, he came across a man he knew, Sandyr, who rode for
Lord Sigyn. A year ago, Nevyn had pulled a bad tooth for him and cured the infection, and apparently
Sandyr remembered it kindly.

“It' sNevyn,” Sandyr said. “Here, St down a our fire, good sr. Thisis Arcadd and Yvyr. Lads, thisis
the best herbman that ever rode the kingdom.”

Sandyr’s two comrades greeted Nevyn with smdl amiles and nods of their heads. Like Sandyr, they
were no more than twenty, but they had the hard-eyed dignity of men tried by war.

“l was cursed glad when | saw you in the train,” Sandyr said. “I’d rather have you dong than our
lord’ s chirurgeon any day.”

“Oh, he'sa good man,” Nevyn said. “He just doesn’'t know teeth the way | do.”

“Maybe s0.” Sandyr rubbed his jaw at the memory of that long-gone abscess. “But let’s hope that
none of us need your cures after a scrap.”

“Or here)” Arcadd said with a twisted grin. “1 don't suppose you have any herbs to protect a men
agang dweomer.”

All three laughed uneesly.

“Wel, now, there aren't any herbs like that,” Nevyn said. “I take it you dl bdieve the rumors going
around.”

“Doesn't every maninthe amy? Sandyr said. “But it's not just wild talk. A couple of us have ridden
to Corbyn’s dun with messages and suchlike. I"ve talked to men who saw this Loddlaen do things”

“Do things?’

“l saw thismysdlf,” Yvyr broke in, and his broad face was pae. “Back in the spring, it was, when our
lord was trying to talk Corbyn out of rebelling. Lord Sigyn sends me to Bruddlyn with messages. And
Corbyn treated me wdl enough, giving me dinner with his men. So there were these big logs lad in fresh
on the honor hearth, and Loddlaen comes down with Corbyn. | swear it, good Sr, | saw Loddlaen snap
hisfingers, like, and flames sprang up dl over the logs, and they were big logs, no kindling or suchlike”



“And then one of Lord Oledd’s men went to Bruddlyn, too,” Sandyr said. “He walks in and Corbyn
says, wel, Loddlaen told me you were coming. The men in his warband swear he knows everything that
goes on for miles and miles”

“It makes you wonder what else he can do,” Arcadd said. “Here, Nevyn, if you know herberaft, you
mus know bones and muscles and suchlike. Do you think a dweomerman could turn someone into a

frog?

“l don't,” Nevyn sad firmly. “That's nothing but a slly bard’'s fancy. Now here, think. All those tales
sy that the frogs are just ordinary frogs, right? Well, if someone did get turned into a frog, it would have
to be a cursed big one. You can't just go shrinking a man’s flesh down to nothing, but the tales never say
athing about frogs big enough to ride.”

All three laughed and relaxed at the jest.

“Wdl and good, then,v> Sandyr said. “I pledged I'd die for my lord, and | don't give the fat of a
two-copper pig if it's dweomer or a sword that killsme, but cursed if | liked the idea of hopping around
inamarsh the rest of my days.”

“The lasses you'd have” Arcadd said mournfully. “All green and warty.”

Nevyn joined in the genera laughter. Jests were the best weapon these men had againg the fear
preying upon them.

Toward midnight, when the camp was adeep except for the night watch, Nevyn sat over the dying
cods of his fire to contact Aderyn. After their long years of friendship, dl he had to do was think of
Aderyn briefly before he saw the image of Aderyn’s face building up and floating just above the red
glow.

“Thereyou are,” Nevyn thought to him. “Are you in a pogtion to tak?’

“l am,” Aderyn thought in return. “The camp’s adeep. | was just going to contact you, truly. Corbyn’s
amy isdill camped where | saw it last.”

“No doubt they’re going to wat till we're out of the dun, and then make a try at killing Rhodry. Is
Loddlaen il with them?’

“Heis. Ahye gods, my heart’s hdf torn apart. What adolt | wasto train the lad!”

Nevyn bit back the al-too-human temptation to say, “1 told you s0.” Aderyn’s image smiled sourly, as
if he knew cursed well that Nevyn was thinking it.

“But | did,” Aderyn went on. “And now his misdoings are my responsbility—you don’t have to tdl
methat twice. What counts now is ending the matter.”

“Jugt 0. Do you dill think he's merdly insane?’

“l do. If he'd truly gone over to the Dark Path and its foul ways, he'd be hiding himsdlf, not flaunting
his gifts and meddling with petty lords.”

“Now that’s true spoken. Here, you know Loddlaen better than | ever will. It seems clear that he's
dirred up this cursed rebellion. Why? Is he trying to escape being brought to judtice for that murder he



did? If so, his scheme won't work. It doesn’'t matter who Corbyn’s overlord is—Gwerbret Rhys would
haul him into the maover as readily as Lovyan would.”

“True spoken, and I’ ve been puzzing mysdf over this very question. At firs | thought he had some
scheme of killing me or at least the other two witnesses I'm bringing, but if that were true, why involve
Rhodry and hdf the tierynrhyn? It doesn’t make sense”

“It doesn't, and | think me we' d best find out just what he thinks he' s up to.”
Aderyn laughed, a harsh muitter.
“If we can,” he said. “That's the crux, my friend. If we can.”

After he finished taking with Aderyn, Nevyn sat up brooding for a long time, hoping that Aderyn was
right about Loddlaen only being mad. Truly, the lad had been ungtable from the beginning. Studying
dweomer demands a perfect gability of mind, a core of Smple common sense, in fact, because the forces
that dweomer invokes can tear an ungtable mind to pieces, leaving it prey to ddusons and fantases.
Loddlaen had never had iron in his soul, only the madlegble Slver of a raw psychic tdent that should have
been suppressed, not encouraged. At least, if Aderyn was right, Loddlaen was only misusng his
dweomer, not immerang himsdf in strange and undean things. Just as every light casts a shadow, so does
adark dweomer exist. The men who study it (and they never open their foul ranks to women) lust after
power above dl dse and hoard it like misers, never hdping but only harming other souls. They grub
around the dark places of the Innerlands for peculiar magicks and keep themsdves dive unnaurdly by
feading on the vitdity of spirits and living people dike. Nevyn was sworn to destroy such as them
wherever he found them, and they knew it, and hid from him.

Scattered over a wild meadow, the amy of Lord Corbyn and his dlies lay adeep under the sarry
sky. Surefooted in the dark, Loddlaen picked hisway through the camp and out with a muttered word to
one of the guards. The gtink of so many unwashed humans was meking him fed ill, and he walked a good
long ways away from camp before he flung himsdf down in the grass to rest. He was tired—he was
aways tired these days—yet when night came, he could not deep. He pressed both hands againg his
forehead and tried to steady himsdf. The despised andl that he'd left behind him seemed to ding to his
clothes. Suddenly he saw the smdl, athick gray cloud of smoke, swirling around himin some unfelt wind.
It was only avidon, anilluson, but he had to fight to banish it. Many visons came to him unbidden these
days, just odd little things, voices hdf heard, things hdf seen, and dways he could understand the cause,
but dill they were terrifying, because he knew that they should never have come at dl. A dweomerman
works long years to open his mind to the Inner-lands, but a the same time he has to close his mind at
will, to draw avell between himsdf and unseen things. No matter how hard Loddlaen tried to close that
val, things dipped through.

When he looked up at the stars, they were dancing and legping, sending long points of light like
reflections off a polished blade. Hadtily he looked away, but things seemed to be crawling through the
grass, like little weasdls, sniffing him out. He flung up one hand and made the banishing Sgils in the air.
When he looked, the weasdl things were gone, and the stars steady. With asgh that was hdf a groan, he
flung himsdf facedown to lie full length in the grass. The broken light from the stars seemed to dance in
hismind, dazzling him. He summoned up an image of darkness, a soft warm darkness like deep, and let
the image suffuse hismind until &t lagt it seemed to him that he stood ingde that warm, comforting dark,
safe at last. HE' d ssumbled upon this trick of summoning a dark some months before; it was the only way
he could get any rest. Now, it came to him eesily, swiftly, every time he cdled, asiif it came of its own
will.



Yet even wrapped in dark, he could not deep. His hatred was there in the blackness with him, the
hatred he bore toward the stinking human beings he was forced to use as dlies and even more, the
hatred he bore toward the Elcyion Lacar. It seemed he heard his hatred talking to himin a child's voice,
until that voice became his own. There he'd been, practicadly an outcast in the dven camps, and dl
because his father was a wretched human being. Oh, everyone had been kind to him; that was the worst
wound of dl, the gdling way that everyone had been ever so kind, as if he were a hdf-wit who needed
tender care. They were smug, the Elcyion Lacar, so amug, secure in knowing that they'd live to g,
maybe even seven hundred years, while as for him, well, how long did a haf-breed live, anyway? No one
truly knew; a any moment, he might look in the mirror and see the beginnings of that inevitable human
corruption into deeth that men caled old age. He hated them dl, men and dves dike.

The hatred burned so bright that it threstened to wipe the darkness away. Loddlaen steadied himsdf
and thought only of the dark, let it soothe and blanket him. Voices came out of the darkness, as they
usudly did, comforting him, agreeing with him that he'd been ill used, promisng him that he would get his
revenge on the Elcyion Lacar and Eldidd men both.

“Loddlaen the Mighty,” the voices said. “Magter of the Powers of Air, no man can touch you, no man
can best you, not you, Loddlaen the Mighty.”

“It strue” he answered themin hismind. “1 shdl have vengeance.”

“Solendid vengeance for dl that these dogs made you suffer.” This voice was as soft and smooth as
perfumed ail. “Remember, day Rhodry Maglwaedd, and dl the vengeance you have ever sought will be
yours. Rhodry mugt die—remember, remember.”

“l remember, and | swear to you | will.”

He heard aripple of stisfied laughter, and then the darkness turned thick and warm. At last, he could
deep.

At dawn on the morrow, the camp came awake fast. Lord Sigyn waked through, ydling orders and
keeping the men busy until the horses had grazed their fill and everyone was ready to march. All morming
they pushed on fast upriver. Nevyn fdt his excitement at seeing Brangwen turn to a curious sort of dread.
What was her persondity in this life like? What would she think of him? For dl his vast age and true
dweomer, Nevyn was man enough to want her to like him. Findly, about an hour before noon, they came
to the ruined dun.

Rhodry and hismen were a the gates to greet them with cheers. Since there wasn't enough room in
the ward for the army to ride in, the men dismounted outside and sat with their horses while the
noble-born went in. Looking for Aderyn, Nevyn dipped in, too, and found him and the two eves waiting
for him by the dun wall. Jennantar and Calonderiel bowed low.

“Hall, Wise One of the East,” Jennantar said. “1’d hoped to meet you again in better circumstances
then these”

“I"d been hoping the same thing, truly. It aches my heart that your friend died for the sake of an Eldidd
feud.”

“WEeIl have vengeance for him,” Calonderidl broke in. “Jugt like wewill for dl the others.”

In his cat-dit eyes burned a wild rage. Even though the war to which he referred had been over for
three hundred and fifty years, doubtless he dill remembered the name of every df daininit. Foe or inault,



the Elcyion Lacar never forgot and only rardly forgave. Although Aderyn liked to tak of what he cdled
the essentid goodness of the folk, they made Nevyn profoundly nervous.

“I know you must be eager to meet Jll,” Aderyn said. “1 saw her not amoment ago, but now she's off
somewhere. Shdl we go look for her?’

Y et Nevyn had to postpone the meseting for alittle while, because Sigyn came driding up to them. He
looked like a baffled bear when the hunting dogs firg surround it.

“Now here, Nevyn,” Sigyn bellowed. “I’'m gravely worried. Young Rhodry’s gone daft. Stark out of
hismind.”

“Indeed, my lord?” Nevyn said. “Let me guess the kind of delusons the lad's suffering from. He
swears that Aderyn and | are both dweomer, and that Aderyn can turn himsdlf into an owl.”

“Jud that. I—" Sligyn's mouth dackened as he findly redlized that Nevyn was being sarcastic. “Oh
now here! You're not tdling meit's the truth, are you?’

“l am.”

Sigyn swung his head back and forth, looking at both of them in turn, just as the bear swings his when
the dogs closeiin.

“By the black hairy ass of the Lord of Hell, what have | done?’ Sigyn said. “Ridden dl this cursed
way to rescue a pack of madmen? Even that Slver dagger swearsit'strue”

“That's becauseit is true” Nevyn said. “I suppose | have to do some stupid trick to convince you.”
He glanced around and saw a gtick of firewood in the grass. “Here, waich.”

When Nevyn invoked the Wildfolk of Fire, they rushed to do his bidding and set the dick on fire.
Sigyn swore, and he swore agan when Nevyn had them douse it.

“You can touch it,” Nevyn said. “1t's hot.”

Sigyn turned and ran back to the broch without so much as a backward glance. When the two dves
burgt out laughing, Aderyn snapped at them in their own language. Reluctantly they held their tongues.

“Go get ready to ride” Aderyn said. “Get my horse for me too, will you?’

Sill grinning, Cdonderid and Jennantar hurried off. 1t was then that Nevyn saw Jll, ganding at alittle
distance and watching him as waily as a stag in a forest. Without waiting for Aderyn to cdl to her, she
walked over, gudying hmdl the while. In spite of her dirty men’s dothing, in spite of her face that was
different than Brangwen's for dl its beauty, Nevyn recognized her immediately. His firs muddied thought
was a surprise that she would be so tall.

“Good morrow, JII,” Nevyn said. “Our Aderyn’s told me somewhat about you.”
“Has he now? Good things, | hope.”
“They were.”

Nevyn wished that he could smply tdl her the truth, use his dweomer to make her remember and
pour out his heart to say how glad he was he' d found her again—adl forbidden by his dweomer-vows. Jll



was sudying him coadlly and curioudy.
“But here” she said. “Haven't we met before? On the road or suchlike when | was a child?’
“We haven't.”
“Then | mugt be thinking of someone else. Cursed strange— | could have sworn I’ d met you.”
For amoment Nevyn nearly wept. Even after dl these years, she ill remembered him.

After agood hit of argument, the noble lords worked out their next moves in the war. Since they had
dweomermen on their Sde to keep track of Corbyn’s movements, they could safdy fdl back to pick up
their supply train, then head east, drding round in a fant desgned to make Corbyn think thet they were
trying to bypass him in order to take his dun. Corbyn would be forced to fallow, dlowing them to pick
the pogtion for the inevitable battle. In the meantime, they could send messengers to any reinforcements
coming from Dun Cannobaen. Cullyn idy wondered how many reinforcements they would get; the
number depended on how many of Lovyan's vassas held steady for her.

After the councl of war broke up, Cullyn found Jlil by the gates of the dun. She had gotten both ther
horses saddled and ready and was holding their reins while she waited for him.

“l asked Lord Rhodry for a boon, and he granted it,” Cullyn said. “You're going to be taking
messages to Dun Cannobaen as soon as we join up with the supply train.”

“Da By the hdls, | wanted to—"
“Do what? Ride to war with us? Sometimes, | swear that you' ve got nothing between your two ears!”
“1*11 wager | could hold my own.”

“Oh don't dribble on like a spewing drunkard! So what if you could? I'm not going to let you risk
your lifein battle when you' re the only thing I’ ve got in the world. Y ou know what’s wrong with you, my
sweet? You're like dl young riders—you think that deeth’s only for other men, not for you. Wdl, I've
given more than a few of those cocksure young lads their last drink of water and sat with them while they
died. Cursed if I'll risk having to do the same for you.”

His bluntness hit home. Jll looked down and began fiddling with the reinsin her hand.

“I know what's aching your heart,” he went on. “You think that | don’'t vdue your swordcraft. That's
not true. Y ou're good enough with the blade, but riding into a battle’ s a cursed different thing than playing
out amock combat to amuse alord in hishdl.”

“Well, true enough.” Jll looked up with afaint smile “Da, do you truly think I’'m good with a blade?’
“l do.”

The way she amiled in childlike ddight wrung his heart. It was & moments like these that Cullyn fdt an
ugy knowledge pressng at the edge of his mind, that maybe he loved his daughter far too wel. He
grabbed his horse' s reins from her.

“Don’'t go getting dl puffed up because | sad that,” he snapped. “You' ve got a cursed lot more to
learn.”



Leading the horse, he strode away to join Rhodry’s warband. Although he knew how badly he'd hurt
her, he refused to look back.

When the aamy headed south to meet the baggage train, Dregydd the merchant left them. JIl went
over to say farewd | to him, and he shook her hand vigoroudy for quite along time.

“My thanks to you, lass” he said. “And to your Da, too. And here's a bit more than thanks. | know
cursed wel you both saved my life”

Dregydd dipped her a amdl pouch, heavy with coin, then trotted off to get his caravan in order.
Rather than turning it over to her father, Jll kept the pouch. When this hire was over, they'd need the
coin, and Dawould only drink hdf of it away if she let him know that she had it.

When Jll fdl back into line at the rear of the army, she found hersdf next to Nevyn, who greeted her
too courteoudy for her to be able to just move away from him, as she rather wanted to do at fird. All the
dweomer around her was frightening in itsdlf; that she seemed to understand some of it indinctively was
tarifying. Yet much to her surprise, she found Nevyn pleasant company. In the bard songs,
dweomermen were supposed to be grim and slent, with dark, haunted eyes marked by strange lore and
granger workings. But here was Nevyn with his candid blue eyes and ready amile, dressed like a farmer
ina plain shirt and brown brigga instead of the long robes embroidered with peculiar Sgns and Sgils of
her fancies.

Since he'd seen even more of the kingdom than she had, they talked of ther various travels. As the
afternoon wore on, she found hersdf thinking of him as along-lost grandfather whom sheer bad luck had
kept her from meeting before.

“Tdl me somewhat, child,” Nevyn sad a one point. “Your faher seems an unusudly decent
man—the way he cared for you and dl. Do you know what drove him to take the Slver dagger?’

“l don't, and if | were you, I’d never ask him. But he took me with him because he loved my Mam so
much. She died when | was jugt alittle lass, you see, and at the time, | didn’'t understand at dl. Da just
rode in one day and off we went. But I’ ve been thinking about it. Da had a cursed lot of coin from a
noble lord's ransom, and | redized when | grew up that he was planing on setling down with
us—getting afarm, maybe, somewnhéat like that. And there he ridesin to find her dead. He was more than
helf med thet day.”

“So he mugt have been, the poor lad. Ye gods, that was a crud jest his Wyrd had on him, and on you
and your Mam, too.”

He spoke with a warm, sincere sympathy that took Jil by surprise. Somehow she'd aways thought
that people like a slver dagger and his bastard would be beneath the notice of a man who'd studied
drange magicks. And yet Nevyn was an herbman, too, who tended the poor folk. He made the
dweomer seem a humean thing, but there was no doubting that it was dweomer nonetheless, and for some
reason that she couldn’t put into words, she was terrified by the very thought.

Late in the afternoon the army met the baggage train, a sraggling long line of wooden carts, servants,
and spearmen, just about three miles from the sea-coast. Since the carts carried de, the men had a more
pleasant camp that night. On the morrow, Cullyn woke Jil early.

“You'd best get ready to ride, my sweet,” he said. “Lord Rhodry’s going to want that message on its
way.” “Wdl and good, Da, but | sill wish you' d—" When Cullyn raised his hand for a dap, JIl hed her
tongue. “Have agood ride,” he said. “And I'll see you when | do.” Cullyn walked away o fagt that she



knew that she wouldn't see him again before she rode. It was better that way; she hated saying farewel
to him before a war because speaking the words made them both aware that it might be the last farewdl
they ever said.

All that morning, as the army made its dow way east, Nevyn and Aderyn rode together at the rear
behind the carts and the servants. Although Rhodry had offered them a place of honor at the head of the
ling they had a dangerous sort of rear guard to keep. At any moment, they might have to tun their
horses out of line and dismount, because not even mighty masters of dweomer like they could assume a
ful trance on horseback without faling headlong into the road. No maiter what the bards dam, the
dweomer hasitslimits

“I'm cursed grateful you'd come dong,” Aderyn said. “By rights, thislittle job should be mine done.”

“Wel, you'll have to fight the last baitle without me, sure enough, but | haven't spent years brooding
over Rhodry like a hen with one egg just to have him killed by a pack of rebels. Here, do you think
Loddlaen will try to attack you directly?’

“l don’'t know what to think. That'swhy I'm so glad you're here”
When Nevyn turned in the saddle to look at him, he redlized that Aderyn was frightened.

“We ve never faced each other in combat,” Aderyn went on. “For dl | know he's stronger than me,
and I’ ve never tried to kill amaninmy life, while he' s dready murdered one. Ah by the hdls, it's not my
lifel fear for, but my work. It ig7't finished yet. | can't afford to waste dl that cursed time bang reborn
and growing up again. You know aswel as| do that without human dweomer on the border, theréll be
open war between man and df.”

“So | do. WA, I'm going to do my best to convince your successor that she should take up the
dweomer.”

“Andisthat our JII's Wyrd?’

“I'm not certain, of course, but I'm beginning to think so. First €l have to be firmly rooted in the
ways of her own kind. That's my task. And then? Well, the Lords of Light will give her omens when the
timeisripe”

“Jud s0. But that's along way away, and the Elcyion Lacar need me there now.”

“Wel, if worst comes to wordt, I'll ride west. There are others in the kingdom who can do my work
in Eldidd.”

“My thanks. You can’t know how much that eases my heart.”
“Good. But you're not dead yet, my friend. If we stay on guard, we'll keep you dive, sure enough.”

Near noon, one of the carts shattered a wheel—a common occurrence. Irritably Rhodry announced
that the army might as well have its midday rest while the carter made repairs. The men spread out dong
one of those tiny streams so common in the Eldidd meadowlands and unsaddled tharr horses to let them
roll, then clustered around the carts to get ther rations. Since neither Nevyn nor Aderyn ever ate more
then two spare meds a day, they had time for more important things. They turned ther horses over to a
servant and walked downstream until the noise and budtle of the army were far behind them.



“l want alook at things” Nevyn said.

“I'll admit thet it Il gladden my heart if you can scry him out,” Aderyn said with a wry amile “I haven't
done so much flyingin years, and my arms ache dl day long.”

Nevyn shuddered. Even though he' d seen Aderyn fly many a time over the past years, there was just
something about a shape-changer that creeped a man's flesh, even if that man had other dweomer
himsdf.

“Then you haven't been scrying him out on the etheric?” Nevyn said.
“I'm quite Smply afraid to meet him there until | test his strength some other way.”

“That's doubtless wise. W, I'll see what | can find out for you. | have the feding the young cub will
run like the hdls were opening under him if he comes face to face with me”

Nevyn lay down on his back in the grass and crossed his ams over his chest. Aderyn stood nearby,
ready to keep anyone from disurbing him. Nevyn dowed his bregthing, then closed his eyes. In his mind,
he pictured his body of light, a Smple manlike form made out of a bluish glow and joined to his solar
plexus with a dlver cord. He refined the form until it seemed solid, then imagined that he was looking out
of its eyes and transferred his consciousness over. He heard a sharp dlick, like a sword griking a shidd,
and fet his body drop away. He was indeed looking out of the Smulacrum’s eyes a his degping body
lying about ten feet below him. Nearby, Aderyn’s aura was a pulsng egg of soft golden light, his body
just visble within it.

Rud red with a vegetable aura, the meadowlands spread out under the shimmering blue light of the
etheric plane. The sream was a tdl val of dementd force, extending about fifty feet into the air, like a
slver waterfdl with no river above. Nevyn floated up higher, the siver cord paying out behind him, until
he was about a hundred yards away from his body. Upstream the aamy was a fiery glow of intermingled
auras, pulsng and svarming as the men walked around, a mix of many colors, but the predominant one
was the blood red of true killers. To Nevyn it was an ugly sght, but he'd be looking for another just like
it. He went up higher, then flew, gliding over the landscape below in the cold blue light.

As he headed north, the Wildfolk came to join him. Here on their true plane of existence, they had no
bodies at dl but were beautiful, shimmering nexuses of lines of colored light. At times they refracted out
into a pattern like the glimmer of abright star; a others, they shrank to a little core of consciousness. As
Nevyn's body of light carried his mind aong, the Wildfolk whedled around him like seegulls around a
ship. Asmuch as Nevyn loved them, they were aso a cursed nuisance. If Loddlaen happened to be up
on the etheric, he would see this army of lights coming from miles awvay. When Nevyn told them firmly to
depart, the Wildfolk fled. He had been accepted by ther kings, and they obeyed him like a grest lord.

After some time—as much as one can measure time on the etheric, anyway—Nevyn saw a glowing
dome of light in a meadow off to one Sde of his path. He checked his flight and drifted over to examine
it. The pale Slver dome covered fully an acre, and it was marked at the four cardind points and the zenith
by flaming pentagrams traced in different colors and set round with the dgils of the dements. It was
dtogether a showy and pretentious job of setting an astrd sedl. Under it, doubtless, lay Corbyn’s army,
and its presence told Nevyn just how afraid of Aderyn Loddlaen must be, to exert so much energy to
build himsdf a shelter. Nevyn drifted up until he hovered over the pentagram that shone with the pae
purple of the eement of Aethyr.

“In the name of the kings” Nevyn thought. “Allow me to pass by.”



Like a hatch cover on a ship, the pentagram lifted up to make a door in the dome. So much for
Loddlaen’s mighty magicks, Nevyn thought sourly, he might well be daft, at that. Sowly and cautioudy
Nevyn sank down through the door. Loddlaen might well have fdt his entry and be coming to meet him,
yet he saw nothing but the pulsng svarming red mass of the amy below. He dropped down close
enough to begin to sort out the shapes of the overlapped auras of men and horses, but it was impossble
to count them. Rhodry would have to be content with the information that Corbyn’s army was much the
same Sze as hisown.

As he drifted this way and that, Nevyn saw a par of men off by themsdves and floated over for a
better look. One aura was blood-red shot with darkness, and it pun unevenly around the body within. A
thin rope of gauzy light fastened it to the other, a shifting, pulsating mass of color that changed as Nevyn
watched from gold to sckly dlive green. Nevyn could easly guess that the red aura belonged to Corbyn,
ensorceled and bound to Loddlaen. Loddlaen’s aura changed again to mottled brown and gold, then
swelled only to contract suddenly. Ah ye gods, Nevyn thought, he's so far gone thet it's a mirade he can
work dweomer at dl! He watched for afew minutes more, but never did he see the black lines of stress
inthe aura, which would have indicated L oddlaen was working the dark dweomer.

Nevyn shot up through the door in the sed and closed it behind him, then flew back as fast as he
could, following the slver cord that inexorably led to his body. He was about hdfway dong when the
Wildfalk appeared, a frightened crowd, swdling, shining, and beating about him. He stopped his flight
and tried to understand what they were trying to tel him. Since they had no words, only waves of feding,
dl he could sort out was that something had frightened them while he was in the dome. He thanked them
for the warning—for warning it seemed to be— then went back on his way. At last he saw Aderyn's
clear golden aura and his own body, alump of dead-looking matter. Sowly he did down the slver cord
and hovered just above. All he had to do then was rdlax and let his mind fallow the pull of the flesh. He
dropped, heard another sharp click, and then he was looking out of his physca eyes a Aderyn, sanding
above him. Nevyn absorbed the body of light back into himsdf, dapped his hand thrice on the ground as
aggn that the operation was over, and sat up.

“Did you find hm?" Aderyn said.

“l did.” Nevyn hesitated, but there was no easy way to break the news. “You are right. Loddlaen is
med, stark raving mad.”

Aderyn wept, sobbing adoud like an df. Nevyn patted him on the shoulder and tried to think of
something comforting to say. There wasn't. Loddlaen, after dl, was Aderyn’s only son.

While he swilled a wooden cup of ae, Lord Corbyn looked at Loddlaen with dl the devotion of a
well-trained dog. Raven-haired, blue-eyed, Corbyn had once been a good-looking man, but now his
eyes were puffy and his cheeks mottled with fine red lines. Loddlaen hated him, but he was a necessary
tool, snce he had reasons of his own to want Rhodry Maglwaedd dead. The darkness voice had
promised Loddlaen that if Rhodry died, soon men and eves would kill each other dl down the border.
Loddlaen gloated over the promise like a jewd.

“As s00n as the men finish the noon med,” Corbyn was saying, “well be on our way and after him.
They'll be moving dower now that they have their supply train.”

Loddlaen started to reply, but the darkness swirled out of nowhere and enveloped his mind. It was
the firg time that it had come unbidden, and Loddlaen was terrified.

“Fear not,” came the slky voice. “I'm your friend, and I've come to warn you. Someone has been



Spying on you. Someone breached your astral sedl. Beware. Stay on guard.”
Then the voice and the darkness were gone, so fast that Corbyn gpparently had noticed nothing.
“Does that plan suit you, councillor?’ he said.

“It does.” Abruptly Loddlaen rose and shoved his hands into his brigga pockets to hide their shaking.
“I know | can dways trust you in metters of war.”

Without another word he stalked off, leaving Corbyn puzzled behind him, and waked to the edge of
the area covered by the astra dome. Y et he was too shaken to check his various sedls. For the fird time,
it occurred to him to wonder just who it was who spoke to himin the darkness.

Sitting packed in together, sanding dong the walls, drinking ae and taking in a sea roar of laughter
and jests, a hundred and eghty-seven men were crammed into Dun Cannobaen's greet hdl. Ffty of them
were the fort guard that Sigyn had left behind, but the rest rode for the three lords dtting with Lovyan at
the honor table—Edar, Comerr, and Gwryn. Lovyan had never doubted Edar’s loydty for a minute, but
she'd been pleasantly surprised when the other two had shown up a her gates. The servants bustled
around to clear away the food from the noon med and serve mead dl round. Edar, a blond beaky man in
his twenties, findly said doud what they’d dl been thinking.

“If Cenydd in't here by now, heign't joining the muster, and that goes for Dromyc and Gin van, t00.”

“Soit does,” Lovyan said. “Wel, Cinvan has the smalest warband in the rhan. Let him go over, for dl
| care”

The lords grinned and sdluted her with their goblets. Cara-doc ran to the table with a young siver
dagger in tow.

“Messages, my lady,” Caradoc blurted out. “From Lord Rhodry.”

The siver dagger kndt and drew the messages out of his shirt. As she took them, Lovyan noticed his
smooath face and wondered how one so young could have earned that cursed dagger.

“Cairo, take this lad over to the men and get hm some food,” she said. “Then fetch the scribe.”

Although Lovyan was perfectly capable of reading the message hersdlf, it would have hurt Grotyr's
fedings He snappily shook out the rolled parchment and cleared his throat severa times as the lords
leaned onto the table to listen. Rhodry described in terse detall the bettle at the ruined dun, then ordered
the reinforcements to ride northwest to meet him. He was making for alittle tributary of the Brog while he
tried to circle around Corbyn’s army.

With a clatter of chairs being shoved back and the jingle of swords a their sides, the lords rose to do
his bidding. Grotyr leaned down to whisper.

“A private note a the end, Your Grace,” he said. “From Nevyn.”
Lovyan snatched the parchment.

“My dear Lowa,” the note ran. “Although the Studtion is grave, | have cause for hope. Our dweomer
enamy is so daft that it's a marve he presents any threet at dl. Aderyn and | will keep Rhodry safe, I'll
wager. May | beg you for a boon? The siver dagger who rode this message is not the lad she seems, but



alass, and someone dear to me. Would you give her proper shelter? Y our humble servant, Nevyn.”

“Oh by the gods!” Lovyan laughed doud. “ Carro, run and fetch that dlver dagger to me. Tdl her to
bring her med and finish it here.”

“Her, Your Grace?’ the sartled page said.
“Jud that. | must be going blind or suchlike”

When JlI brought her trencher of bread and mest to the table, Lovyan could see that indeed, she was
femde and quite pretty at that. She introduced hersdf as Gilyan, the daughter of Cullyn of Cerrmor. For
dl that Lovyan knew little of matters of war, she recognized the siver dagger’s name.

“Wel, ign't thisinteresting?’ Lovyan said. “Have you known Nevyn long, child?’
“Only afew days, Your Grace, but truly, | never met aman | liked more, for dl his dweomer.”

“| fdt much the same, truly, when first we met. Now, finish your medl. After we see the warbands off,
well get you a bath and find you a chamber up in the women's quarters.”

When they came out to the ward, the riders were dready bringing their horses into ling, and the
carters were hitching ther teams to the carts. Every lord in the tierynrhyn owed Lovyan his fully
provisoned warband for forty days—and not one day more. Her heart was heavy as she wondered if
Corbyn would make the war drag on beyond that just so she would have to pay the lords to serve
longer. Sligyn, of course, would fight a his own expense for as long as necessary. She doubted the
others, even though they gathered around her with every show of respect.

“Until you join up with Rhodry, my lords,” Lovyan said, “Edar will be your cadvridoc.”

“My thanks for the honor, Your Grace,” Edar said with a bow. “I'll send a man back with a message
as soon as we' ve found them. Let’s hope it's quick.”

“Indeed. May the gods ride with you.”

Lovyan and Jll stood in the doorway of the broch and watched as the army dowly got itsdf into a line
of march and filed out the gates of the dun.

“If you' ve been riding with your father,” Lovyan said idly, “you must have seen this many atime”
“I have, Your Grace, and every time, I'm haf sick with fear, wondering if I'll see Daagan.”

Lovyan was suddenly struck by how terrifying it would be to be out on the roads with no family to
turn to if her father were dain. It gave her a sick feding. No matter what had happened to her husband,
she hersdf would aways have been safe, an important member of her vast clan. She caught JII's filthy
hand and squeezed it.

“Wel, here, child,” Lovyan said. “You've come to a safe place now. For Nevyn's sake done I'd
offer you my shelter, but I’d be a poor excuse for a noble-born woman if | couldn’t care for the orphan
of aman who wasinmy service. No matter what happens, you'll have a place in my retinue.”

JII started shaking, alittle tremor of her whole body.

“Your Grace is truly the most generous lord I've ever met,” JIl said. “If ever you have need of my



sword, thenit's at your disposa.”

It was such a masculine way of thanking someone that Lovyan nearly laughed, but suddenly an odd
coldness down her back stopped her, asif she'd been given an omen.

“Let’s pray things never come to that,” Lovyan said. “But you have my thanks.”
“So Corbyn’ s taking our bait?’ Rhodry said.

“Heis” Nevyn sad. “I found the army farther east than | expected. They’re angling round to follow
you, sure enough.”

“Splendid.” Rhodry glanced up a the sun—about three hours after noon. “What of the men from
Cannobaen?”’

“They're on the way. Aderyn can tdl your messenger exactly where to find them.”
“I'll detail a man straightaway. My thanks.”

After the messenger rode off, Rhodry led the army a bit farther east, then decided to make camp and
wait for the reinforcements, who, according to Aderyn, were riding fast and letting their provisions follow.
Rhodry fdt profoundly ungrateful, but he thought to himsdf thet dl this dweomer aid, as useful as it was,
was a cursed unsettling thing to have around you. The rest of the noble-born doubtless agreed. When just
a nigntfdl Edar rode in, he was swearing in amazement at the ease with which the messenger had found
the reinforcing army.

“At firg | thought it was some trick of Corbyn’'s,” Edar said. “But Comerr recognized your man.”

“Well, there's somewhat odd afoot,” Rhodry said. “Uh, come have somewhat to eat, and I'll tdl you
about it.”

Asthe noble-born sat around a campfire together and shared a med, Rhodry had the unpleasant job
of convincing giill more of hisdlies that the rumors of dweomer were true and twice true. With Sigyn on
hisside, the job was easier, because no one had ever seen Sigyn give in to the dightest touch of whimsy
and fancy. For along time they sat in Slence, the noble-bom as cowed as their men. Rhodry wondered
why none of them—and he induded himsdf in this—were comforted by the knowledge that they had
dweomer on ther side. Findly he redized thet they dl fdt inggnificant, mere playing stones on a game
board of the dweomer’s choosing. For weeks Rhodry had thought of himsdf as the focus of the rebdlion
and his death asits god. Now he was only alittle pebble, set down as one amdl move in a war between
Aderyn and Loddlaen.

That night, long after the other lords had gone to ther tents, Rhodry walked down to the banks of the
gream. In the light from the stars and the waning moon, he could see quite wel, an odd tdent that he'd
hed since childhood but kept drictly to himsdf. Out in the meadow surrounding the deeping camp,
guards prowled back and forth on watch. The stream itsdf ran slver, flecked with foam as it chuckled
over the rocks. All day Rhodry had been troubled by a premonition, and now it dung to him with cold
ams. Something was going to happen to him, something important and irrevocable—and for a warrior,
there was only one thing that something could be. He didn’t want to die. It seemed cursed unfar that he
was going to die, when dl his death would mean was that Loddlaen had jumped one of Aderyn’s stones
and taken it off the board.

When he heard someone moving behind him, he swirled, his sword hdf drawn, but it was only Cullyn,



sumbling a bit in the darkness.

“I just wondered who was out here, my lord,” Cullyn said. “It's my turn on watch, you see. Is
somewhat wrong?’

“Naught. | was just thinking of Carnoic. Ever play that game, siver dagger?’
“Oh, every now and then, my lord. There's not a cursed lot of chdlengeinit.”

“You think so, do you? Well, then, when this war’s over, well have to st down and play, and you
can teach me what you know.”

Cullyn amiled briefly, asif he was wondering if they’d live to St down to a board together. Rhodry fdt
the premonition again as a clench of his ssomach. Something irrevocable was about to happen, something
that had guided hiswhole life here, to this moment and to Cullyn of Cerrmor.

“I"d best get back to my post, my lord,” Cullyn said.
“So you'd better. Here, Cullyn, tomorrow on the line of march, you come ride beside me”
“What? Here, that's too big an honor for a dishonored man like me.”

“By the hdlls, it's not! Have any of the noble-born made me an offer to gick close to me in the
fighting? Y ou ride with me, and you eat with me, too.”

It was |ater that same night that Nevyn fdt the dweomer-warning, a cold, dammy prickling down his
back that brought him suddenly and completely awake. Hisfirgt thought was that Corbyn might be riding
to make a night strike on the camp, and he crossed his ams over his chest and went into a trance in
order to do alittle scouting. In the body of light he soared up high over the camp, dimly glowing from the
indrawn auras of the degping men. Above him in the dark blue light of night on the etheric, the ars
blazed, great slver orbs of pure energy. He could see far, but nothing moved in meadow or woodland
except afew deer, off on the horizon.

If the danger wasn't from Corbyn, it might well be from Loddlaen. Nevyn turned his attention to the
etheric itsdf and saw, far above him, atiny figure like a Slver flame. From taking with Aderyn, Nevyn
knew that Loddlaen had been trained to assume an dven-gyle body of light—one slver flane as
opposed to a human-shaped form. With a grim little smile, Nevyn darted up fast, but the flame shape
fled, rushing away through eddying currents of the blue light. Nevyn might have caught him, but he saw a
more curious prize. Shadowing Loddlaen at along distance was one of the Wildfolk, a peculiarly bent
nexus of dark lines and dim glow. Nevyn summoned the light and made a slver net, woven of the
madlesble etheric substance, then swooped to the Sde after the creature.

In an exhdation of terror it fled from him, but Nevyn cdled upon his own Wildfolk, who swarmed
around it, joustling it, shoving it back, thrudting it findly out of the swarm where he could net it eadly.
Swdling, flashing, it struggled againg the lines of force, but the net held, and he hauled it in like a fish.
Now came the trick. With the gruggling Wildfalk firmly in hand, Nevyn floated back to his body. He
hovered above it, fought the pull of the flesh, stayed fully conscious as he dipped back in. The fight was
painful; rather than merdly lgpsing back into norma consciousness, he fdt the meding in every bone and
vean as he took up residence in his body again. Yet in spite of the pain he kept the etheric net tight and
brought, a last, the captured Wildfolk back with him.

Nevyn sat up and found a very peculiar prize indeed sruggling in his hands. On the physicd plane it



was a gnome of sorts, but even more deformed and ugly than usual—twisted, shrunken shoulders, stubby
legs, enormous hands, and a snarling warty face with tiny eyes and long fangs.

“Someone's shaped you, hasn't he?” Nevyn sad to it. “Someone's worked some strange magick
indeed upon you.”

Paralyzed with terror, the gnome went limp in his hands. Nevyn let his feding flow out to it, a deep
pity, a sympathy, in fact, akind of love for this creature deformed againgt itswill. When he released it, the
gnome threw itsdf againg his chest.

“You're safe now,” Nevyn said. “You'll never have to go back to your master again. Was your
mester Loddlaen?’

Tarified again, the gnome looked up and shook its head in a no.

“Indeed? Nevyn whispered. “How cursed intereting. Come with me, little brother. I'm going to
summon your king here, on this plane. | think it might be safer dl round.”

With the gnome riding on his shoulder, Nevyn left the degping camp and went a good ways away,
where he could St down and work in private. In his mind he built up a flaming pentagram of blue light,
then pushed the image out until it seemed to stand in front of him, a glowing star some sx feet high. The
gnome saw it, too, and stood trandfixed as Nevyn dowly chanted the secret names of the King of the
Eement of Earth. The space indde the star changed into a siver swirl of pae light, light of the sort that
never shone on land or sea, and in that light appeared afigure, vagudy even, yet glowing so brightly that
itsform was hard to discern.

“One of my kind has tormented this little brother,” Nevyn said doud. “Will you take it into your
charge?’

The voice came back only within hismind.
“I will, and my thanks, Master of the Ffth of Us, Master of the Aethyr.”

When the figure held out pale glowing hands, the gnome ran to it and threw itsdf into the sanctuary of
the King. The dlver light disappeared; there was only the blue star, which Nevyn methodicaly banished.
He stood up and stamped thrice on the ground to end the working.

“Asour Cullyn would say,” Nevyn remarked to the night wind. “Oh horsedung and a pile of it!”

Nevyn hurried back to camp to wake Aderyn. He knew that only a master of dark dweomer could
have deformed the gnomein that particular way. This dark master wasin for a shock, too, when his little
messenger never returned. The question was, Why was the dark dweomer spying on Loddlaen?

On the morrow, Rhodry made sure that Cullyn rode next to him, even though Peredyr and Daumyr
both made nasty remarks about slver daggers. They set out, angling toward the northeast, and in a mile
or two reached the settled farmlands of Eldidd. The roads and lanes rambled between fenced fidds,
farmgteads, pastures, and dretches of open meadow and woods, dl jumbled together with no true
pattern. Since there was no law that made farmers will dl their holdings to only their eldest son, the land
got cut up into a patchwork that made any kind of sraight trave difficult. At noon, they stopped to rest
on agrip of unused land between triangular fields of cabbages and turnips.

While Cullyn and Rhodry were sharing a chunk of sat mest to go with their soda bread, Aderyn



trotted over, looking grim.

“Corbyn’s amy is turning south, lord cadvridoc,” the dweo-merman said. “They've stopped only
about three miles away.”

“Wdl and good,” Rhodry said. “Then they’re as Sck of this cursed game of carnoic as | am.”

Rhodry tossed the chunk of mesat to Cullyn, then rose, panfully aware that dl the lords were looking
a him for their orders.

“WE re leaving the baggage train under the guard of the spearmen,” Rhodry said. “The rest of us will
am and ride to meet them. If the bastards want a chance a me so cursed badly, then let’s give it to
them.”

They cheered hm and what they saw as his courage, never knowing tha Rhodry had the smple
desire to get dying over with—unless, perhaps, Cullyn guessed how he fdt, because the slver dagger
merdy looked distracted, asif his thoughts were far away.

Thanks to Aderyn’s detailed report, Rhodry knew exactly where to draw up the army. Corbyn was
marching his men down the road as draight as he could; it was not the Deverry way to hedge and
maneuver for position once a battle was unavoidable. A mile north, the road crossed a big cow pasture.
As the amy clattered aong, frightened farmers stared a them from the fidds or ran away from the
roadside. When the marchers reached the pasture, there wasn't a cow in Sght. From long experience,
the peasantry knew something about the art of war.

Rhodry drew up his men in a sngle line, a crescent with the embrace facing the road. He persondly
rode down the line and disposed the various warbands. For dl that Rhodry was young, he'd been riding
to battles Snce he was fourteen, and his father and undes had trained him ruthlesdy for war. When he
came to the left flank, he found the two Westfolk there, wearing salvaged mal and carrying short bows
that they hdd crosswise. Their horses had no bridles.

“S0,” Rhodry said. “You know how to ridein afight aswel as stand and shoot, do you?’

“Oh, in truth,” Caonderid said with a grin. “These are just hunting bows. It'll be intereting to see
how they do as weapons of war.”

“What?" Rhodry snapped. “Here, if you've never ridden in this kind of a scrap before, there's no
dishonor in staying out of it.”

“Thereis. Dishonor and twice dishonor. | want vengeance for my daughtered friend.”
Jennantar nodded in agreement, his mouth set.
“Then may the gods of your people protect you,” Rhodry said. “And | admire your guts”

Rhodry trotted back and took up his postion in the center of the ling, with Cullyn on his left and
Caenrydd on his right. By the honor of the thing, Corbyn would be at the head of the charging wedge
when the attack came, and the two cadvridogion would close with each other while their men turned into
amob dl round. Except for the occasond stamp of a horse and ajingle of tack, the waiting linefdl slent,
each man wrapped in his own thoughts. Now that his Wyrd was coming to meet him, Rhodry fdt
perfectly cdm, except that he d never seen such a beautiful afternoon. Every blade of grass in the
meadow seemed preter-naturadly green, and the sunlight preternaturaly golden. Some didant trees



looked like green velvet againg the sapphire sky. It seemed a pity to leave dl tha behind for the
shadowy Other-lands. Then, far down the road, he saw a plume of dust. He bent down and drew a
javein from the sheath under hisright leg.

“Here they come,” Rhodry cdled out’.

All down the line javein points winked in the sun as the men took on faith what they couldn’t yet see.
One lad time, shidlds were seitled, swords loosened in scabbards, as the horses danced, feding the
coming bettle in ther riders moods. The plume of dust came closer, swdled, like smoke from a fire
sweeping down the road. Rhodry forgot that he was sure he was going to die. He fet himsdf amiling as if
his face would split from it. As the battle fit took him over, it seemed that his body had turned as light as
ar.

About five hundred yards away, Corbyn’s army broke from the marching line and swirled around to
form a wedge for the charge. Rhodry chuckled as he saw the green and tan shidds of Corbyn’s warband
take the head. Soon he and the man who had rebelled againg his rule would face off in angle combat. As
for the re<t, there were over three hundred men out there, a nice fair fight. In anticipation, his own army
moved forward a pace or two, but it held its formation. Findly slver horns rang out among the enemy.
Howling out warcries, Corbyn’s men charged.

Closer, closer, with the dust pluming around them they came, dapping into the crescent. Rhodry rose
inthe irrups, threw his javein overhand into the mob, then drew his sword on the follow-through. The
line of darts arced up, winking as they fdl indiscriminaiely among Corbyn’s men, who answered with a
graght fling of ther own. Rhodry bounced one off his shield, then kicked his horse to a gdlop and
charged draght for the rider in the lead. Screaming warcries, his men surged forward, fdling from the
flanks to close a circle of desth.

Rhodry began to laugh, the bubbling choking bettle-laugh that he could never control on the fidd. He
heard himsdf howling like a madman as he closed with the lead rider. He ducked under a dumsy swing,
dashed in, getting a nick on his enemy’s arm, and then redized that he was facing an ordinary rider, not
Corbyn at dl. He threw up his sword in a parry and risked glancing around—no dgn of Corbyn, and he
was trapped. Men were pouring around him, mobbing for imin atight circle. Rhodry desperately swvung
his horse around and fdt a grazing blow bounce off the mal on his back as he charged draight for a
young rider. The lad gave ground; he was dmaost out—then more men closed the gap. Hislaugh rose to a
howl as he saw how nesetly his honor had trapped him; he'd falen for afase decoy like a waterfowl.

“Rhodry!” It was Cullyn’s voice, close at hand.

Rhodry sivung his horse around just as Cullyn cut through the cdlosing cirde and fdl into place beside
him, their horses nose to tail so they could guard each other’ s left.

“Parry!” Cullyn screamed at him. “Forget the killg”

Twiding in the saddle, ducking, parrying with shidd and sword both, Rhodry followed orders and
fought for hislife He fdt a blow graze his shoulder, twisted, and flung up his shidd againgt another. The
wood cracked. A blade flashed in toward his face; he caught it on his sword. For a moment the blades
hung locked; then someone dse struck him from the back, and Rhodry had to pull free. He flung up his
shidd just intime; it cracked again, alitting down the middle to the boss. Over his own laughter and the
battlecries around him, he heard his men screaming “To Rhodry! To Rhodry!” Suddenly the man sraight
ahead of himin the crush tried to pull his horse’s head around. The Can-nobaen warband was beginning
to fight through. Rhodry had no time to take the advantage. He parried a dash from the sde with his



sword, then twisted in the saddle to take another on his shidd. The crack ran together with the firgt one,
and hdf the shidd fdl away.

Rhodry howled like a banshee and went on parrying with hdf a shield. All at once, the horse to his
right screamed with that ghastly haf-human sound that horses make only in agony and reared draight up.
Asit came down, sumbling, Caenrydd killed its rider from behind. Amyr was right behind him, swinging
like afiend, and Rhodry’ s two men were through.

“My lord!” Cullyn yelled. “Follow me out!”

Rhodry swung his horse around as Caenrydd and Amyr fell in behind him, but he refused to follow
any man. He spurred his horse up beside Cullyn, ducked under a dash, and dashed back at the enemy
on hisright. The blow missed the fdlow’s dumsy parry and caught him on the ribs, making him grunt and
sway in the saddle. Rhodry dashed back from the other side and knocked the dazed rider off his horse
to fdl under the feet of a comrade’s horse beside him. When that horse reared, disrupting the mob on
one sde, Rhodry and his men could begin to move forward, cutting their way out of the mob a the same
time as the rest of the Cannobaen warband tried to cut its way in.

It was a dow thing, forcing their horses ahead by sheer will, leaning, dashing, dodging, dways griking
a the nearest enemy while Corbyn’s men tried to parry Cullyn and srike for Rhodry. The Slver dagger
fought dlently, looking utterly bored as he struck and parried with a terrifying ease, asif he were some
natura force, a sorm wind blowing among this screaming cursng mob.

They were dmost out when someone pushed in past Caenrydd in the rear and dashed Rhodry's
horse hard. With a scream, the gdding reared. Rhodry knew it would never come down dive; he dipped
his feet from the stirrups and threw the remains of his shidd as it fdl. He flung himsdf over his horse's
neck and rolled, but with cdm darity he knew tha he was doomed. A hoof kicked him in the middle of
the back, and for a moment he couldn’t breathe. All around him he heard screams and warcries; dl he
could see were the legs of horses. Grunting in pain, he pulled himsdf up to a kned and twisted out of the
way jud in time to avoid a kick to his head. He heard Cullyn screaming at someone to pull back, and
only then did he redlize that he was under the hooves of his own men's horses. Another kick came his
way and grazed his shoulder.

All & once hands grabbed him and pulled him to his feet. Rhodry twisted around and landed against
Cullyn's shoulder just as a terrified horse bucked up and nearly fdl on the pair of them. Cullyn dragged
Rhodry back just intime and shoved him againg the side of his horse.

“Can you mount?’ Cullyn yelled.

Gasping for breath, Rhodry hauled himsdf into the saddle. Ahead of him he saw his own men cutting
hard, driving the enemy back. The horse danced and shuddered, but Rhodry got it under control, then
kicked his feet free of the dtirrups to let Cullyn mount behind him. Cullyn put one long am around his
was and took the reins. Over the shouting, a Slver horn rang out a retreat. Rhodry’s firdt thought was
thet his Sde had logt the bettle; then he remembered that thistime, he was the cadvridoc and that the horn
hed to be Corbyn’'s. The enemies around them fdl back and fled as the battle press broke up.

“Caenrydd!” Rhodry howled. “ Sound the cdl to sand!”
Cullyn’s arm tightened dightly around hiswaist.
“My lord?’ Cullyn said. “Caenrydd's dead.”



For a moment Rhodry’s mind smply refused to understand what Cullyn meant.

“Rhodry.” Cullyn gave hm a shake. “Sound the cdl.” Rhodry drew the horn from his belt, but he
merdy hed it. Fndly Cullyn grabbed it from him and blew the sgnd to pull back. Rhodry wiped a
scatter of tears away on the back of his gauntlet. Only then did he redlize that he was doubled up with

pain.

“Two cursed inches to the right, and that kick would have broken his spine” Nevyn said. “Two
lower, and it would have hit his kidneys. Our cadvridoc here has aslver dagger’s luck.”

Cdlyn nodded his agreement. Stripped to the waist, Rhodry was lying on the tailgate of one of the
wagons, Nevyn's improvised surgery. A wedge shape of red and purple had aready swallen bigger than
an gpple on his back.

“I'm just surprised that hisribs aren’t broken.”
“Soam|,” Nevyn sad.

Rhodry turned his head to look a them. Up by his shoulders and down dong his ams were more
bruises and smdl cuts, where sword blows had driven his mal through his shirt and into his skin in a
blurry pattern of rings. It was odd, Cullyn dways thought, that while bards sang of warriors dicing each
other into shreds, you generdly killed a man by beating him to desth with your sword.

“l don't need to be fussed over like an old woman,” Rhodry snapped. “You should be tending the
men worse off than me”

“Nonsense” Nevyn snapped. “There are three chirurgeons with this army, and Aderyn as wel, who's
as good with his herbs as | am. Besides, the battle was only bloody in the fighting around you, my lord.”

Cullyn whistled sharply under his bregth, because he hadn’t redized that. Nevyn rummaged through
the packets of herbs laid ready on the wagon bed, dumped one into a mortar, and added some water
from the kettle that hung nearby on a tripod over asrdl fire.

“I'll make a poultice for that bruise” Nevyn said. “You won't be able to ride unless we can get the
swdling down. What about you, silver dagger? Do you need my aid?’

“I don't, my thanks. Those young cubs of Corbyn’s can't fight worth the fart of a two-copper pig.”

“Cursed modest, aren’'t you?” Rhodry said. “Don't ligen to him, Nevyn. Without him, 1I’d be dead,
and | know it

Nevyn looked up sharply and stared into Cullyn’'s eyes. Cul-lyn fdt as if the stare were searing his
soul like hot iron, making him remember some old guilt or shame, a memory that faded as soon as he
tried to capture it.

“Then it's afine thing you' ve done today, Cullyn of Cerrmor,” Nevyn said softly. “We ll see if Rhodry
can repay the debt he owes you.”

“I don’'t want payment,” Cullyn snarled. “1 know I’'m naught but a siver dagger, but | didn't ride into
that mob for coin.”

“Thet's not what | meant at dl.”



With a toss of his head, Cullyn strode away. Whether the old man was dweomer or not, cursed if
he'd let im mock him.

The amy was tling in around the baggage train. Cullyn was heading toward his horse to rub it
down when Lord Sigyn caught up with him. His lordship’s mal was spattered with some other man's
blood, and his mustaches were limp with swest.

“l saw you pull Rhodry out of that stampede,” Sigyn said. “My thanks, siver dagger.”
“None needed, my lord. | promised him I’d guard him.”

“Hah! Many an honor-sworn rider forgets his oath when it comes to disnounting in the middle of a
mob. By the asses of the gods, man, you've got a cursed sght more honor than that piss-poor Corbyn.”
Sigyn's voice rose to a bellow. “You saw what happened. The coward! A base-born bastard's trick,
decoying Rhodry out there Like that! The dishonor of the thing! Thank every god that you saw what was

happening intime”
“Not exactly, my lord. | was expecting somewhat like that.”
Sigyn's mouth went dack in dishelief.

“A lord who'd daughter a merchant caravan to trap an enemy is a lord without honor,” Cullyn said.
“So when Rhodry charged, | was right behind him.”

When, at the dinner hour, the lords met for a council of war, Cullyn was invited by Peredyr himsdf to
join them. Although by then Rhodry could walk and st up, abeit with difficulty, Cullyn knew that he'd be
as diff as a sword on the morrow. Both Cullyn and Rhodry listened with rigng fury as the other lords
described the battle. None of them had been mobbed or even serioudy threatened; they’d merdy been
blocked from riding to help Rhodry.

“What gripes my very soul,” Rhodry said, “isthe way | never even saw Corbyn on the fidd. The little
coward!”

“Waan't cowardice,” Peredyr sad. “He doesn't want to be the man who persondly kills the
gwerbret’s brother and the tieryn’s son. Thisway, if the time came to sue for peace, he could blame your
degth on the fortunes of war.”

“And that’s what he's after, curse him and his bdls both,” Sigyn broke in. “Hell hammer at us until
someone kills the cadvridoc, and then hell place his suit.”

“If I may speak, my lords?” Cullyn said. “Then there's only one thing to do—kill Corbyn before he
has a chance to sue for anything.”

“Cursed right!” Sigyn snarled. “When you see a dog foaming at the mouth, you don’'t cdl the cursed
kenndman. Y ou cut its head off.”

They drew close together to lay their plan. In the next battle, the lords would ride as a unit, with
Rhodry safdy in the middle and Cullyn and Sigyn at the head. Their best men would be around them to
hold off the enemy while they coursed the field and found Corbyn.

“And | wager well find him at the rear,” Edar said. “I’'m going to tdl my men to fight for blood, when
it comes to facing Corbyn’s dlies. No more of this dancing dl around us while they parry. It's time they



saw what kind of aman they’ve dlied themsdves with.”
Sigyn stood up with a grim little laugh.
“I'm going to go tak to my captain,” he said. “1 suggest the rest of you do the same.”

When the lords dispersed, Rhodry kept Cullyn a his Sde and had his manservant bring both of them
meed in wooden cups. For awhile Rhodry was slent, downing the mead in big gulps as he stared at the
fire

“Lord cadvridoc?’ Cullyn said. “It's no dishonor to have a bodyguard when someon€'s trying to
murder you.”

“Ah, it's not that that aches my heart.” Rhodry paused for another gulp of mead. “I was thinking of
Caenrydd. Amyr told me that Caenno ordered him forward and took the rear by himsdf. He knew what
that meant.”

“So he did. He pledged to die for you, and he kept hisword.”

“But by the hdld” Rhodry turned to him, and there were tears gligening in the lad’'s eyes. “Don’'t you
see that’ s the wordt of it? Here, I’ ve never ridden at the head of a warband before. Oh, I’ ve dways been
Lord Rhodry, but no more than my father's captain, or Rhys's extra man. In dl the battles | ever rode,
no one was dying for my cursed sake. | expected to die someday for someone s2's”

“I've never met another noble-born man who troubled his heart about such things”

“Then curse them dl! By the hdls why did my uncle have to go and get himsdf killed? | don't want
his demesne”

“I’'ve no doubt his lordship will fed a good bit differently about that in the morning.”

“Oh, no doubt.” Rhodry stared moodily into his cup. “I’d be cursed and twice cursed before I'd let
Rhys have it, anyway.”

“Here, I've got no right to be asking you this, but is your brother as bad aman as dl that?’

“He s not about anything but me. Oh, he's just, generous, and brave—everything a cursed noble-born
men is supposed to be, except when it comes to a matter of my affairs. Cursed if | know why he's
adways hated me so much.”

Cullyn heard as much hurt as anger inthe lad' s voice.

“Wel, my lord,” Cullyn said. “My elder brother was much the same to me. HE'd give me a good cuff
whenever he could get away with it, and it didn't sweeten his temper to have Mam take my sde dl the
time”

“By the hdls” Rhodry looked up with an oddly embarrassed amile. “Of course you had a clan, didn’t
you? Here I’ ve been thinking of you as somewheét like the wind and the rain, dways there, wandering the

kingdom.”

“Nothing of the sort.” Cullyn had a cautious dp of mead. “My father was a shipwright down in
Cerrmor, and a drunken bastard he was, too. | had to dodge him as much as | dodged my brother’s



figs, truly. And when he findly did us dl a favor and drank himsdf to death, the priests of Bd got my
mother a placein the gwerbret’s kitchen. | cursed wdl grew up in that dun.”

“And isthat where you learned to fight?’

“It is. The cgptain of the warband took pity on the greasy scullery lad who was dways playing with
dticks and cdling them swords.” Cullyn washed away hisriang feding of shame with the mead. “He was
agood man, and then | had to break hisfathin me”

Rhodry was ligening with a fascinated curiogty. Cullyn set the empty cup down and rose.
“It'slate, lord cadvridoc. If | may speak o fredy, we' d best get oursaves to bed.”
He walked away before Rhodry could cal him back.

Even for a Deverry man, Lord Nowec was tdl, Sx and a hdf feet of solid muscle and broad bones.
That night, he was an angry man, too, sanding with his ams crossed over his chest and glowering as
Corbyn and the rest of the dlies lad their plan. Loddlaen kept a careful eye on him. Findly the lord
stepped forward with an oath that was dmost a growl.

“l don't like this” Nowec snarled. “I'm sck to my heart of dl this cursed dishonor. That ruse this
morning is enough.”

All the others turned to look at him with a flash of guilt in their eyes.
“Do wefight like men,” Nowec went on, “or do we fight like stinking rabble?’

“Oh now here” Lord Cenydd stepped forward, a paunchy man with thick gray mustaches. “Which is
more dishonorable— to use the wits the gods gave us, or to kill noble-born men when we don't even
have a feud going with them?’

“True spoken,” Corbyn said. “Our quarrd’s with Rhodry and no one else”

“Fig'sbdld” Nowec spat out. “You're arad of the gwerbret intervening and naught else. | don't like
it, | tel you, snesking around like a pack of stray dogs cregping up on atownsman's dop heap.”

The younger lords were wavering, ung by Nowec's words, and Corbyn and Cenydd were ungble to
look himin the face. Loddlaen decided thet it was time to take a hand in this. He sent out a line of force
from his aura and used it to dgp Nowec's aura, just as a child uses a whip to spin a top. The lord
staggered dightly, and his eyes turned glazed.

“But my lord,” Loddlaen said in a soothing sort of voice. “If we drag out the war, we could kill Sigyn
or Peredyr by mistake. That would be a grievous thing.”

“So it would.” His anger quite gone, Nowec spoke dowly. “I agree, councillor. The plan’'s a good
Or’e_”

“Then no one has any objections?” Corbyn got in quickly. “Splendid. Go give your captains ther
orders.”

Asthe coundll of war broke up, Loddlaen dipped away before Corbyn noticed. He couldn’t bear the
thought of gtting and drinking with his sinking lordship. As he walked through the camp, he noticed the



men glancing Sdewise at him and furtively crossing ther fingers to ward off witchcraft. They were afrad
of him, the mangey dogs, as wdl they might be—let them cower before Loddlaen the Mighty, Master of
the Powers of Air! At the edge of the camp, he paused, debating. As badly as he wanted to get away
from the amy for a little while, he was quite Imply afraid to go out done with Aderyn so close by.
FHndly he went to histent, ordered his manservant out, and lay down fully dressed on his blankets.

Noise filtered in, men laughing and taking as they drolled by, swords danking at their sdes. Once,
Loddlaen’ s trained mind had been capable of shutting such distractions out; now, they drove him to rage.
Figts clenched at his Side, jaw tight, he lay shaking, trying to close down his senses and let deep come as
he had once known how to do. He did not want to summon the darkness. All a once, he was afraid of it,
arad of the voice that would pour into hismind as smoaothly as ail.

Yet, inthe end, it came to him. He saw it firgt as a tiny black point in his mind; then it began to swell.
He fought it, tried to fill his mind with light, tried to banish the dark with ritud gesture and curse, but
inexorably it grew, billowed, until he seemed to stand in a vast darkness, and the voice spoke to him,

gently, patiently.

“Why do you fear me, you of dl dweomer-masters, Loddlaen the Mighty? All | want to do is aid you,
to be your friend and dly. | came to sorrow with you, that so clever a plan went astray. You dmost
trapped Rhodry today.”

“Who are you?’

“A friend and naught more. | have information for you. That Slver dagger is the key to everything.
You have to kill m before you can kill Rhodry. I've been meditating and doing deep workings, my
friend, and I’ ve seen that the forces of Wyrd are a work here”

“Wdl and good, but who are you?’

The voice chuckled once. The blackness was gone. Loddlaen lay there sweeting for a moment and
blessed what he had just cursed—the norma human noise of the amy around him. Then he got up and
left the tent to find Corbyn’s captain. He wanted to give him some specid orders about this wretched
slver dagger.

Cdlyn came awake suddenly to find Sigyn hunkering down next to him. The whed of the Stars
showed thet it was close to dawn.

“Old Nevyn just woke me” Sigyn said. “Corbyn’s army is getting ready to ride. Those dishonorable
scum are going to make a dawn strike on us”

“Oh, are they now? Wdll, then, my lord, we' d best pull atrick of our own.”

When Cullyn explained, Sigyn roared with laughter and woke up hdf the camp. The provison carts
were dready drawn up in a circle some hundred yards from camp with the horses in their midgt. Haf the
men readied the horses while the others arranged saddlebags and gear under blankets to look like
degping men. Then the armed and ready warband hid in the circle of carts, each man crouched beside his
horse. To the rear huddled the servants and suchlike; up in front stood the spearmen, ready to fill the gap
inthe circle once the horsemen rode out.

Cullyn took his place beside Sigyn just as the sky was lightening to a gray like mol€'s fur. In the chilly
dawn, the amy trotted closer and closer across the wide meadow. The news whispered through
Rhodry’ s men—get ready to mount and ride.



At the far end of the meadow, Corbyn’s amy drew up, paused for a moment, then began to sort itsdf
out into along line for the charge. Cullyn began to wonder if they would see through his ruse; if the camp
truly was adeep, by now someone would have been wakened by the noise of the distant jingling of tack.
Wadking their horses, the army came on, then broke into a trot, on and on—and suddenly they were
gdloping, charging to the sound of horns and warcries draght for what they thought was the deeping
camp. Their javelins sped ahead of them into the fake bodies on the ground.

“Now!” Rhodry screamed.

There was an awkward shoving scramble in the narrow space as the warband swung itsdf into the
saddle. Shrieking at the top of hislungs, Sigyn led out the squad of lords, and their men surged out after
them in ranks of four abreast. Out ahead, the sartled enemies were curang as they tried to check the
momentum of their charge and whed to face this unexpected attack. As they gdloped, Rhodry’s amy
sent their javeins on ahead of them. Horses reared and men swore as Corbyn's line turned into a
disorganized mob.

“For Corbyn!” Cullyn ydled, and he glanced back to make sure that Rhodry was safdy in the midst
of the squad.

Sigyn whedled his unit dong the battle's edge just as the man armies hit. Horses dodged and reared
as the two lines passed through each other like the fingers of one hand woven through those of the other.
The riders turned them and swung back to break off into Sngle combats or the occasiond dot of fighting.
Cullyn stayed close to Sigyn as the lord led his squad around the fidd. Suddenly Sigyn howled in
triumph and kicked his horse to a galop. Taken by surprise, Cullyn fdl a little behind as the lord charged
for his prey—a lord with a green and tan blazon on his shidd. Cullyn heard Rhodry’s crazed berserker
laugh sweep by him as the unit charged after Sigyn.

Riding hard, Cullyn galloped after them, but aman on a black cut him off, coming draight for him. As
Cullyn whedled his horse, he got a glimpse of pouchy eyes and a dark-stubbled chin under the enemy’s
hdm. They swung, parried, trading blow for blow while he cursed and yelled and Cullyn stayed dead
dlent, flicking away the enemy’s sword with his own until in frustration the men tried a hard sde swing
that left his right unguarded. Cullyn caught the strike on his shidd and dashed in to catch him solidly on
the right arm. Blood welled through his mal as the bone snapped. Grunting in pain, he dropped the
sword and tried to turn his horse. Cullyn let him go. He wanted Corbyn.

Ahead, Sigyn's squad was mobbing around Corbyn and some of Corbyn’s men, fighting ably to
defend their lord. Cullyn urged his horse forward just as a fresh squad of green-and-tans galloped up.

“My lord Sigyn!” Cullyn yelled. “The flank!”

But the enemy was riding for him, not for Sigyn. Cullyn wrenched his horse around to meet the enemy
charge just as they swarmed around and enveloped him from dl sides.

“Thedlver dagger! Get him!”

Cullyn had no time to wonder why they were mobbing a slver dagger as if he were a noble lord. A
blow cracked him across the left shoulder from the flank as the mean in front of him angled for a stab.
Cullyn parried it bardly in time and twisted away, dashing out at the man pushing in from his right. They
could get four on him a once, and dl he could do was twig and duck and dash back and forth. He
caught a gtrike on his shidd that cracked the wood; then he fdt a stab like fire on his left Sde. Over the
screaming battle noise he heard Rhodry’ s laugh, coming closer.



Gagping with pain, Cullyn killed the man in front of him with a dash to the throat that collgpsed his
windpipe and knocked him off his horse, but there was another enemy waiting to take his place. A hard
blow made fire run down Cullyn’s left arm. He twisted in the saddle and tried to parry, but the shidd
dragged his broken arm down. With a curse he let it fal and twisted back to fend a blow from the right.
Rhodry’ s laugh sounded louder, but ill too far away.

Suddenly the men at Cullyn’s Ieft flank screamed, and his horse reared to fdl dead. Something sped
through the air past Cullyn’'s face. The arrow pierced the mail on the enemy at his right with a gout of
blood. The man tried to turn his horse, but another arrow caught him in the back, and he went down with
acry. Themob pedled off and tried to flee, but they turned straight into Rhodry’s men charging to meet
them. In the lagt clear moment eft to him, Cullyn saw Jennantar riding up with a curved bow in his hands.
Cullyn dropped his sword and tried to hold on to the saddle peak, but his gauntlets were dippery with his
own blood. He stared at them in amazement as darkness came out of nowhere, and he fdl, diding over
his horse's neck.

It seemed that he was trying to swim to the surface of a deep blue river. Every now and then, he drew
close; he could see light ahead and hear what sounded like Nevyn's voice, but every time, a vast eddying
billow would sweep him back down where he would choke, drowning in the blue. All at once, he heard a
voice, mocking him, a smooth little voice that poured into his mind like ail. It seemed that the voice was
coming closer out of the billowing blue suff around him. Then he saw a glowing slver cord that stretched
from his oddly unsubgtantid body down to—somewhere. He didn’'t know where it went. Another wave
enveloped him in a shifting snking blueness. The voice poured over him again, taunting, mocking him for
adead man.

Suddenly he saw Nevyn—or a pae blue image of him—it was hard to tdl which, but the old man was
griding to meet him, and as he came, he was chanting in some peculiar language. The blue river seemed
to dow, to hold steady, and then Nevyn caught his hand.

All & once, Cullyn was awake, and Nevyn was leaning over him in the sunlight. In spite of his
warrior’ swill, he moaned doud from his pain. When he tried to move, the olints on his left am clattered
on the wagon bed.

“Easy, my friend,” Nevyn said. “Lie ill.”
“Weter?”

Someone dipped an am under his head and raised it, then held a cup of water to hislips He gulped it
down.

“Want more?’” Rhodry said.

“l do.”

Rhodry helped him drink another cupful, then wiped his face with a wet rag.

“| tried to reach you intime” the lad said. “Please believe me—I tried to reach you.”
“I know.” Cullyn was puzzled by his urgency. “What of Corbyn?’

“Escaped. Don't let that trouble you now.”

The sunny sky circled and swooped around him. He fdl back into the darkness, but this time, it was



only adeep.

While servants carried Cullyn away and laid another wounded man on the wagon bed, Nevyn washed
his bloody handsin a bucket of water. Only he knew how hard he'd had to fight to save Cullyn's life he
was rather amazed at himsdlf, that he'd actudly been able to go into a trance and stay standing up. A little
green sprite crouched on the ground and solemnly watched as he dried his hands on a clean trip of cloth.
Nevyn risked whispering to her.

“You were right to warn me. My thanks to you and your friends”

The sprite grinned, showing blue pointed teeth, then vanished. If the Wildfolk hadn't warned him,
Nevyn might never have redized that someone was up on the higher planes, trying to drive Cullyn's
etheric double away from his body and then snap the dlver cord that bound him to life. Someone. Not
Lodd-laen, but someone who stank of dark things, someone who was standing behind him or perhaps
even hiding behind him.

“You overreached yoursdf badly, my nasty little friend,” Nevyn said. “Now | know you're there, and
I'll recognize you when we meet again.”

Jugt before dawn JIl woke, tossed irritably in bed for a while, then got up and dressed. When she
came down to the greeat hdl, the servants were yawning as they took the sods off the fire and fanned the
codsto life Lady Lovyan was dready seated at the head of the honor table. When JIl made her a bow,
Lovyan waved her over to St beside her.

“So, child,” Lovyan said. “You had trouble deeping, too?” “I did, Your Grace. | usudly do when
Da s off towar.” A servant hurried over with bowls of geaming barley porridge and butter. While Jil and
Lovyan ate, the men on fortguard began trickling in in twos and threes, yavning and chivying the servant
lasses. One of them must have tripped or suchlike, because from behind her JIl heard the clatter and ring
of a scabbard driking againg a table. She started to turn around to look, but the noise rang out again and
agan, like a bel taling, louder, ever louder until she heard a bettle raging, the clash and dang of sword
on shield, the whinneying of horses, men screaming and cursing. She heard her own voice, too, babbling
of what she saw as indeed she did see it, spread out below her in the meadow, asif she hovered over the
battle like a gull on the wind. Rhodry was trying to force his way into a mob around one rider, and he
was howling with laughter, utterly berserk as he swung and parried with a blood-running sword. The man
ingde the mob could bardly swing; he turned desperately in the saddle. Cullyn. Jll heard her voice rise to
adhriek and sob as Jennantar’ s arrows sped past her father and one by one, began to bring his enemies
down. At last Rhodry was through, legping off his horse in time to catch Cullyn as he fdl and the battle
noise faded away into the sound of her own sobs and Lovyan's frightened voice, barking orders to the
servants. Jll looked up draight into Lovyan's face and redized that her ladyship had her ams tightly
around her. Leaning over was Dwgyn, captain of the fortguard.

“Your Grace” he burst out. “What—"
“Dweomer, you dolt!” Lovyan said. “What ese could it be, and her afriend of Nevyn's and dl?’

JII's tears stopped, wiped away by the icy redization that Lovyan was spesking the truth. She fet
hersdf shaking like an aspen in the wind as a servant ran over with a bit of elderberry wine. Lovyan
forced her to drink it.

“Jll,” she said gently. “Is your father dead?’

“He s not, but he sas closeto it as he can be. Your Grace, please, | beg you, I've got to ride to him.



What if he dies, and I’ ve never gotten to say farewd|?’
“Wdl, here, my heart aches for you, but you'll never be adle to find the army.”
“Won't 1, Your Grace?’
Lovyan shuddered.

“Beddes” Jll went on, “that battle was cursed hard-fought. Lord Rhodry’s going to need as many
men of the fortguard as you can send him. | know | can lead them draight there, | truly do know it.
They’re only some twenty miles away. Please, Your Grace.”

Lovyan sighed and stood up from the bench, then ran shaking hands through her hair.
“Done, then,” she said at last. “Dwgyn, get thirty men ready to ride straightaway.”

As Jll ran up to her chamber to get her gear, she was curang her Wyrd, haing hersdf and hating the
dweomer for teking her over. But for her beloved father's sake, she would use any weapon that came
her way.

There were times when the depth of his pride surprised even Rhodry himsdf. His back hurt so badly
from the kicks and bruises of the day before that he could bardly stand, and now that the berserker fit
hed |eft him, he was feding every new blow that he' d gotten, but he drove himsdf to accompany Sigyn
on a tour through the somber camp. The men were dill bringing in the dead from the battlefied.
Everywhere Rhodry heard men cursing or keening as they recognized dead friends. They needed to see
their cadvridoc on his feet.

“Dowecdl thisavictory or not?’ Rhodry said.
“Corbyn’s the one who fled, en?’

Down near the supply wagons, Jennantar and Caonderie were sanding guard over the prisoners,
who douched on the ground in twos or threes, dinging together for comfort. Most were wounded, but
they’ d have to wait for the chirurgeons to finish with Rhodry’ s men.

“Any news of Cullyn?" Jennantar asked.
“Sill the same.” Rhodry wesrily rubbed the side of hisface. “1 came to thank you.”

“No thanks needed. He did his best to save the life of a friend of mine | would have loosed more
shafts, but | was afraid of hitting you and your men. | came close enough to killing Cullyn as it was.”

“Better you than one of those scum.”

“Wel, you pulled him out in the end, en?’ Sigyn lad a fatherly hand on Rhodry’s am. “All that
matters, eh? In the laps of the gods, now.”

Rhodry nodded. He could never explain, not even to himsdf in any clear way, just why it was S0
important that he be the man who saved Cullyn. He should have pulled him out of the mob just so they
would have been even on that favor. It was cursed important that each owe the other nothing—and yet
he couldn’t say why.

Histunic red with gore, Aderyn trotted up with a couple of servants laden with medicd supplies.



“Your men are dl tended, lord cadvridoc,” Aderyn sad. “But Nevyn sad to tdl you that Lord
Daumyr just died.”

Rhodry tossed back his head and keened. Now a noble-born man had died for his sake. Sigyn
tightened his grip on Rhodry’s arm and swore under his breath.

“I'll be working on the prisoners,” Aderyn said.
Beckoning to the servants, he walked away, looking for those who were the worst off.

“Ah by the hdls” Jennantar said. “I 4ill don't see how Cor-byn got away. | was sure you and
Daumyr had him trapped.”

“So was |.” Sigyn shook his head in furious bafflement. It was cursed luck, that's dl. Lot of little
things, like Daumyr’s sword bregking. And then that horse went down in front of mine, and | couldn’t
reach him. Luck, cursedill luck.”

One of the prisoners laughed, an hystericad mutter under his breath. When Rhodry swung around to
look at him, he flung up one arm and cringed back. His blond har was crusted with blood.

“I'm not going to strike a wounded man,” Rhodry said. “But what are you laughing about?’

“My gpologies, | didn't even mean to,” the prisoner said, and his voice was full of panic. “But it
waan't luck thet let our lord escape. By the gods, you'll never kill Corbyn! It's the cursed sorcerer. He
made a prophecy, you see.”

“A what?’

“Loddlaen made this prophecy. He got it from his scrying stone.” He paused to lick dry lips. “It says
that Lord Corbyn can never be dan in battle except by a sword, but hell never be dan by any man's
hand. It's true, my lord. You saw what happened on the fidd today. It must be true”

Sigyn'sflorid face turned pale. Aderyn turned to ligten.

“Aderyn?’ Rhodry said. “Isthere any truth in this?’

“Thelad’s not lying to you, my lord,” Aderyn said. “So Loddlaen must have made a prophecy.”

“That's not whet | meant.”

“Does the cadvridoc redly want me to tdl himif the prophecy’ s a true one?’

“It mugt be, or you'd be assuring me that it' sfalse”

Aderyn gave adgh that was more like a groan.

“I'm sworn never to lie” he said. “And a times, | wish I'd never made that vow.”

Rhodry turned and blindy waked away. He fdt his death lay a heavy am around his shoulder and
wak with him. Puffing a little, Sigyn caught up with him near the edge of the camp.

“Now here” Sigyn sad. “I don't believe a word of it, eh? Doesn't matter if it is true. Lot of
horsedung.”



“Is it now? If Aderyn can turn himsdf into an owl, why can't he know the true or fdse of a
prophecy?’

Sigyn started to reply, then looked away and chewed furioudy on his mustaches.

“It's a cursed drange feding, being doomed by dweomer,” Rhodry went on. “And doomed | am.
When Corbyn chooses to cut hisway to me, no one's going to be able to stop him. When we face off, |
won't be able to kill him.”

“Only one thing to do, eh? Send you back to Cannobaen.”
“Never! And what good would my life do me, if | spent it as a shamed man?’

All & once Rhodry fdt his berserker’s laugh, weling out of his mouth. He tossed back his head and
howled until Sigyn grabbed him and shook him into slence.

By late afternoon, the news was dl over the camp. Rhodry had never had the experience before of
seding an amy’s morde crumble like a bit of dried mud rubbed between a man's fingers. It wasn't a
pretty d9ght. Although the noble-born blustered and swore like Sigyn, they looked a Rhodry with a
horrified pity. Rhodry walked through the camp and tried spesking persondly to the men in the hopes of
wiping away afear so strong that he could smdl it. At firgt, some of the men tried to jest with him, but as
the afternoon wore on, they drew back asif he were a leper, this man whom the gods had cursed, lest his
ill luck rub off on them.

To spare them the gght of him, Rhodry waked to the edge of the camp with Amyr, the only man in
his warband who seemed glad of his company. Blond and bland-looking, Amyr at sixteen was new to the
warband, but he had more honor than most.

“My lord, when we face Corbyn again, I'll fight right next to you,” Amyr said. “I swore I'd follow you
to the Otherlands, and | will.”

“I honor you for it, but there's no need. I'm going to chdlenge Corbyn to single combat and let him
put an end to it.”

“What?’

“Jugt what | said. Why by the hels should the rest of you die in a hopeess cause? WEIl never kill
Corbyn, and so wdl and good, once he kills me, the rebellion’s over.”

Amyr turned to him with tears in his eyes.
“Speak wdl of me after I'm dead, will you?’ Rhodry said.

His mouth working, Amyr walked a few steps away. As Rhodry looked down the road, he saw a
gmdl troop of horsemen coming up from the south. He waited until he was reasonably sure that Amyr
could see them, then pointed them out. As the troop came closer, Rhodry could pick out the colors on
thar shidds, a mixed lot from his various dlies, and JlI at their head.

“By the hdlls, it's the Cannobaen fortguard!” Rhodry said. “What are they doing here?’

As soon as she dismounted, Jil enlightened him on the point.



“Reinforcements, my lord,” JIl said matter-of-factly. “I saw the battle in a vison, and you know I'm
not daft because there was one, waan't there? So, by the Goddess hersdf, where' s my father?’

Amyr started to giggle, so loudly and so high that Rhodry grabbed and shook him.

“Pull yoursdlf together!” Rhodry snapped. “WEe ve seen enough dweomer to take a little more.”
“It'snot that,” Amyr said. “It's Jll.”

“What? Of courseit'sJll. | can see her.”

“Not that, my lord. Look—Ilook at Jll. So Corbyn won't die by any man's hand, will he?’

Her thumbs hooked into her sword belt, Jil frowned & them as if she was thinking they’d both gone
daft. Her stance, her gesture were so much those of a fighting man that suddenly Rhodry saw Amyr's
meaning. He threw back his head and howled with laughter until JIl could stand it no longer.

“By the godd!” she snapped, “Have | ridden into a camp filled with madmen?’

“My apologies” Rhodry said. “I'll take you to your father straightaway, but Jll, oh Jll, 1 should fdl to
the ground and kiss your feet.”

“Hasmy lord cadvridoc been hit on the head? What isdl this?’
“I'll explain after you' ve seen Cullyn. Silver dagger, I’ ve got a hire for you.”

Rather than let Cullyn lie outsde with the rest of the wounded, Rhodry had turned his tent over to the
men who saved his life. When JIl came in, Cullyn was adeep in Rhodry’s blankets with his bound and
golinted left am out of the covers. His har was streaked with dried blood. As she knelt down beside
him, JIl wept in a scatter of tears. When she ran her hand through his hair, he sghed in his deep and
turned his head toward her.

“JII?" Nevyn said, ducking under the tent flap. “I heard you were here”
“Of course | am. Did you think | wouldn't know when Da was hurt?’

Nevyn amiled briefly and kndt beside her. She thought of tdling him about her vison, but it was too
frightening to face.

“Answver metruly,” Jll said. “Is he going to die?’
Nevyn considered for so long that her heart pounded.

“l doubt it,” Nevyn said at last. “That's as honest as | can be. He nearly did die under my hands, but
that was the shock, and it's passed off now. Your Da's a cursed strong man, but there's a deep cut on
hissde. If it goes septic—"

He let the words hang there. JIl sat back on her heds and wondered why she fdt so numb, asif she
had no body at dl.

“He won't wake for some time now,” Nevyn said. “Rhodry wants to spesk with you. I—well, I'd
best let you hear it from him. I’ll stay with Cullyn until you return.”



JII ducked out of the tent into a crowd. In quiet ranks the entire amy stood around the tent, and
every man looked at her in a peculiar way—worshipful, redly, asif she were the goddess Epona come to
vigt them asin the old tales—yet not one man said a word to her. When Amyr escorted her to Rhodry,
the men slently followed. Out in front of Sigyn’stent stood the noble-born, saring a her so intently that
JII wished she could just run away. Rhodry made her a bow.

“I’'ve no doubt you can swing that sword you wear,” he said. “Have you ever thought of swinging it in
battle?’

“Many atime, my lord, but Da's dways said me nay.”
“He s not going to get a chance thistime” Edar muttered.
“Oh here, my lords,” Jil said. “Are you as badly outnumbered as dl that?’

“Not in the least.” Rhodry paused, chewing on his lower lip. “I've got a cursed strange thing to tel
you.”

“Now herel” Sigyn stepped forward. “How well does the lass know how to fight? | won't have a
helpless woman daughtered. Don't care how desperate we are. Honor of the thing, en?’

JII glanced around and saw the servants off to one sde, sanding ready with dinner for the
noble-born.

“My lord Sigyn is the very soul of honor,” she said. “But if he'd be so kind as to fetch me one of
those gpples?’

With a puzzled shrug, Sigyn did as she asked.

“If you'll stand behind me, my lord,” Jll went on. “And throw that gpple up into the ar on the count of
three?”

JIl drew her sword and hdd it point down while she waited for the count. On “threg” she spun
around, the sword flashing up as the Sght of the fdling apple filled her vison. Without any conscious am
ghe hit it perfectly. Two nearly equa hadves of the gpple fdl a Sigyn's feet. The warbands surged
forward, cheering, ydling out her name until Rhodry screamed them into slence.

“By the hdld” Sigyn sputtered. “Couldn’'t do that mysdf, eh? Wdl!”

“My thanks, my lord,” Jll said. “But don't let me give mysdf airs. My father can cut one into quarters
like that.”

Rhodry laughed, but it was a mad sort of ddight brimming in his eyes.
“And why do you want me to ride with you?’ Jll said.

“Because of dweomer, dlver dagger,” Rhodry said. “Lodd-laen’s made a prophecy about Corbyn,
and Aderyn’s had to admit that it'strue. It runsthiswise: Corbyn will never die in battle but by a sword,
and yet héll never die by any man's hand.”

“Oho! They dways say that every dweomer prophecy’s like a sword blade.” Jll hdd hers up fla in
illudration. “It's sharp on both sdes”



The cheers of the army went to JiI's head like mead. When Sigyn ydled at them, the men dispersed,
laughing and jedting as they headed back to their campfires. Jil sheathed her sword, then turned to
Rhodry, who was holding a Slver piece to pledge her the hire.

“If you take my coin,” he said, “you're pledging yoursdf to die for meif need be. Do you truly want to
do it, JII? Never would | wheedle and plead.”

“And because you won't, I'll take it.” Jll held out her hand. “But if | kill Corbyn for you, you're giving
me one of those western hunters | saw in your herd.”

With alaugh, Rhodry dropped the coin into her pam.
“Done, and you're a true Slver dagger, sure enough.”

As JlIl pocketed the coin, she glanced a Rhodry’s face, and their eyes met. Suddenly she redized that
she knew him to the very core of her soul, that somehow, in some strange way, she'd seen that crazed
berserker’s amile on his face a thousand times before. It seemed that he mugt have recognized her, too,
because suddenly his amile faded, and he stared deep into her eyes as if he was trying to read some
secret hidden there. Abruptly he turned away and beckoned to the servants.

“Bring mead!” he said. “So we can pledge my avenger.”
“Your what?' Sigyn snapped.

“Wel, by every god and his horse,” Rhodry said, and that daft grin was back. “Do you think | can
ask alassto save my life? I'll cut JII'sway to Corbyn, who'll kill me, no doubt, and then she can end the
rebdlion by killing him.”

Swearing, ydling at the top of ther lungs, the noble-born tried to argue Rhodry down, but he stood
firm, his eyes hdf mad with honor. JlI grabbed his manservant by the arm.

“Run get Nevyn,” she said. “He sin your lord’s tent.”

As he followed the servant back, Nevyn was cursng Rhodry in his mind. Although his heart ached at
the thought of Jll riding to war, he knew that he could never stop her. He had, however, expected that
Rhodry would have the sense to let her keep him dive. When he reached the arguing crowd, he found Jl
ganding off to one Sde. Her eyes pleaded with him for help.

“Now what’s dl this, you stupid dolt!” Nevyn said to Rhodry. “Use the wits you were born with!”

“Wit has naught to do with it.” Rhodry tossed his head. “It's a matter of honor. | can ask a woman to
kill the rebel I'll never be able to kill mysdf, but I'll live shamed if | ask her to save my life I'd rather
die”

“Methinks, lord cadvridoc, that you' re cutting the point of honor far too fine”

“Am | now? A Magwaedd | am, blood and bone, and the honor of my clan is known to every lord in
Deverry. Cursed if 1*11 put the dightest smear on that name.”

When Rhodry set his hands on his hips and glared a him, Nevyn growled in utter frustration.

“You put mein mind of the old saying,” Nevyn said. “When a Maglwaedd lord starts splitting fine



points of honor, it takes three gods to make him hold his tongue.”
“Then maybe you' d best gart cdling on them.”
Nevyn grabbed him by the shirt and hauled him close.

“Now you ligen to me, Rhodry Maglwaedd!” He gave him alittle shake. “There's more at stake here
than your cursed honor! Have you forgotten the dweomer?’

Rhodry turned alitile pale,

“l see you had,” Nevyn went on. “Your Wyrd is Eldidd’s Wyrd. You've been marked by dweomer
from the moment you were born, you little dolt! Why do you think | was dways hanging around your
court? I’'m not letting you throw your life avay now, if | cursed wel have to ensorcel you!”

“Oh by the gods,” Rhodry whispered, and he was shaking.

“Think!” Nevyn snapped. “Which is the worse dishonor, letting JIl do whet the dweomer drew her
here to do, or hegping some drange ruin upon Eldidd because you were too stubborn to fulfill your
Wyrd?’

Rhodry turned his head and glanced this way and that, as if appeding for hep from the frightened
lords around them. When Nevyn let him go, he stepped back sharply.

“Either you swear to me on the honor of the Maglwaedds that you'll fight to save your life, not lose it,”
Nevyn sad levdly, “or I'll take steps here and now.”

“Then Il swear it to you.”

“On the honor of the Maelwaedds?’

“On the honor of the Maglwaedds.”

“Good. Then I'll leave you to your dinner, my lord. Jlil, come with me.”

As Nevyn strode away, Jil hurried to catch up, too frightened to disobey, judging from the look on
her face.

“So much for Rhodry,” Nevyn said. “I’'m cursed glad you had the wit to send for me”

“| thought you’ d know what to say, but truly, | never dreamt that Rhodry had such a splendid Wyrd.
Here, wasit redly dweomer that drew me here at just the right time?”

“It was. Did you truly doubt it?’
JII stopped waking, and her mouth went alittle dack.

“I know dl these strange things must ache your heart, child,” Nevyn said. “But Aderyn and | are here
to ded with them. Go tend your father. I'll come look in on himin abit.”

Jll ran off so fast that he knew she was terrified. Although he would have liked to have comforted her,
he had a crucid piece of work on hand.



By then, twilight had faded into night, and the astrd tides, which influence the flux offerees in the
etheric plane, had settled down &fter their change from the dominance of Fire to the dominance of Water,
a change that marks the coming of night. Nevyn found Aderyn, and together they left the camp. About
haf amile avay was a stretch of woodland that would give them the privacy they needed.

“Do you think our enemy will truly try to scout usout?’ Aderyn said. “After dl, he got a taste of your
power this afternoon.”

“But he never truly got a chance to look me over. He fled as soon as | started the banishings. Well, |
can't know, of course, but | intend to stand guard anyway.”

“It's doubtless for the best.” Aderyn sounded profoundly weary. “So you were right, and there is
dark dweomer mixed up in this”

“l don’'t know how deeply it's mixed. My guess now is that this fdlow is trying to work on the edges
of things. Or he was. He betrayed himsdf nicdy this afternoon.”

“And why was he trying to kill a slver dagger, anyway? | should think our Cullyn would be benesth
his notice”

“Sowould I.” Nevyn hesitated, considering. “1 can only think it was because Cullyn's the best guard
Rhodry could have. Here, it's been obvious from the firg that killing Rhodry is the true point of this
rebdlion. The rebel lords may think that they’ re getting him out of the way to lower their cursed dues, but
they’re only so many took in the paws of this dark master. I'm farrly certain that Loddlaen is only a tool
as wdl. Here, you trained the lad. Does he have the power to make a true-seen prophecy about
Corbyn’s death?’

“He doesn't.”

“Wl, then, where did he get it from? I'll wager someone told him. And another thing. Loddlaen has
no way of knowing that Rhodry is crucid to Eldidd’s Wyrd, and no reason to kill him, either. | think our
red enemy’s been subtly influendng Loddlaen for months, usng him like a stick to stir up a stench in a
fetid pond.”

“And why does the dark master want Rhodry dead?’

“l don’'t know.” Nevyn dlowed himsaf agrim amile “There he has the advantage of us. It's the dark
dweomer that's dways brooding about Wyrd and the future, not men like us who have the Light to trust
in. I’ve been content to wait for more omens from the Great Ones about Rhodry’s Wyrd and let them
reved it to me in ther own good time. I'll wager our enemy’s been brooding and prying into closed
things, and that he has a cursed good reason to want Rhodry out of the way. Whatever it is, it bodesiill
for Eldidd,”

Aderyn nodded dowly. In the darkness, it was impossible to see his face, but the whole dumped set
of his body showed his gri€f.

When they reached the woodland, they found a dearing near the edge. Nevyn lay down, went into his
trance, and transferred into the body of light. He flew up dowly, drding the woods, a tangled reddish
gow of vegetable auras, until Aderyn’s pure gold aura was a mere spark, far below. This far from the
earth, the etheric was an eerie place. Unanchored by any living beings, the blue light shifted and swirled,;
a timesit seemed to grow as thick as sea fog, then suddenly thinned again to reved the siver glare of the
dars above.



At lagt, after an untdlable length of time, Nevyn saw what he was expecting. Far away to the east, a
cluster of Wildfolk appeared, drding around a centrd point asif they were curioudy watching a vistor to
ther plane. All at once they vanished— ether out of terror, or because they’d been banished by
someone who knew how to dispe them. Nevyn summoned the Wildfolk who knew him and sent them
off to distract the possible enemy, but with a warning to keep their distance, then followed dong behind
them. The ruse worked; he was quite close before the enemy saw him coming.

And an enemy he was. No one but a dark dweomerman would have fashioned such a showy and
pretentious body of light: a figure cloaked in a black, hooded robe, hung about with Sgils and sgns, and
belted with a strip of darkness from which hung two severed heads. The figure retreated a few paces,
then hovered uncertainly. Nevyn could make out a face indde the hood, two eyes that glowed with the
life of the soul ingde the smulacrum, and a mouth that worked congantly, forming soundless words.
Wherever his body was, it was taking autometicaly and rdaying information to a listener.

“An apprentice, are you?’ Nevyn sent out the thought to his consciousness. “Was your master too
much of a coward to risk facding me?’

The figure flew away from him, but as Nevyn started dfter, it hdd steady. From the terror in the
apprentice’ s eyes, Nevyn could guess that his master was forcing him to stay and face the enemy.

“Who are you?' The apprentice sent out a tremulous thought.

Nevyn debated, then decided that the truth might be the best stick he had for driving these hounds
away.

“Tdl your master that in this plane I’'m known as the Master of Aethyr, but on the physicd, I'm no
oneat dl”

Nevyn saw the mouth working; then the apprentice sent out a thought wave of sheer terror. The
smulacrum swooped to one side, tumbled back, then began to break up, the black robe shredding and
disolving as the hood fdl away. Thrashing desperately before hm was the smple etheric double of a
young man, and the slver cord that should have bound him to his body was broken, dangling from his
navel. The master had killed his gpprentice rather than risk letting Nevyn follow him back to ther hiding
place.

“You poor little fool!” Nevyn thought to him. “Do you see now what kind of master you trusted? You
have one last chance to repent. | beg you, cdl on the Light and forswear the Dark Path now!”

In a thought sending of pure rage, the apprentice raced away, swooping, tumbling, but risng ever
higher into the hillows of the blue light. Nevyn let him go, but sorrowfully. He would have liked to have
redeemed that soul, but soon enough, the Lords of Wyrd would caich the gpprentice and drag him,
kicking and screaming, to the hdl of light. How they cdled judgment upon him was no longer Nevyn's
concern.

Nevyn followed the sSlver cord back to his body and dipped in, dapping his hand thrice on the ground
to close the working. When he sat up, Aderyn leaned close, ligening carefully as he told the story.

“I think me that our enemy is someone who knows you well,” Aderyn said.

“So it seems. Well, that gpprentice of hisis better off dead. He won't be getting himsdf in deeper in
that black muck.”



“True spoken. Huh—if the master is thet terrified of you, | doubt if helll come siffing around here
agan tonight.”

“Hewon't be able to. Losing an apprentice is a hard blow for one of the dark ones. The masters feed
off their vitdity, you see, with an etheric link. I’'ll wager he's sick and shaking right now. Good.”

Aderyn shuddered. Like mogt dweomerfolk in the kingdom, he'd had little contact with the masters of
the dark art. But Nevyn was Magter of the Aethyr, set like a guard on the border of the kingdom's soul,
on congtant watch againg unclean things that few of those he guarded knew existed. He stood up and
began brushing the leaves and dirt off his clothes.

“Let's get back to camp,” he said. “1 want to set a specid sed over our Rhodry’s aura.”

Some miles away, Loddlaen lay in his tent and tried to deep. He twisted this way and that, Slently
cursed the men making noise outside, and even considered drinking himsaf blind with mead. He was so
exhausted that his body fdt like a sack of stones, but every time he drifted off, some thought or image
would jerk hismind awake. Findly, he surrendered and tried to summon the darkness. He imagined the
point of black in his mind, then willed it to swell and spread. 1t merdy vanished. Although he tried for
hours, the blackness never came to him.

“We're going to have to let the men spend a day in camp,” Sigyn said. “All there is to it, eh?
Y esterday’ s scrap dmogt tore the heart out of thisarmy.”

“You're right enough,” Rhodry said. “But it aches my heart to just St here when Corbyn’'s so close,
and we've got JlI.”

“The morrow will see the end to it,” Peredyr broke in. “Cor-byn can't move any more than we can.
His losses were worse than ours”

In the cool gray dawn, the noble-born were having a council of war over their breskfast. Aderyn had
told them Corbyn'’s digpirited troops were camped some five miles to the north, just an easy ride away,
but Rhodry knew that Sigyn was right.

When the council broke up, Rhodry had the grim job of composing a letter to go home with Lord
Daumyr’s body. His men, and dl the others, were dready buried out on the fidd where they'd fdlen.
When he took the letter over to Daumyr’s manservant, who would accompany the body, he found the
men from Daumyr’s warband waiting for him. Ther captain, Maer, kndlt before him.

“A boon, lord cadvridoc,” Maer said. “By rights, we should go home with our lord. Let us stay. We
want vengeance, my lord.”

Rhodry hesitated, debating. Technicdly these men now rode for Daumyr’s nine-year-old son, who
should have been consulted over such a breach of custom.

“Please, my lord,” Maer said. “Dweomer killed our lord, and we want to help the dweomer put an
end to Corbyn. | know you're thinking about our lord's lad, but what son wouldn't want his father
avenged?’

“True spoken. Granted then. Ride with me and my men, and you'll be riding sraight for Corbyn.”

The men spontaneoudy cheered him.



After he saw Daumyr’'s body with its spare honor guard of two wounded men on its way, Rhodry
headed for his tent to look in on Cullyn. On the way, he met Nevyn, whose ams were ful of medicd
supplies.

“I'm just going to change the dressings on Cullyn’'s wounds,” Nevyn said. “You'll have to wait if you
want aword with him. Here, lad. | don’t want you tdling him what JII’s up to. He' s too week to hear it.”

“Wel and good, then. By the gods, | hadn't truly thought of what he might think about dl this”
“Indeed? His lordship might spend a moment or two thinking every now and then.”

“But here, what's Cullyn going to say when he asks for her on the day of the battle and finds her
gone?’

“Oh, he's taken care of that himsdf. The man's as stubborn as a bear, | swear it. When he woke this
morning, he was as grateful as ever aman could be to see her, and in the next breeth he's ordering her to
go draight back to Cannobaen so she wouldn't be in danger.”

“Well, that's honorable of him. After dl, he loves his daughter.”
“So he does.” And Nevyn, oddly enough, looked troubled. “Oh truly, so he does.”

Rhodry followed Nevyn over to the tent in the hopes that JIl would take the chance to get hersdf
some breakfast, and indeed, she came out a few minutes after Nevyn went in. They went fird to the
supply wagons, where Rhodry drew rations for her, then walked away from camp to an open spot in the
sunny meadow. When they sat down together, Rhodry was thinking that he'd never wanted a woman as
much as he wanted Jll. Every now and then, she smiled a himin away that gave him hope.

“You know, JlII,” Rhodry said at last. “You truly are a facon, and my heart’s jud like a little bird,
caught in your claws.”

“Oh here, my lord, you hardly know me.”
“And how long does it take a facon to stoop and capture?’
JIl stared a him asif she couldn’t believe her ears. Rhodry smiled and moved a little closer.

“Wel, come now,” he said. “You mugt know how beautiful you are. I'll wager that dl dong the long
road men sghed when you wandered on your way.”

“If they did, they wouldn't have dared tdl me about it. Da made cursed sure of that. Besides, if I've
had men Sghing over me, which | doubt from the bottom of my heart, you've had a few lasses do the
same over you. What about the soapmaker’ s daughter?’

“Oh by the hells, how do you know about her?’
“Y our lady mother made a point of tdling me when | was a Cannobaen.”
“Curse her! What—why—"

“She told me | was beautiful, too, and | think me that she knows his lordship very wdl. | may be a
slver dagger, my lord, but there' s only one way | earn my hire”



Rhodry fet himsaf blush.
“Ohyegods” hesad a lagt. “You mugt despise me”
“l don't, but | don’t want one of your bastards.”

Rhodry flopped onto his somach and studied the grass, which had suddenly become profoundly
interesting.

“When we ride out,” Jll said. “Nevyn told me to camp with Aderyn, and I’'m following his orders.”
“Y ou’ve made your cursed point. Don't pour vinegar into my wounds, will you?’

Rhodry heard her get up and walk away. For along time helay in the grass and wondered at himsdf,
that he would be so close to tears over alass he bardly knew.

Nevyn was waking back to the wagons after tending the wounded when he heard Jdll hall him. As he
waited for her to catch up, he noticed that dl the men in camp looked up when she passed by. Some
rose to bow to her; others cdled out her name like a prayer. They saw her as a dweomer tdisman, he
redized, and one that a ladt, after so many terifying things, they could understand. He dso redlized that if
he did try to keep her out of the battle, as he was sorely tempted to do, Rhodry would have a mutiny on
his hands. If only Caonderid or Jennantar had trained with a sword, he thought bitterly. But he knew that
neither of those two archers had a chance againgt a warrior lord like Cor-byn, for dl that a sword in an
dven hand would have dashed Loddlaen’s prophecy to shreds, and there was no time to send west for
an even swordsman.

“Did you want to speak with me, child?’ Nevyn said to JIl when she came up. “Is somewhat wrong
with your father?’

“Naught, truly, or well, naught’s changed for the worse. | just wanted a private word with you.”

They drolled past the wagons and out into the meadowland, where there was no one around to
overhear. Jll looked badly troubled, and she stood in sllence, garing at the ground, for along time before
shefindly blurted out whet she had to say.

“Do you remember how | knew that Da had been wounded? Well, | saw the whole cursed thing in a
vidon, and it came on me from nowhere.”

Nevyn caught his breeth in surprise; he/d been assuming that she'd just had a sudden intuitive
knowledge of his danger.

“Will I keep doing things like that?" she went on, and her voice was shaking. “1 don't want to. | don't
want the dweomer. It's haunted me dl my cursed life, but | never asked for it. It's dl very wel for such
asyou, but | don’'t want it.”

“No one can force you to take the dweomer.” Nevyn hated every bitter truth he spoke, but his vows
forced him to tdl them. “You have raw tdent, certainly, but if you don’t train it, it'll Smply fade away,
much as your legs would wither if you never walked.”

She amiled in an evident relief that wrung his heart, then let the amile fade,

“But what about the Wildfolk?” she said. “Will | stop seeing them, too?”’



“Oh, no doubt. You know, many children can see the Wildfolk, but they lose the tdent by the time
they'reten or so. It's odd that you dill can, truly, without having been trained.”

“l don’t want to lose them. They were the only friends | had on the long road.”

Her voice ached with remembered londiness, and at that moment, she looked as much a lass as a
woman, caught on the edge of her childhood.

“Wdl, Jll, it's your choice. No one can make it for you, not your da, not me.”

She nodded, scuffing at the grass with the toe of her riding boot, then suddenly turned and raced back
to camp. As he watched her go, Nevyn cursed her and his Wyrd both. Sharply he reminded himsdlf that
she was just a young lass, overwhemed by the strangeness of this irruption of dweomer into her life
Although his vows forbade him to argue or plead, he could become her friend, and in time, she would see
thet the dweomer was in its own way perfectly naturd—or he could hope she would. He fdt profoundly
weary as he waked back to camp, wondering if he'd ever pay back the debt he owed her by bringing
her to the dweomer and her true Wyrd. And for her sake more than his own, he wished that he could
make her see that she would never be truly happy unless she used the taents that were her birthright.

Then, as he reached the camp, he saw her gtting with Jen-nantar and Calonderid. If she would turn
inginctively for comfort to apair of eves, he had no reason to despair so soon. Half laughing at himsdlf,
he went to look for Aderyn.

Determined to put her talk with Nevyn out of her mind, Jil watched as Jennantar and Cdonderid
played a complicated game, something like dice. The pieces were tiny wooden pyramids, painted a
different color on each side, which they shook by the handful, then strewed out in a rough line. The order
inwhich the colors appeared and how many there were of each determined who won the round. Fndly
Jennantar swept them up into a lesther pouch.

“We re being cursed rude to JlI,” he remarked.

“Hah!” Caonderid said. “You'relosng and you know it, but truly, Jll, it's good to have a word with
you. How’ s your father this morn?’

“Aswdl as he can be. Nevyn says he's doing better than he' d expected.”

“Then that's splendid news,” Jennantar said. “I only wish | could have gotten within bowshot faster
then | did.”

JII nodded miserably, wondering how she could bear to lie to her father when he lay wounded. Y et
she' d never wanted anything more in her life than this chance to ride to war.

“Huh,” Caonderid said. “Here comes our round-eared cad-vridoc. I'll wager it's not us he wants a
word with.”

JII' looked up as Rhodry strolled up to them—in truth, it was her that he was watching with one of his
soft amiles on his handsome face. At times Jll hated him for being so handsome; here was a man that she
couldn’'t mply dismiss. Although she and Jennantar got to their feet, Cdonderid lounged insolently on
the grass. Rhodry turned to him with the amile gone.

“When the cadvridoc speaks to you,” he snapped, “you stand.”



“Oh, do | now?" Caonderiel said. “What makes you think | ride a your orders?’
“You ride a my orders, or you leave the aamy.”

Sowly and deliberately Cadonderid rose, but he set his hands on his hips in a gesture far from
respectful.

“Ligen, lad,” he said. “ Save your Eldidd arrogance for others of your sinking kind. | came here with
the Wise One of the West, and for no other reason than he asked me to.”

“l don’t give apig's fart why you came. Y ou're here now, and you follow my orders or leave.”

Jennantar sighed in irritation, then muttered something in Elvish, which Calonderid ignored. Rhodry
and the df were saring each other down, both of them unblinking and tense. JIl thought of trying to say
something conciliatory, but she suddenly knew, in a wordless way that ached with dweomer, that it was
crucid for Rhodry to have Caonderid’s respect, and for more reasons than smple army discipline.

“If you have a bone to pick with me, round ear,” Caonderie sad at lagt, “then let’s pick it cleen
between us—and now.”

“Now herel” Jennantar stepped forward. “He doesn’'t know how men dud in our lands.”

“Oh, don't | now?” Rhodry said, and he had a twisted little grin. “My unde made Westfolk welcome
a his court, and I've seen your folk before. Y ou're on, then, Cao.”

In the middle of a growing crowd they stripped off their shirts and faced off, Cdonderid with his
knife, and Rhodry with Jennantar’ s, Snce his dagger blade was unfairly short. JlI's heart was pounding;
she could see the livid bruises up and down Rhodry’s back, and she knew that they would dow him
down. Yet it was too late to run and fetch Nevyn, and again the warning came to he—let im do it.

Cdonderid began to circle, and Rhodry moved with him, both of them dropped to a crouch, drding
in dead slence. Rhodry feinted in; Caonderid sprang and dashed; Rhodry twisted out of the way barely
in time. Again they circled, dowly, eyes locked, until Cdonderid feinted in. Rhodry stepped back
smoothly, then sprang from the side. Calonderid struck up from below, but Rhodry’s left hand moved so
fadt that Jll could bardly see it and caught the df's dagger hand under the wrigt, forcing it up, while the
knifein hisright flashed in the sun—then darkened with blood. Cdonderid legpt back with a thin red cut

dripping dong hisribs.
“Do you ride a my orders?” Rhodry snarled.
“l do.” Cdonderiel lowered hisknife. “Lord cadvridoc.”

To the cheers of his men, Rhodry wiped the knife off on his brigga leg, handed it to Jennantar, then
grabbed his shirt from the ground and strode off. As she watched him go, Jil redized thet for dl she liked
Cdonderid, she was glad that he'd won, that seeing him defeated would have ached her heart. She fdt
grangdy quilty when she turned back to the df, who was saunching the wound with his shirt while
Jennantar watched sourly.

“Our young lord’s quick for around ear,” Caonderid remarked. “Cursed quick.”

“So heis” Jennantar snapped. “And now maybe you'll hold your ugly tongue. Aderyn warned us that
he wanted no trouble, or have you forgotten that?”



“I hadn’t, but | can’t ride under aman who can't best mein afight.”

“No doubt you see it that way.” Jennantar turned to Jil. “Our Cao here's somewhat of a cadvridoc
himsdf, back in our lands. | suppose when you're used to ordering hundreds of archers around, you find
it hard to take another man's orders.”

“Only around-ear’s,” Cdonderiel putin. “Don't | put up with your ginking arrogance dl the time?’
Jennantar laughed eeslly.
“Cadvridoc or not,” Jll said. “You'd best see Aderyn about that cut.”

“Oh, it's but a nick. Rhodry held his hand a bit. HE's not a bad man, truly, for a round-ear. Besides,
the owl’ s off flying, scouting out our enemy. It makes the old man nervous, having our rebels so near a

A river of blood flowed over Corbyn’s camp, ran dowly and thickly around the tents, eddied around
the men, and lapped at the horses. Even though he knew it was only an out-of-control vison, it took
Loddlaen a long time to banish it, and even when the river was gone, it seemed that a rusy san
remained on everything it had touched. He pressed his hands between his thighs to hide how badly they
shook, while he tried to ligen to the council of war. The noble-born were arguing about something, but
their words seemed torn by awind from nowhere. Findly he got up and strode away without a word to
them. As he waked through the camp, he could fed the hatred of the men like daggers in his back.

Insde histent, it was cool and merdfully quiet. The amy was too dispirited and battle weary to make
much noise. Loddlaen lay down on his blankets and breathed deeply and dowly until his hands stopped
shaking. He was going to have to summon the darkness. Even though they were out of control, hisvisons
showed him that everything was fdling apart, and he knew that somewhere in the darkness was a power
that could help him. He shut his eyes, let himsdf go limp, then pictured the darknessin hismind and cdled
to it. The image was only a picture; no power flowed, no darkness came. He tried again, and again, but
he could summon not even the tiny point of black that was the sarting of the true dark.

All a once he knew: he had been deserted. His strange dly who had come unbidden was gone,
utterly gone beyond cdling. He opened his eyes and fdt himsdf shaking, sweeting. For a moment he was
as confused as a child who goes to deep in its mother’ s arms only to wake in a strange bed. What had he
done, invalving himsdf in this petty rebdlion when he should have been running, traveling east as fadt as
he could to get beyond Aderyn’s reach? Suddenly he remembered the murder, the df he had dain over a
sorying stone. Aderyn was only a few bare miles away, and he would want retribution. How could he
have forgotten? Only then did he redize just how deeply he'd been ensorcled—and for months. He
wept, throwing himsdf facedown and sobbing into the blankets.

Gradudly he became aware of the noise outside. It built on the edge of hismind for along time before
it became inggent enough to take his attention. Men were shouting in anger, running back and forth
outside, and horses nickered as they trotted past. It had to be an attack. Loddlaen got to his feet just as
Corbyn threw back the tent flap.

“Thereyou arel” Corbyn snapped. “Hep me, by the held Don't lurk in here like a sick hound!”
“Waetch your tongue when you speak to mel What's so wrong?’

“Cenydd and Cinvan are trying to pull their men out. They want to desert the rebellion.”



With an oath, Loddlaen followed him out. He was terrified, wondering if there were anything he could
do, now that the darkness had deserted him.

Nevyn sat on the ground in the shade of the wagon. Since his eyes were closed and his shoulders
dumped, the servants gpparently thought that the old man was having a little nap, because they spoke in
whispers whenever they came near him. They could have shouted aoud for dl tha it would have
disturbed his trained concentration, and rather than degping, he was meditating. He held the image of a
sx-pointed star, a red triangle and a blue intertwined, in his mind and used it the way a dumser
dweomerman would have used a strying stone. In the center of the star images came and went, mentad
reflections from the astra plane, which embraces the etheric the way the etheric embraces the physicd.
There, thought-forms and imeges have a life of their own, and it holds memories of every event tha has
ever happened on the planes below.

Through this vast treasure house Nevyn searched, looking for traces of the dark master who had
become an immediate and pressing enemy. Since the event was so recent, it was easy for Nevyn to bring
up the images of the lagt battle, a confusing, flickering, overlapping mob of pictures. At last he sorted
through and found Cullyn, fighting desperately with the squad around him. Nevyn froze the picture in his
mind, then used it as a seed to let other images gather round it, just as a bit of dust in the air is the seed
for a drop of ran. Andly he saw wha he was looking for. Hickering into the center of the star came a
presence, a certain blackness, hovering far on the etheric over the battle. When Nevyn tried to bring it
closer, it vanished. The dark master had hidden his tracks wdll.

Nevyn broke off the meditation in something like irritation. He hadn’t expected to discover much, but
he'd had hopes that way. He got up and stretched, wondering what tack to try next, when he saw
Aderyn, running full tilt back to camp and heading for the tents of the noble-born. Obvioudy Aderyn had
important news, and Nevyn hurried after him,

Rhodry was stting with Sigyn and Peredyr in front of Sli-gyn's tent when Aderyn ran over to them.
He could see that the dweomerman was troubled, and he rose to greet him.

“My lords” Aderyn said, panting a little to catch his breath. “Corbyn’s broken camp, and he's
marching north. | found him a good ten miles away.”

“Ah curse his very bald What's he doing, running for his dun?’

“It looks that way, and here, there's only about a hundred sound men with him. | saw only two
blazons—Corbyn’'s green and tan, and a red shield with a black arrow.”

“Nowec’s men,” Sigyn joined in. “So his other dlies have deserted, eh? That's the best news I've
hed in many a day.”

“Then he' s balting for his dun sure enough,” Rhodry said. “We ve got to catch him. Cursed if I'll have
him suing for peace now, and well never take Dun Bruddlyn. Here, if we leave the baggage train behind,
we can overtake him late today.”

“Normadly I'd agree with that,” Peredyr said. “But Loddlaen will know what we're up to. Corbyn will
have the time to pick a strong position, and there we'll be, charging with exhausted horses.”

Rhodry fdt like curang him, but it was true.

“Wdl and good, then,” he said. “Well follow him dong today, and try to catch him on the morrow.”
Then he noticed Nevyn, slanding nearby and ligening. “Here, good sir, you and Aderyn truly should ride



near me a the head of the line when we ride”

“Oh, Aderyn can ride where he likes” Nevyn said, “but I’'m going to accompany the wounded back
to Dun Gwerbyn.”

“What?" Rhodry snapped, feding deserted.

“Here, lad, | haven't told you before, but you've got a worse enemy than Loddlaen at your back. |
intend to do a rear-guard action, shdl we say? Aderyn can ded with Loddlaen, and indeed, he has to
ettle this matter by himsdf.”

Nevyn walked off before Rhodry could argue further, and for dl that he was cadvridoc, he didn't fed
liketrying to order the old man around.

Getting the amy fed, packed, and moving took wel over an hour, which Rhodry spent in a fury of
impatience. To free his servant for other things, he saddled his own horse and got his gear together, then
sent for Jll. He took her over to a cart carrying the mail sdvaged from the dain men. Much to his horror,
she' d never worn mal before.

“Ahye gods,” Rhodry snapped. “How are you going to fight if you' re not used to the weight?’
“I'll have to get used to it cursed fast, then, my lord.”

“Let’s pray you can, but this troubles my heart. Ah by the black hairy ass of the Lord of Hdl, | wish
you weren't riding with us”

“It' syour Wyrd, and because of that, I'll kill Corbyn, sure enough, evenif | die with him.”

JII spoke so quidtly that he wanted to weep for the shame of it, that his Wyrd would put her in
danger. He lé&ft her to find amal shirt and hdm and went out to the horse herd. Among the extra horses
he had a paticularly fine western hunter, named Sunrise, with a coat of the paest gold. HEd been
keeping this horse out of the battles just because it was so valuable, but he was determined that JIl would
have him. He saddled Sunrise up with a proper war saddle, then led it back to her. Seeing her wearing
mall, with the hood pushed back around her shoulders and her golden hair gleaming in the sunlight, made
his heart ache dl over again. She was so beautiful, and for dl he knew, his Wyrd had doomed her. Jll
greeted im with awry amile.

“You'reright about the weight,” she said. “Ye gods, | never redized that mal was so heavy.”

“It'sa good two stone, sure enough.” He handed her the reins. “Here, Slver dagger. Here's the horse
| promised you.”

“Oh by the hdld Hislordship isfar too generous.”

“Hesnoat. If | haveto ask a lass to guard me, then she'll cursed wel get the best horse in the whole
amy.”

Jll lad her hand softly on his cheek.

“Rhodry,” she said. “If you didn’'t fed dishonored by this, I'd scorn you, but if you don't let me fight
for you, then you're a dolt.”



He turned his face againg her hand and kissed her fingers.
“Then | do asmy lady commands,” he said. “And live”

He walked off, leaving her speechless behind him, and his mind was torn thisway and that, like leaves
driven by the autumn wind, between wanting her and fearing for her life

At lagt the amy was ready to ride. Alone a the head, Rhodry led his dlies and his men north,
following the road that zigzagged through fields and woodlands, curved maddeningly around farmsteads,
and rambled through villages that Rhodry in hisimpatience fdt were placed there just to dow him down.
His one comfort was that Corbyn was traveling with wounded and thus would have to travel more dowly
then he could. Late in the afternoon, he saw lying by the sde of the road two corpses— some of
Corbyn’s men who'd died from ther wounds as they tried to keep up with the forced retreat. Rhodry
hated the army, and Sigyn rode up beside him.

“Poor bastards,” Sigyn remarked.
“Jud that. | wonder how many more wé ll find. Corbyn’s cursed desperate.”
“He s got every right to be, eh? We'reriding to kill him.”

For dl that he wanted to make speed, Rhodry had some of his men wrap the bodies in blankets and
put them into one of the carts. That night, when they made camp, they buried them properly.

It was wdl after sunset when a messenger from Rhodry came to Dun Cannobaen. The men on
fortguard, just as axious as Lovyan was for news, crowded round while the scribe read out the
dispatches. When she heard of Daumyr’s desth, Lovyan groaned aoud.

“I'm heartsick at this news” she remarked to dl and sundry. “He was a good man and a true one.”
She paused, thinking things out. “On the morrow, well dl ride out. If Corbyn’'s running like a fox to his
earth, there's no danger hell besege me here. Men, you'll escort me and my womenfolk to Dun
Gwerbyn, then ride after the army.”

The fortguard cheered her. Dannyan turned her way with a quizzicd lift of an eyebrow.

“l want to be nearer the war,” Lovyan said. “If Corbyn’s dlies have deserted him, then they’ll dl have
to sue for a separate peace. | want to be at Dun Gwerbyn to receive them. What if Rhys takes it into his
mind to be a Dun Gwerbyn in case they want to sue directly to him?’

“Hemight, at that. I’ d forgotten about Rhys”
“I can't, not for one cursed minute of one cursed day.”

Once the amy had pulled out to chase Corbyn, Nevyn went to his blankets and dept dl afternoon,
waking just in time to tend the wounded at the dinner hour. As soon as it was dark, he Ieft the camp and
walked to the woodland. He'd been tdling Rhodry the smple truth when he talked of standing a rear
guard, and to do it he had no need of being physcdly close to Rhodry, any more than the dark master
needed to be physcdly close to attack him. Nevyn was sure that the dark master was very far away, a
least far enough to fleein plenty of time should Nevyn send armed men after him.

Sady hidden in the woods, Nevyn went into his trance and up to the etheric plane. Hying faster than
any bird, he sped north until he saw the tangled mass of auras that marked Rhodry’s amy below him.



Like a sentry, he hovered above it and circled this way and tha as the hours dipped by, unmarked and
untell-able until midnight, when the astrd tide changed from Water to Earth, and the etheric began to
billow and churn. Nevyn fought and held his place, like a svimmer treading water in a choppy sea.

Now, if the dark master was desperate enough, was the perfect time for him to make an attack.
Nevyn kept low, close to earth where the billows were less severe, and he tried to keep his guard. Every
now and then, he rose up higher, fighting the waves, to get the digant view before he was forced to snk
down again. Sowly the waves grew dower, smoother; dowly the billows and churning died away. Just
when the tide had findly turned, he saw someone coming to meet him—but it was Aderyn, floating dong
ina smple blue body of light much like his own.

“How goesit?’ Aderyn thought to him.
“Dull, so far. Not asgn of our enemy.”

“I’'ve seen naught, ether. | risked going in this form to Corbyn’s camp. Loddlaen never chdlenged
rre”

Aderyn’s grief swept out like a wave, dmog tangible there on the etheric.

“Think of him as dead, my friend.” Nevyn put as much gentle sympathy into the thought as he could.
“Mourn him and let im go.”

“Theré snaught ese | can do.”
Abruptly Aderyn turned away and, fallowing the slver cord, floated down fast to his body.

Nevyn kept hiswatch dl that night, until the Aethyr tide began ralling in a little before dawn. Since no
dark magter could work meagic under the tides of Aethyr or Air, Nevyn returned to his body. As he
walked back to camp, he was mulling over his long, boring night. It was possible that the dark master
was merdy holding his hand, waiting until Nevyn dropped his guard, possible, but highly unlikdy. Nevyn
dwdt on the dark master, thought of every grim thing he might do, but no dweomer-warning came to
him, not the dightest twinge. From its lack, he knew that the master had fled the fidd entirely.

“l should have done that last night and saved mysdf the boredom,” he remarked doud. “But truly, |
never thought he' d give up so eadily.”

All a once, he had to laugh a himsdf. He took his powers so much for granted that he'd forgotten
how terrifying they would be to someone with good cause to fear him.

Thenight before, Rhodry’s army had camped in a common pasture about hdf a mile from a faming
village. Although Rhodry woke everyone before dawn and yeled orders to hurry and get ready to ride,
they had to linger for at least an hour, Smply to alow the horses to graze. Jll supposed that Corbyn was
dready on the march; he could risk harming his horses because he was headed for his dun.

As JIl was drawing her rations, Aderyn came up to her and asked her to wak with hm aways.
Nearby was a copse of willows around a duck pond, and they went there for a bit of privacy. With a
ggh, Aderyn sat down on afdlen tree trunk. The brightening light picked out the wrinkles around his eyes
and made him look very weary, indeed.

“l hope | don't offend you, JlI,” Aderyn said. “But do you truly think you can best Corbyn? | won't
have you killed in a hopeless cause. If nothing ese, Nevyn would never forgive me, and his wrath is



nothing to invoke lightly.”

“Oh, | can wdl bdieve that. But as long as its in Sngle combat, | think | can get him sure enough.
From what Rhodry says, he's old, dowing down, and he's got a good paunch on him. If | can keep him
moving, I'll wear him down.”

“Old? | thought he was but eight and thirty.”
“Wl, no offense on my part, but that's old for afighting man.”
“I suppose so. |—'

Suddenly the light in the copse dimmed around them. Aderyn jumped to his feet and swore as a mass
of thick gray rain clouds swept down out of an otherwise clear sky. With a dap, wind hit the copse in a
welter of fdling leaves. In the distance, thunder cracked and rumbled.

“Is Loddlaen behind this?” Jll said.
“Who ds2? I'll ded with it. Run, child—the horses!”

Under the shadows of clouds, scudding in fast with the cold scent of rain, Jll raced back to the camp
and found it in confuson: men swearing, captains and lords running, ydling orders, the horses dancing a
their tether ropes. Just as Jll reached the herd, the firg lightning struck, a crackling blue bolt ominoudy
near. Neighing and plunging, the horses pulled at their tethers. The lightning hammered down again; big
drops of rain fdl in a scatter. Jll grabbed the hdter of the nearest horse and pulled it down jugt in time to
keep it from bresking free. Swearing, the rest of the amy was among the herd and doing the same.
Rhodry came running and grabbed the horse next to her.

“Get ready to run,” he ydled. “If they stampede, save yoursdf and let them go!”

With a dap of wind the rain poured down, drenching them in two minutes. The horses danced and
tossed ther heads as the men pulled them down and talked endless nonsense to soothe them. But that
was the end of the lightning, asiif the god Tarn had snatched his weapons back from Loddlaen. In a few
minutes more, the rain stopped with an eerie suddenness. When Jll looked up, she saw the clouds
bresking up and swirling in a troubled, gusty wind. For a moment it seemed that they would mass again
and more would follow them in, as a red storm would have done, but the stretch of blue sky overhead
stayed stubbornly clear, then widened, as if the clouds were spilled flour and a giant with a broom were
sweeping them away.

“Oh ye gods.” Rhodry whispered. “Dweomer.”

Thelagt of the clouds dissolved. They did not blow away; they did not thin out and dowly dissipate;
they dissolved, suddenly and completely gone. Jil shuddered convulsively.

Y et even though Aderyn had dispelled the storm, it dill dowed the army down. Soggy provisons had
to be repacked; wet blankets, wrung out; mail, rubbed dry; nervous horses, soothed. They set out a
good hour later than they might have—an hour that meant three more miles between them and Corbyn.

“WEe' re leaving the carts behind,” Rhodry snapped. “Jll, ride next to me. We're going dl out to catch
the bastard.”

When JlI rode into line, her heart was pounding in fear. For al that she' d bragged to Aderyn, wearing



unfamiliar mail was going to dow her down, and speed was her greatest weapon in any fight. Her
shoulders ached like fire from the weght, too. But when Rhodry gave her one of his berserker grins, she
gmiled back a him with alittle toss of her head. Cursed if she'd et him see that she was afraid.

The amy went a a walk-trot pace, which meant they could do five miles an hour compared to
Corbyn's three. As they rode, Jil looked up congtantly, and after a few miles she saw a hawk, drding
high above them. Her somach clenched. When the hawk flew away, it headed draight north. They rode
on, past farms shut up tight againg the doings of warring lords, through fieds and woodlands. JiI decided
that dying in battle would be easy, compared to this dammy fear that dung to her.

And yet, in the end, Corbyn escaped therr. They came to a stubbled field, where they saw provison
carts, some ten wounded horses, and fourteen wounded men, dumped there by therr lord to live or die
with no help from him. Corbyn had I&ft everything behind that might dow him down and was making a
run for Dun Bruddlyn.

“Ah horsedung and a pile of it!” Rhodry snarled. “Weé Il never catch them now.” For along moment
he sat dumped in the saddle, then looked up with asgh. “Wel, no hdp for it, huh? Let's go see what we
can do for these poor bastards. The baggage train and the chirurgeons will catch up to us soon enough.”

As she dismounted, Jll was thinking that she’'d never met a lord so honorable as he. Together they
walked over to the improvised camp, where wounded men lay shivering in wet blankets on the ground.
Loddlaen’s sorm had swept over them, too. One man stood, leaning againg a cart, his head wrapped in
abloody bandage and hisright arm splintered. When he saw Rhodry, two thin trails of tears ran down his
face.

“What' s your name, lad?’ Rhodry said. “And how long have you been here?’

“Lanyc, my lord, and since last night. We dl camped here last night, and then they left us”

“And did your lord give you any choice in the matter?’

“None, my lord, or well, none to the others. | said I'd stay with them. At least | can stand, and I've
been trying to feed everybody.” Lanyc paused, looking at Rhodry with eyes haf drunk with pain. “It was
the sorcerer, my lord. Lord Corbyn never would have deserted us, but Loddlaen made him. | saw it. He
ensorceled him. Ah ye gods, I’d rather be your prisoner than shut up with that stinking sorcerer.”

“By the hdls” Jll said. “I don’t blame you a bit.”

At the sound of her voice, Lanyc sobbed under his breeth.

“Alass” he whispered. “Oh ye gods, alass with a sword.”

Then he burst out sobbing.

The baggage train creaked up about an hour later. Rhodry set the two remaining chirurgeons to doing
what they could for Corbyn's men, but Aderyn joined in the councl of war. The lords stood
despondently in a circle and looked at the muddy ground.

“Wdl, that’s torn it,” Sigyn said. “Might as wel ride on and invest hm anyway, eh? The honor of the
thing.”

“True enough,” Rhodry said. “Ah by the hdls he's probably got messengers on ther way to Rhys



right now, begging him to intervene. It's going to hurt when my ugly brother cals me off like a hound from
the kill.”

“Indeed, my lord?" Aderyn broke in. “What if the messengers never reach him?’

All the lords turned to look at thisfrall old man who held power beyond what they could even dream
of.

“Loddlaen has to be stopped and now,” he went on. “Do you think Gwerbret Rhysisgoing to believe
usif we tdl him that Loddlaen incited this rebdlion with dweomer? Of course not. And then Loddlaen
will get off lightly in the malover by paying a blood price for the man he killed back in our lands, and he'll
be free to work more mischief.”

“That's dl wdl and good,” Rhodry said. “But even if we catch the messengers, they'll testify againg
usto Rhys unless we kill them. Cursed if I'll kill apair of helpless men.”

“Never would | want you to,” Aderyn said with a amdl amile. “Leave them to me, lord cadvridoc. |
won't harm a hair on their heads, but Rhyswill never get Corbyn’s message. | promise you that.”

Theline of carts carrying the wounded moved dowly and stopped often to let the men rest. At noon,
they lingered for along time while Nevyn and the chirurgeon did what they could. Nevyn had just found
time to get himsdf something to eat when he fdt Aderyn’s mind cdling to him. He walked a little ways to
atiny brook and used the sun dancing on the water as afocus. Aderyn’simage built up quickly.

“Did you catch Corbyn?’ Nevyn thought to him.

“Wedidn't, curse him. He's going to stand a sege in his dun. Quick—tdll me somewhat. You know
the palitics of Eldidd a cursed sght better than | do. Suppose Corbyn were going to send a desperate
message to some dly, asking him to relieve the sege. Who would it be?’

“Oh come now, do you redly think he'd be that stupid? He should be sending a messenger to Rhys to
e for peace.”

Aderyn’'s eyes were unusudly dy.

“No doubt heis” he thought. “But answer my question anyway. I'll explain later when there's more
time”

“Well and good, then. Let me think. Huh—Tadlidd of Bel-glaedd, no doubt.”

“My thanks.”

And then the image was gone, leaving Nevyn to wonder just what scheme his old pupil had afoot.

Because Lord Corbyn received coin in taxes from his bridge over the Delonderid, Dun Bruddlyn was
asolid fort, ringed by stone walls and large enough to house a warband of over a hundred men. Although
Loddlaen usudly hated being penned up there, he was glad to reach it that night. As what was I€ft of the
amy crawled in the gates, Loddlaen turned his horse over to a servant and hurried up to his chambers on
the top floor of the broch. He threw back the shutters from the window in his bedchamber and leaned
out into the clean evening air. He was so exhausted that he was close to tears.

It was dl Aderyn’sfault, he told himsdf, dl his fault because he wouldn’'t let me send the storm like |



wanted. Wedll, maybe the old man won the firg skirmish, but there' Il be other battles.

“I'm not defeated yet!” Loddlaen snarled in Elvish. “No, not |, Loddlaen the Mighty, Magter of the
Powers of Air!”

But when he turned from the window, he saw Aderyn, sanding in the middle of the chamber. The
image was s0 clear and solid that Loddlaen cried out, thinking that he was there in the body. Only when
the vison wavered dightly did he redize thet it was a projection and that he had forgotten to set his astra
sedls over the dun.

“Lad, lad, ligen to me” Aderyn said. “You 4ill have one last chance. | know that someone was
working on you, usng you. Surrender now and make redtitution. If any more men die because of you,
you'll be beyond forgiveness. Surrender now while you can ill be helped.”

Aderyn looked so heartsick that Loddlaen sobbed once doud. His father was standing there, offering
to forgive him; his father had known dl dong wha he'd only just discovered, that he'd been
ensorceled—that he'd been weak and stupid enough to let hmsdf be ensorceled by an enemy that he
didn’'t even know.

“|ad” Aderyn said. “I beg you”

Shame, embarrassment, a kind of sdf-loathing—they rose, choking him, turing suddenly to dirty
smoke thét filled the room and obscured Aderyn’s image. Loddlaen wanted to cry out, to reach out his
hand to his father, but the smoke was making him gag, and dl a once, he was furious, trembling and
screaming with rage.

“Get out! Get out! | don’'t need your hdp!”

L oddlaen caled up power and threw a stream of pure force, a barrage of fiery light, but long before it
could hit. the image was gone. Loddlaen fdl to his knees and wept in the midst of the churning, filthy
smoke, which dowly, awisp at atime, cleared of its own accord.

It was along time before he could get himsdf under control. He rose and staggered to a smdl table,
where a pitcher of mead and a goblet stood ready, poured himsdf a full goblet, and drank it Sraight
down. All a once, he could no longer bear to be done. Goblet dill in hand, he ran out of the chamber
and hurried down the spird staircase.

Lord Corbyn’s great hdl was a hot smokey confuson of men, stting a tables, anding in the curve of
the wall, talking in low voices or merdy drinking de down as fast as the servants could pour it. Loddlaen
took hisusud place a Corbyn’sright. Across from him was Nowec, his eyes dazed as he looked around
him. Even though Loddlaen had logt the others, he'd been able to ensored this lord. Corbyn was eding a
dice of roast pork, biting into it, then cutting off the bite with a greasy dagger.

“Glad you came down, councillor,” Nowec said. “Your lord and | have just been discussng sending
messengers to the gwer-bret to sue for peace.”

“Hell grant decent terms,” Corbyn said, his voice too loud with a fase cheer. “But we've got to get
the men on their way tonight. I'll wager Rhodry invests us tomorrow.”

Both men looked expectantly a Loddlaen.

“Of course,” Loddlaen snapped. “You don't need dweomer to tdl you the obvious.”



Both lords nodded sheepishly. Corbyn fanged his pork and sawed off another mouthHilling bite.

“We need to know exactly where Rhodry is” Nowec said. “Can’'t have the messengers blundering
right into them.”

Corbyn nodded his agreement, then belched. Loddlaen could stand them no longer.
“I'll attend to it straightaway,” Loddlaen said.

As he hurried up to his chamber, he was swegting with fear. He was too afraid of Aderyn to scry on
the etheric plane, and that meant he would have to fly. Trying to shape-change when exhausted was
dangerous. Upon entering his chamber, he lit the candle lantern with a snap of his fingers. Seeing the
flame spring to his cal soothed him. He 4ill had power, more power than those round-ear dogs even
knew, him, Loddlaen the Mighty! He stripped off his clothes and threw them onto the bed. Not even the
mighties masters of the dweomer could transform dead matter like cloth.

Loddlaen lad his hands far apart on the windowslll and stared up at the starry sky until he was
perfectly cdm. Sowly he fdt power gather, carefully he invoked more, until it flowed through his mind
like amighty river. In hismind, he formulated the image of the red hawk, many times life Sze, proud and
crud, then sent the picture forward until it perched on the windowsll between his hands. At this point the
hawk image existed only in Loddlaen’s imagination, and it was only in imagination that he transferred his
consciousness over to the bird. He had spent years on tedious mentd exercises that dlowed him to
imagine that he stood on the windowsll and saw the view below with the hawk’s eyes. Keeping his
consciousness firmly focused in the hawk, he chanted the power word, a Smple hypnotic device, that
opened the door to the etheric for him. When he saw the view through the cold blue light, he knew that
he' d transferred his consciousness up aleve.

At this point, things had gone beyond smple imagination. When he glanced back, he saw his body
dumped on the floor and joined to the hawk with a siver cord. He could have scried on the etheric with
the hawk as a body of light, but he had a more dangerous plan. In his mind he chanted a second set of
words, one that only the Elcyion Lacar knew, and saw the lips of his body twitch in rhythm. When he
flexed the hawk’ s wings, the arms below him raised. Now came the true difficulty. The etheric double of
every person islike a matrix that holds and forms flesh; if the double is strong enough, the flesh will follow
its lead. Lodd-laen chanted, struggled, bent al hiswill into the imagining that is more than imagination until
a lagt, with one find wall of chant, the etheric drew the physica into its new mould.

L oddlaen the man was gone from the chamber. Only the hawk stood on the windowsll and stretched
proud wings. With a harsh cry of triumph, Loddlaen sprang into the night and flew out over the dun. He
loved flying, the perfect freedom of drifting on the wind, the view from on high, where every fort and
house seemed judt atiny toy, scattered by a child's careless hand. Even in the hawk form, Loddlaen
retained the etheric 9ght that was so important a part of the transformation. The countryside below
glowed in the bluey night with the reddish auras of the living vegetation. Here and there were daubs of
ydlow glow where horses or cows huddled together. The road was a cold black strip. Following the
road, Loddlaen flew south until he saw the gleaming mass of auras that had to be the men and horses of
Rhodry’s army.

Loddlaen flew upward to gain height, then circled in a long sweep about the camp. His mind was
dert, feding out the etheric plane for the traces of Aderyn’s dweomer working. When he found none, he
assumed that the old man was adeep or busy wasting his time by tending wounds. Then he heard a cry,
the soft mournful note of the owl. With a start and a flgp of terror, Loddlaen beat hard againgt the wind
and gained more height. He saw a trace of slvery mation below him as the great slver owl sprang out of



the trees. In stark terror, Loddlaen turned on the wind current and raced for the dun, besting his wings
hard and steadily until he was sure that he' d Ieft the dumder owl behind. Y et even though he reached the
dun safdy, as he sdtled onto the windowsll he heard or thought he heard a cdl, one soft note of
mourning drifting in the night.

Toward noon of the next day, Rhodry’s amy reached Corbyn's demesne. Everywhere the
farmhouses were shut up tight, with not so much as a chicken out in the farmyard. From bitter experience
the farmers knew that the army of even alord like Rhodry would sted any fresh food that came its way.
Corbyn’s dun stood at the top of alow atificad hill in the middle of a big stretch of open pasture, but
none of his lordship’s cows were to be seen when the army reached it. Leaving the carts behind, they
trotted over, fuly armed and ready in case Corbyn dupidly tried to sdly, but they found the heavy
iron-bound gates shut. Up on the catwaks men stood hdf hidden by the merlons. Defiant at the top of
the broch flew Corbyn’s green banner. Rhodry ordered his men to fan out and surround the dun. The
invesment hed officdly begun.

Jud as the carts arrived, Corbyn sent out a herald, his aged chamberlan Graemyn, trembling even
though he carried the beribboned s&ff that would have kept him safe from even the most murderous lord
indl Deverry. When he saw the portly old man puffing down the hill, Rhodry dismounted and honorably
waked afew steps to meet him—but he made sure he stayed out of bowshot of the dun.

“Greetings, Lord Rhodry,” Graemyn said. “My lord requests that you withdraw from his lands”
“Tdl your lord that | respectfully decline to fuffill his request. He is a rebe and under my proscription.”

“Indeed?” Graemyn licked nervous lips. “Even now messengers are riding to Gwerbret Rhys to sue
for hisintervention in this effair of war.”

“Then I'll wait here with my army urttil his grace arrives. You may consider yoursalves under full sege
until the gwerbret persondly orders me to withdraw. Tdl your lord dso that he's harboring a murderer,
Loddlaen his councillor, and thet | demand he be turned over to me speedily for trid.”

Graemyn blinked twice, then trembled allittle harder.

“I have sworn witnesses to Loddlaen’s crimes” Rhodry said. “If Loddlaen is not delivered to me by
nightfal, then your lord is twice in rebdlion. Theré's one more thing, good herad. Although I'm
determined to prosecute this war againg Gorbyn, I'm extending pardon to Nowec and his men. All they
have to do isride out and ask for it.”

Graemyn turned and fled, going as fast as his short breath would dlow. Rhodry laughed, then walked
back, shouting out orders to the amy to sdttle in and start digging earthworks.

Needless to say, nightfdl came without Loddlaen being handed over, but by then the army was firmly
entrenched. The carts were drawn up in acircle and guarded by a narrow ditch and bank; the tents were
raised and surrounded by a broader one. Armed patrols trotted endlesdy around the hill in case Cor-byn
tried to escape. As the men settled down to therr well-earned dinner, Rhodry and Sigyn walked through
the camp for an ingpection.

“I wonder if any of thiswill do us the least bit of good,” Sigyn sad gloomily. “It's dl very wdl for
Aderyn to ramble on about stopping the messengers, but what could he have done? Can’t see one old
mean murdering them on the road, en?’

“After dl the cursed dweomer I've seen, I'm ready to bdieve anything. WEl just have to wat and



Asit turned out, the wait was a short one. Around noon the next day, a guard ran up to Rhodry with
the news that a noble lord, come with an escort of twelve men, was wating just outsde the camp. The
lord turned out to be Tdidd of Belglaedd, who owed direct fedty to the gwerbret. Since Rhodry could
only assume that he was there with a message from Rhys, he was curang inwardly as he bowed. A man
of close to forty, Tdidd looked shrewdly on the world out of narrow green eyes.

“And what brings you to me, my lord?” Rhodry said.
“A cursed strange business.” Tdidd turned to gesture to his men. “Bring those prisoners here.”

When they were led up, Rhodry recognized them as two of Corbyn’s men. They kndt a Rhodry’s
feet and stared at the ground in a humiliated shock.

“Did you know that my sster is Corbyn’s wife?” Tdidd said.
“l didn’'t,” Rhodry said. “ She has my sympethy.”
Tdidd dlowed hmsdf atwitch of asmile

“l should say she was Corbyn’s wife” Tdidd went on. “When she and her women came to me at the
beginning of this cursed war, | made a vow that she'd never go back to her piss-poor excuse of a
hushand even if you didn’'t hang him. He' s driven her mad, stark raving mad! She's been babbling about
evil dweomermen and evil spirits taking Corbyn over until | can’t stand it anymore.”

“By the hdld” Rhodry did his best to look shocked and horrified. “Whet aterrible thing!”

“So | thought. W, then, yesternight these two ride in with a message from Corbyn, asking me ever
S0 sweetly to raise an amy and ride to lift the Sege”

Rhodry whistled under his breeth at the gdl of it.

“Cursed right!” Tdidd snapped. “As if I'd break the gwer-bret’s peace and meddle in somewhat
that's none of my afair, expecidly after the way he's treated one of my blood kin! If your lordship
agrees, I'm going to take these riders down to Rhys and present the maiter. Corbyn didn’'t send a letter,
you see, S0 | need ther testimony.”

“Nothing would gladden my heart more. All | ask is that you let me show them off in front of the dun
before you go, so Corbyn knows that my herald is spesking the truth when he says I’ ve got them.”

They went into Corbyn’s chambers to discuss the newsin private. Nowec perched on the windowslll,
Corbyn paced back and forth, and Loddlaen sat in a chair and tried to project a cam contempt for this
turn of events. Grunting like a pig, Nowec repestedly rubbed his mustaches with the back of his hand.

“It was cursed stupid of you to approach Tdidd,” Nowec snarled.

“I didn't!” Corbyn snapped. “Can't you get that through your thick skull? | never sent any message to
Tdidd. | sent those two men to Aberwyn to sue for peace, just like we' d decided.”

Loddlaen swore in Elvish.

“A traitor,” Corbyn went on. “There has to be a traitor in the dun, and he judged Tdidd's mind to a



nicety, too.”

“And just who would this traitor be?” Nowec said. “There€'s no one here but us and our men, and |
can't see your two lads thinking that up on their own.”

“Jugt s0.” Corbyn stopped pacing to turn on him. “1 was wondering about that mysdf. I’'m not the one
who received the offer of pardon.”

When Nowec’ s hand drifted toward his sword hilt, Loddlaen jumped up and got in between them.

“Don't be fools,” Loddlaen snapped. “It would have been cursed easy for Rhodry’s men to take the
messengers on the road and bribe them then and there”

Corbyn sghed and held out his hand to Nowec.
“My gpologies,” Corbyn said. “I'mdl to pieces over this”

“And so am I.” Nowec shook his hand firmly. “Well and good, then. Wdll, can’t drink spilled ae, can
you? The question is, what do we do now?’

“I haven't given up hope yet,” Corbyn said with a flatering amile a Loddlaen. “Maybe there are other
ways to send messages, ones that don't require horses.”

Loddlaen fdt sweat soring up on his back. Aderyn was right outside, waiting and watching for him to
try to escape.

“Perhgps.” Loddlaen forced out a amile. “His lordship has been pleased with my subterfuges in the

Corbyn smiled. Nowec began running his fingers through his mustaches asif he meant to teer it out.
“If my lords dlow,” Loddlaen went on, “I'll retire to my chamber and consider the problem.”

Loddlaen ran up the staircase to his chamber, barred the door behind him, then flung himsdf down on
hisbed. All histak of Rhodry’s bribing messengers was just so much chatter to keep up the two lords
morae. He knew that Aderyn had to be the one behind the ruse. It would have been easy for the old
men to ensorcel them and inject an image into their minds, to plant a clear and vivid memory of Corbyn
tdling them the message to Tdlidd. They would have no way of discovering that the memory was as fdse
asadream.

He got up and paced restlesdy to the window. Maybe he could reach the gwerbret with the message.
He could put Corbyn’s letter and some clothes into a sack that the hawk could carry inits taons, then
somehow evade Aderyn and fly to Aberwyn. Somehow. He laughed, an hysterica giggle, knowing that
no matter how fast he flew, Aderyn would be fallowing behind. Unless, of course, he killed Aderyn fird.
He clutched the windowsll hard with both hands. To kill your own father—oh ye gods, had he come this
low?

L oddlaen flung himsdf down on the bed again. All afternoon he lay there, and his mind was as choppy
as the sea when the tide runs one way and the wind, another.

Since there was a chance that Corbyn would make a desperate sdly now that his messengers had
been apprehended, everyone in Rhodry’s camp went armed that afternoon. Jll joined Cadonderid and



Jennantar, who were stlanding guard over the horses with their longbows ready. As the hours dragged by,
even the two eves were hard-pressed to find jedts.

“You know, JlI,” Jennantar said. “I’ve been thinking about our Lord Rhodry ever snce that little
scrap he had with Calo here. There' s something about the way he moved, and how quick he was, that's
suspicious. Would you do somewhat for me? See if you can get him to touch your Slver dagger. | wager
it glows.”

“What's the old saying?’ Jll said. “Elven blood in Eldidd veins?”
“Oho!” Cdonderid joined in. “You think, lass, unlike the rest of the cursed round-ears.”

“Would you not use that word?” Jennantar snapped. “It's cursed discourteous, especidly in front of
Ji”

“Now, JIl may have round ears” Cadonderiel pointed at one of them with his bow. “But she's not a
round-ear. There's abig difference”

Jennantar growled like a dog.

“Ohwdl and good then.” He gave him a grin. “I won't sully your pointed ears with the word again.”
He ducked back as the other df swung a fake punch a him. “But truly, Jll, see what happens when
Rhodry gets that blade in his hands”

“I'll do my best,” Jll said, honedtly intrigued. “And as soon as | can, t0o.”

By then it was nearing sunset, and the fading light made a sly impossible. When Rhodry cdled off the
guard, JlI and the two eves went back to camp. Since everyone was expecting a long Sege, the dves
hed raised the tent they’ d brought on ther travois. It was a beautiful thing, about ten feet across and eght
high, made of purple-dyed lesther and painted with pictures of running deer in the forest, so redigticaly
done that Jll could have sworn that the deer would turn ther heads and look a her. While Jennantar
went to draw rations for the three of them, Caonderid helped Jll off with her chain mall. She fdt asif she
were flogting just by contrast.

“| pray to every god in the sky that Corbyn doesn't sdly before | get used to this cursed quff,” she
sad.

“So do I.” Cdonderid looked sncerdy worried. “You might ask Aderyn for some ointment if your
shoulders are sore.”

“You know, | think | will.”

Aderyn did indeed have a rubifacient mixture in sweet lard that took some of the ache away. JIl went
into the comfortable privacy of the tent and rubbed the minty-amdling suff into her shoulders and upper
ams, then merdy sat there for awhile to rest. Now that she was faced with the hard redlity of the coming
battle, she was frightened, thinking that her father was right enough. She knew nothing of the screaming
shoving confudon of ared battle.

“It'stoo late now to get out of it,” Jll remarked to the gray gnome. “And better dead than a coward.”

The gnome yawned in unconcern. She supposed that he could have no idea of what death meant.



“JII?7’" It was Rhodry’ s voice. “Are you in there?’
“I am, my lord. I'll come out.”

But Rhodry dipped in just as she put on her shirt, and he was grinning in triumph &t catching her aone.
The gnome opened its mouth in a soundless snarl as he sat down beside her.

“Thistent is plendid,” Rhodry said. “I wanted alook at theingde”
“I never knew that the lord cadvridoc had an interest in lesther cushions and tent poles.”

“A very great interest.” Rhodry inched alittle closer. “Why, | don’t think I’ ve ever seen finer cushions
then these”

The gnome legped up and dapped his face. Rhodry swore and looked around for the source of the
blow, but the gnome jumped onto his back and grabbed handfuls of his hair. With a yelp, Rhodry batted
a the enemy he couldn’t see.

“Stop that!” Jll snapped.

With an audible hiss the gnome disappeared. Rhodry gingerly rubbed his scalp.

“In the name of every god,” Rhodry said, “what was dl that?’

“l don’t know, I’'m sure. Are you having spasms? Maybe you should consult with Aderyn.”

“Don't tdl me that.” Rhodry grabbed her wrigts. “You know cursed wel what happened. Why dse
did you ydl ‘stop that’?’

JII twigted againgt his thumbs, broke his grip, then started to scramble up, but he caught her by the
shoulders and dragged her back. For a moment they wrestled, but Jil began to giggle and let im win.

“Answver me” Rhodry said, and he was amiling. “What was it?’

“Oh, wdl and good, then. It was one of the Wildfolk, and he was jedous of you.”
Rhodry let her go and sat back.

“Areyou daft?" he snapped.

“You fdt it pull your har, didn’'t you?’

Rhodry looked at her with such revulson on his handsome face that she suddenly hated him. She
pulled her dlver dagger and held it close to him. The light ran like water down the blade.

“Oho!” Jll said. “Elven blood in Eldidd veins, indeed! Don't you look so snot-faced about me. | may
see the Wildfalk, but you' re haf an df.”

When Rhodry grabbed the dagger from her, it flared as brightly as a sconce full of candles. Swearing,
he turned it thisway and that while Jll laughed at him.

“It's got an enchantment on it,” JlIl said smugly. “It glows around the Elcyion Lacar, and that’s who
the Westfolk redly are. You're hdf one of them, | sweer it



“Hold your tongue.” Rhodry flung the dagger down. “And don’t you laugh a me.”

The order, of course, only made her laugh the more. Rhodry grabbed her by the shoulders and shook
her, s hard that she dapped him across the face.

“You little hdlcat!” Rhodry snarled.

Shoving and swearing, they wrestled like a pair of wild things, but he was the strong one when her
fighting tricks were of no use. Findly he pinned her on her back, lay hdf across her, and smiled, his face
only afew inches from her own.

“Cry surrender,” Rhodry said.
“Shan't”

He bent his head and kissed her. It was the fird kiss aman had ever given her, and it seemed to burn
on her mouth, as if she were alame with thirs and only Rhodry’s kisses could dake it. She dipped her
ams around his neck and kissed him again, open-mouthed and greedy.

“My pardons, lord cadvridoc,” Aderyn said. “But isthis truly wise?’

With ayep Jll shoved Rhodry away and sat up. Hisarms crossed over his chest, Aderyn stood over
them, and he wasn't amiling. Rhodry turned scarlet and sat up, too, smoothing his shirt down.

“From the noisein here” Aderyn said with great asperity. “I thought I'd have to break up a fight.
What are you two, cats squawling with love in a barnyard? By the hdls JlI, I’ve got to answer to both
Nevyn and your father about you. | don't care to face either of themin arage”

Nether did Jll. She wanted to mdt like oring snow and snk into the earth with shame. Rhodry
forced out a shegpish amile and picked up the slver dagger, which promptly glowed in his hands.

“I know what you're going to say, good Aderyn,” Rhodry said, fiddling nervoudy with the dagger hilt.
“And you'll be right, too. It would be a shameful thing of me to dishonor the woman | love in the middle
of an army camp. | had no intentions of doing anything of the sort.”

“There are times” Aderyn said, “when | truly wish | could turn men into frogd It's cursed hard to
bdlieve those fine wordd!”

All a once Aderyn stopped and stared at the dagger. Jil supposed that he was s0 used to dweomer
that he' d only just noticed the enchantment on the blade.

“So,” Aderyn said at lagt. “It's a cursed strange thing about dven blood in a dan. It skips generation
after generation, and then dl a once, out it comes in someone.”

“What?" Rhodry squesked. “What cursed nonsense—"

“No nonsense a dl. Jll, take that dagger back. Y ou're coming with me. As for you, my lord, think
about this. | know it's a bit of a shock, but you're as much kin to the Elcyion Lacar as you are to the
Maelwaedd dan.”

Jug that evening, the wagon tran with the wounded and the prisoners reached Dun Gwerbyn.
Standing on the crest of ahill, the dun towered over the little town that had grown up around the tieryn’s



principal residence. Inside the dun wals were a triple broch and enough huts and houses for a village
Although Nevyn was pleased to learn that Lovyan had dready arrived, he had no time to talk with her for
some hours. Together with the offidd chirurgeon, he oversaw getting the wounded bunked down in the
barracks, changed the dressings on everyone' s wounds, then bathed before he went to the great hdl. At
the door he met Lord Gwynvedd, the chamberlain, ahighly effident man despite having logt his right arm
in battle years before.

“l followed Rhodry’s orders about the slver dagger,” Gwynvedd said. “He's in a chamber in the
broch, and the chirur-geon’s dready seen him.”

“Splendid. I'll look in on him mysdf in a bit. Where have you seated me for meals?’
“At the table of honor, of course. Her grace is there now, and she wants a word with you.”

Lovyan's great hdl was easly a hundred feet across. In between the windows tapestries hung on the
wal, and the floor was covered with neetly braided rushes. Lovyan rose to greet Nevyn and seated him
a her right hand. Since everyone else had long finished edting, a servant brought him a trencher of roast
pork and cabbage and atankard of dark ae.

“Nevyn,” Lovyan said. “Where' s JII? Severa people now have told me she's with the army, but that
can't be truel”

“I'mafradit is, curse her. Have you heard of the dweomer prophecy? That's; true, too.”

“Oh ye godd | thought everyone had gone daft.” Lovyan took his tankard and helped hersdf to asp
of de “Truly, I'm as worried about JIl as| am about Rhodry. It was odd, considering how short atime
she sheltered with me, but I've never met alass| liked more”

Nevyn merdy amiled, thinking that it was hardly odd at dl, consdering how deeply Lovyan's Wyrd
hed been entwined with JlI’sin lives past.

After he finished eating, he went to his chamber up in one of the joined towers. A page had aready
brought him a pitcher of water and started a charcod fire in the brazier to take the damp off the stone
wadls. Nevyn opened the shutters over the window for a bit of ar, then stood over the glowing cods and
thought of Aderyn. In afew minutes Aderyn’s image appeared, floating over the fire.

“l was going to get in contact with you later,” Aderyn thought to him. “I’ve just found out somewhat
that’s cursed interesting. | saw young Rhodry holding JiI’s siver dagger, and it was glowing like fire. All
the even blood in the Maglwaedd clan’s come out in him.”

“By the gods! Of course! | should have seen that years ago. It explains many an odd thing about the
lad.”

“It's a hard thing to spot about a man sometimes. | suppose that’s why the dwarves developed that
dweomer for ther slver. I'm more concerned with keeping the lad dive than ever. When the time comes
for the meeting of dves and men, it would be useful to have him tieryn on the western border.”

“Useful and twice useful. I"'ve dways had strange omens about the lad, and | wonder if this lies at the
core of them.”

“It might, at that, and truly, | wonder if Rhodry’s ven blood is what made him so interesting to our
dark enemy.”



“Indeed? Why?’

Aderyn hesitated, looking puzzled.

“l don’t know,” he said at lagt. “The thought just seemed to come to me”
“Then it's an idea worth pondering. Y ou may have been given a message.”

After Aderyn broke the link, Nevyn paced back and forth and wondered if indeed Rhodry was the
man meant to mediate the ancient feud between df and man. It's difficult in the extreme for the Greet
Ones—the Lords of Wyrd and the Lords of Light—to communicate with ther servants on earth, Smply
because those disincarnate beings inhabit a plane far removed from the physical, far more deeply within
the heart of the universe than even the astrd plane. If one of the Great Ones has to send a message, he
has to work a dweomer of his own, firg building a thought form that’s roughly the equivdent of a
dweomer-mas-ter’s body of light, then usng that form to travel down the planes to the lowest level such
a being can reach. From tha plane, he can then ether direct the dementd pirits to produce certain
effects, such as thunder from a clear sky, or ese send images, emotions, and with greet difficulty, short
thoughts into the mind of a person trained in dweomer. If one of the Great Ones had gone to such effort
to send Aderyn a message about Rhodry’s even heritage, then something very important indeed was at
stake.

As Nevyn thought about it, he could see that the dark dweomer might have some interest in ensuring
that peace never came to the dven border, amply because those who follow the dark arts are safer in
troubled times, when lords can't be bothered with tales of peculiar people who do strange things in
out-of-the-way places. And yet, the reason wasn't quite adequate. Unlike the evil magicians in the bard
songs, who love to cause misery and suffering for its own sake, the men of the dark dweomer never act
directly in the world without some very good reason. If a dark master wanted Rhodry dead, it had to be
because Rhodry presented some specific threat to him or to hiskind. It was puzzing, dl of it, and Nevyn
knew that he had many hard hours of meditation ahead of him if he was going to begin to sort the puzzle
out. He was sure that he had more clues than he could eesly see, and that the roots probably lay deep in
hisown past and in the past lives of thosein his care.

“l grow so cursed old,” Nevyn remarked to the brazier. “And so cursed weary.”

Whenever Nevyn looked over hislife, the memories were crowded and tangled, asif he were looking
a the wrong sde of atapestry and trying to figure out the pattern on the front. Quite Imply, he'd never
hed the chance to sort things out in the state cdled death, where the experiences of a lifeime are sorted
and condensed to hard, clear seeds of experience. Everything ran together and blurred until at times, he
could barely remember the names of people who had been important to him, much less why they had
been important, smply because the information was sunk in a sea of meaningless details. At other times,
when he was trying to make a decision, the memoaries crowded so thickly that he could barely act. Every
possible course of action would immediaidy suggest three or four possble different results that had
happened or might have happened in the past. Every fact became qudified a hundred times over, like
some passage from a Bardek poet when adjective after adjective clusters round and overwhelms one
poor little noun. In truth, as he considered the problem that night, Nevyn redized that he thought very
much like an €f.

“So beit,” he said with alaugh. “It's not my will, anyway, but thewill of the Light.”

Fortunately he had too much work on his hands, to st and brood. He gathered up his supplies and
went for a look a Cullyn. Cullyn was awake, lying propped up on pillows, and a servant had lit the



candlesin the Slver sconce on thewall.
“Nevyn,” Cullyn snapped. “I just heard—ye gods, how could you lie to me that way?’
There was only one thing he could mean.
“Who told you she' s with the army?’ Nevyn said.

“The cursed chirurgeon. By the hdls, he's cursed lucky I’'m too sick to stand, or I'd have taken his
head for this. How could you lie to me?’

“There wasn't anything ese | could do. She was determined to go, and | didn't want you upsetting
yoursdlf.”

Cullyn growled under his breath. He was close to tears.
“Did our fat-mouthed chirurgeon tel you of the prophecy, too?’ Nevyn said.
Cullyn nodded a yes.

“She's mogt likdy going to kill Corbyn,” Nevyn went on. “The whole thing has the ring of Wyrd to
me, and she' s your daughter, after dl.”

“She's never been in a battle. How could Rhodry—I save his cursed life, and this is how he repays
me. | swear it, if she dies, I'll kill him. | don’t care what hisugly dan does to mefor it. I'll kill him.”

What might have been a boast from another man was the smple truth coming from Cullyn of Cerrmor.
Nevyn fdt trouble coming, sweeping over them dl like a bresking wave.

“I thought | liked the lad,” Cullyn went on. “I was fool enough to think | honored him.”
“Hudh! You can't do anything about it now, and you're just upsetting yoursalf.”

“Hold your tongue, old man! | don't give a pig's fat if you're dweomer or not. Just hold your
tongue.”

At that moment he sounded so much like Gerraent that Nevyn nearly dapped him. Sharply he
reminded himsdf that Cullyn was no more Gerraent than he was dill Prince Garion.

“I’'m going to look at that wound whether you likeit or not,” Nevyn said.
“Go ahead. Just hold your tongue.”

Cullyn closed his eyes and pressed the side of his face down hard into the pillow. As Nevyn opened
his sack of supplies, he was thinking about the coming trouble. Sooner or later, Cullyn would regdlize that
Rhodry and JlI were besotted with each other. Would he fly into a rage and kill the most important man
in Eldidd? And what of JII? Would he keep her from the dweomer? Would his honor fall someday the
way Gerraent’s had?

“Wdl,” Cullyn snapped. “Get on with it, will you?’

“I will. Just getting out a clean bandage.”



It was then that Nevyn was faced with severest temptation, the bitterest test of his entire
dweomer-touched life, which had tested hm so many times before. When he took the chirurgeon’s
dumsy bandage off the wound on Cullyn’'s side, he saw immediatdy that infection was setting in. The
sgns were 0 very sndl— judt the dightest swdling at the edges of the torn flesh, just the dightest
unnatura redness—that only he would have noticed. Obvioudy the chirurgeon hadn’t. He could ignore it
if he chose. He could ignore it for just this one night, and by the morrow, when the chirurgeon came
round again, the infection would have spread so far that not even Nevyn would be able to check it. He
could stand there and let Gerraent die. His desire was like a burning in his whole body.

“By the hdls” Cullyn snarled. “Get on with it!”

“Hold your tongue! You'rein abit of danger. | don’t like the look of this wound. Did that chirurgeon
remember to wash his cursed hands?”

And the moment was over, but Nevyn would remember it for years, the time when he had nearly
broken every solemn vow he had ever sworn.

“Hedidn’t,” Cullyn said. “Not thet | saw, anyway.”

“Those cursed doltsl Why won't they beieve me when | tdl them that foul humors linger on ther filthy
paws! I'm sorry, lad, but I'm going to have to take the stitches out and wash the whole thing with meed.”

Cullyn turned his head to look at him and did the last thing Nevyn would ever have expected—he
smiled.

“Go ahead,” Cullyn said. “The pain will take my cursed mind off Jll.”

“Wonder how long they’re, going to stew in there, en?” Si-gyn said. “They should just surrender or
dly, curse them.”

“Corbyn will never surrender,” Rhodry said. “He knows I’'m going to hang him from his own gates.”

Sigyn nodded and stroked his mustaches. They were gtting on horseback at the edge of the camp,
looking up at the dun, where the green pennant flew in a diff morning breeze.

“l hope to every god that Nowec takes my offer of pardon,” Rhodry said.

“If the cursed sorcerer will let him, en? Here, Aderyn tells me he' s keeping some kind of watch on the
dun. Says he'll know the minute thaet Corbyn’s men start preparing for a saly.” Sigyn shook his head in
angry bafflement. “And then he had ajest on me, too. | say to him, how will you know, a scrying stone or
suchlike? Oh, not that, says he, the Wildfolk will tel me. Eh! That's what you get for asking questions of
sorcerers, | suppose.”

Rhodry forced out a brief amile He didn't care to tdl Sigyn that the Wildfolk were red enough. He
wanted to believe that Aderyn and JIl had been only having ajest on him, but he’'d fdt something pull his
hair. As he thought it over, it aso occurred to him that Aderyn had sworn a vow never to lie, which
meant that it was the Imple truth that the Westfolk were the Elcyion Lacar of legend, and that he himsdf
was hdf-kin to them. Elven blood in Eldidd veins. At that moment, Rhodry hated the old proverb.

The dow, hot day passed without Corbyn meking a saly. At dinner the noble-born ate together and
wondered why Corbyn kept postponing the inevitable. There was only one answer, that he hoped his
sorcerer would eventudly pull him out of this particular fire. For dl they knew, Loddlaen might be able to



send Rhys a message by magic.
“Aderyn would stop him,” Rhodry said.
“One hopes,” Edar said gloomily. “Who knows what the dweomer can do or not?’

Somehow no one volunteered smply to ask Aderyn, and in an uneasy slence, the council of war
broke up. Rhodry got a clean shirt and went downstream from the camp to bathe. In the garlight he
walked surefooted, then stripped off his clothes and plunged into the cool water. Getting reasonably
clean soothed his nerves somewhat, but as he was dressing, he saw the two men of the Westfolk coming,
as surefooted in the dark as he was. Cdonderid hailed him with a laugh.

“Asdean as an df, too, aren’'t you?” he said.
“Oh by the hdld” Rhodry snarled. “What did Jll do? Open her big mouth and spill the tale?’

“Of course,” Jennantar joined in. “WEe re the ones who put her up to it. I’ve noticed a thing here and
there, and I’ ve been wondering about you, lad.”

Rhodry looked him over carefully. In the starlight Rhodry was color-blind like any ordinary man, and
grd| details were blurred and logt, but he could see enough to find a certain kinship in the narrow build
and long fingers he shared with Jennantar. Although both of them were heavily muscled, they were built
draight from shoulder to hip, just as he was.

“Doesit ache your heart,” Jennantar said, “finding out there’ swild blood in your clan?’
“I| can't lieand say it does’t,” Rhodry said. “But | mean no inault to you.”

“None taken,” Cdonderid sad. “Here, I’ ve been searching my memory, and if I've got the tae right,
one of our womenfalk ran off with a Maglwaedd lord named Pertyc.”

“That was the firs Maelwaedd to be Gwerbret Aberwyn,” Rhodry said. “And it was a cursed long
time ago, too. | wish now I’d listened better when the bard was reciting al those tdles and genedlogies
about my ancestors. It doesn’'t seem so tedious, dl of a sudden.”

They both laughed, and Cdonderid gave him afriendly cuff on the shoulder.

“Come back to our fire with us,” Jennantar said. “We ve been hoarding a skin of our mead, but this
seems like a good time to break it out.”

“And I'll wager you' ve dways been able to drink any other man under the table,” Calonderidl said.
“l have at that,” Rhodry said. “And isthat another thing | share with you?’
“Itis, and one of the best traits of the Elcyion Lacar, too,” Cdonderid said. “If you ask me, anyway.”

Elven mead turned out to be twice as strong as the humen variety, and cleaner-tasting, too, so that a
men could drink more of it. The three of them sat by the campfire and passed the skin around slently
while Rhodry decided that he liked his newfound kin. All his life he'd known that he was somewhat
different from the men around him, and now at last he knew the reason. It was comforting to find out that
there was a reason.

“Where' s JII?" Rhodry said &t last.



“Standing a turn on the night watch,” Caonderid said.
“Oh by the hdls, she doesn’'t have to do that!”

“She inggted,” Jennantar said. “It's not a dlver dagger’s place to lounge around like a lord, she tdls
m"

“And soon, no doubt,” Cdonderid said. “Thelord cadvridoc will be ingpecting the night watch, just to
meake sure none of them have fdlen adeep on duty.”

“Hold your tongue,” Rhodry said. “Unless you want another knife fight.”

“After dl the mead we ve drunk, we' d doubtless trip right into the fire” Cdonderid said. “Just a jes,
and my gpologies.”

The meadskin went round again in a companionable slence. And what of JII? Rhodry asked himsdf.
What if he did manage to seduce her, what then? He could never marry her; she would end up pregnant
like Olwen, and there would be another woman whose life he'd ruined. This time, the woman would be
someone who was risking her lifein his service. Perhaps the mead helped, but he saw it quite clearly, that
he loved her too much to dishonor her that way, that he loved her enough to let her go. He would have to
treat her like a sworn priestess of the Moon, so far beyond aman’s lust that it meant degth to touch her.

Y et, when Rhodry was walking back to histent, he saw Jll coming in from the watch. For a moment
hislugt was so strong that he couldn’t breathe. Although he' d dways scorned those bard songs thet told
of men dying for a woman's love, that night he dmost believed them. He made himsdf turn away and
wak into the darkness before she saw him. He was afraid of what he might do if she gave him one word
of encouragement.

There comes a point in any illness when the sufferer redizes not that he's mending, but that a some
point, he will mend, if not soon, then eventualy. Cullyn reached that point that evening, when he woke to
find hismind clear for the firg time since he' d been wounded. The pain had receded, asif his dashed sde
stood a little ways away from the rest of him, and his broken arm was merdy sore under the splints. For
the fird time, too, he truly noticed the luxury that surrounded him—a private chamber, a bed with
embroidered hangings, a carved chest where someone had lad out his sword and slver dagger asif he
were a lord. It was dl because he'd saved Rhodry’s life, he supposed. He lay very 4ill and tried to
decide if he were sorry now that he' d done so.

Eventudly Nevyn appeared with his sack of medica supplies.
“Will you have to wash that cut again?’ Cullyn said.

“l hope not.” Nevyn gave him athin amile. “I’m beginning to understand why you have so much glory.
You're the firs man I’ ve ever tended who didn’t scream when | poured mead on his open wound.”

Cullyn sghed at the memory. Keeping slent had cost him every scrap of will he possessed. Nevyn
poured him water from the slver flagon by the bedside.

“Do you remember curang me lagt night?” Nevyn said.

“l do, and you have my apologies for that. It's not your fault JIl went off to the cursed war. Here, |
can hold that goblet mysdf.”



“Good. You need to start moving to get your strength back.”
“& I do.”

Cullyn heard the venom in his own voice. When Nevyn gave him the goblet, he raised one bushy
white eyebrow in a questioning sort of way.

“I meant what | said about Rhodry,” Cullyn said. “That wasn't just a Sck man's temper.”

“I never doubted it for aminute. May | humbly suggest that you wait to see if she's killed before you
gart brooding your revenge? She might very wel kill Corbyn. | wouldn't have let her go if | didn’t think
she could”

Ignoring him, Cullyn took a couple of greedy gulps of water. “How long before | can fight again?’
“Months. You'll have to get your shiddd arm back in shape after it mends”

“Ah horsedung, And how long before | can get out of this bed and fend for mysdf?’

“Oh, much much sooner. Tomorrow I'll have you walk afew steps just to see what that does.”

“Good. As soon as | can, I'm leaving Rhodry’s hospitdity. | don't want another cursed favor from
him. | wish by every god that they’ d dumped mein the barracks with the other men.”

“Ohye gods, Gerro! | swear you're the mogt stubborn man dive”
“Whet did you cdl me?’

There was a certain grim pleasure in seeing a dweomerman look utterly flustered. Nevyn's cheeks
even turned a bit pink.

“My gpologies,” Nevyn said. “I've tended so many men today thet | can't seem to tdl one from the
other.”

“No doubt. It's not like | took any insult, mind.”

Much to Cullyn’srdlief, Nevyn pronounced the wound free of infection when he changed the dressing.
The old man sent a page to fetch bread and milk, then stood by while Cullyn ate it.

“Answer me somewhat,” Cullyn said. “I'm cursed surprised that Rhodry’s honor would let Jil do his
fighting for him. Why did he take her dong?’

“The dweomer of the thing,” Nevyn said. “And JIl hersdf. Once she heard that prophecy, it would
have taken the Lord of Hell himsdf to have kept her out of the amy. She wants battle glory as much as
any lad, my friend. Y ou might think about that before you take Rhodry’s head off his shoulders.”

“There are times when Jil can be alittle dolt. Ah ye gods, what did | expect, dragging her dong with
me? Oh well and good, then. I'll think about it, but if she’s killed—" He let the words hang there.

Nevyn raised his eyes to the heavens as if cdling the gods to witness Cullyn's stubbornness, then
packed his supplies and left without another word. Cullyn lay awake for along time, hoping that the Sege
would be a good long one. Maybe he would hed enough to ride there and pull JIl out before it came to
battle. For dl hisrage, it would ache his heart to kill young Rhodry, he decided. Cullyn winced when he



remembered how hard Rhodry had tried to pull him out of the mob—him, a cursed lousy slver dagger.
Many alord saw a dlver dagger’s degth as a convenient way out of paying him his hire and nothing more.
And yet if Jll were killed—the thought made him weep, just a quick scatter of tears that he saw as
shameful.

The letter from Rhys was brief and maddening.

“My lady,” it ran. “1 understand thet your cadvridoc Hill holds the sege of Dun Bruddlyn. Since Lord
Tdidd has brought me proof of Lord Corbyn’s continuing treachery, | will let you settle the matter by the
sword if you prefer. Let me warn you that even your eventud victory may not quiet dl the grumbling
agang you as long as Rhodry is your har.”

Lovyan crumpled the parchment into a little bal. She was tempted to throw it into the messenger’s
face, but after dl, it wasn't the young rider’ s fault that his lord was an arrogant pigheaded fool.

“| take it my lady is displeased?” Nevyn said.
With a little snort Lovyan smoothed the parchment out and handed it over.

“Youmay go,” she said to the messenger. “Have some de with my men. I'll have an answer for you
soon.”

The lad scrambled up and made his escape from her wrath. Nevyn sghed over the message, then
handed it back.

“Rhysis dead wrong about the grumbling,” Nevyn said. “Rhodry’s proven himsdf inthiswar.”

“Of course. He just wanted to infuriate me to salvage some of his cursed pride, and he's done it quite
successfully, too.”

They were gtting in the great hdl, which was peculialy slent. Only ten men, some of the recovering
wounded, were with them in a room fit for two hundred.

“Do you think | should ask Rhysto intervene?’ Lovyan said. “It aches my heart to think of more men
dying over this”

“Mine, too, but if Rhys does disnherit Rhodry somehow, then al the men who' ve come to admire him
will start grumbling. It might lead to another rebelion, and even more men will die in that.”

“True spoken.” Lovyan folded the parchment up neetly and dipped it into the kirtle of her dress. “I'll
cam mysdf, then send Rhys an answer, saying his intervention will not be required.”

Up a Dun Bruddlyn, the besiegers dipped into a routine that was tense and tedious at the same time.
Since Corbyn might have sdlied at any moment, everyone went armed and ready, yet there was nothing
to do but polish weapons that were dready spotless, ride amless patrols to exercise the horses, and
wager endlessy on one dice game or another. Although JiI tried to leave Rhodry drictly done, it was
impossible to avoid him in so amdl a camp. At times she would go to draw rations only to find him
among the carts or come face to face with him as she waked back to camp after tending Sunrise. At
those chance medtings he said very little and made no effort to keep her at his Sde, but every now and
then, when they looked at each other, she would fed that she was drowning in the blue of his eyes.

By the seventh day of the sege, JiI fdt that she just might go mad from this endless waiting for battle.



As she admitted to Aderyn that night, she was quite Smply afraid.

“Dasaysthat anyone with any sense is dways afrad before a battle” she said. “So | suppose | can
take comfort in that. At least I ve gotten used to the cursed mall. | was sparring with Amyr today, and it
doesn’'t dow me down anymore.”

“Wdl and good then. I’ ve been waiting for that.”
Jll fdt a cold shiver run down her back.

“Loddlaen isthe key to everything,” Aderyn went on. “Corbyn’s been ensorceled so long that without
Loddlaen, his nerve will break, and helll ether surrender or sdly. I've dready asked Jennantar and
Cdonderid to help mekill Loddlaen. Will you come with us when we go hunting the hawk?’

“I will, truly, but how are we going to get a hm?’

“I'm going to make himfly. | wager | can lure him out, because | know him very well indeed.” He got
up dowly. “It may take some time, mind, but I'll just wager he comes to usin the end.”

After Aderyn Ieft her, JIl sat by the campfire and wondered what strange dweomer Aderyn would use
to lure his enemy out. She was gill musing over it when Rhodry stepped out of the shadows as dlently as
one of the eves and sat down next to her. JII's heart pounded to have him so close to her.

“Tdl me somewhat,” Rhodry said. “Are you sure that Nevyn spoke the truth about my Wyrd being
Eldidd's Wyrd?’

“I amn. Rhodry, are you aching your heart again over having alass fight for you?’

“Wel, what man’s heart wouldn’t ache? But it's not just the honor of the thing. | can’t bear to think of
you being harmed. | think I’d rather have bards mock my name than to risk you getting one little scratch.”

“Has hislordship been drinking mead?’
“Oh, don't be dl My Lady Haughty with me! Y ou know I love you, and you love me too.”

JiI got up, threw a branch on the fire, then watched the Wildfolk dancing dong the dry bark in a long
flare. After along moment she heard Rhodry get up behind her.

“JII?" he said. “1 know | can bring you nothing but harm. Y ou’ re right enough to be cold to me”
JII refused to answer.

“Pleass?” Rhodry went on. “All | want is to hear you say you love me. Say it just once, and I'll be
content with that.”

Rhodry dipped hisarms around her from behind and pulled her back to rest againgt him. The ample
humen comfort of his touch went to her head like meed.

“l do loveyou,” Jll said. “1 love you with dl my heart.”

His arms tightened around her; then he let her go. She stared into the fire while he walked away,
because she knew that she would weep if she watched him go.



“We ve got one lagt hope, the way | seeit,” Nowec said. “Rhys hates his cursed brother so much that
he might intervene just to shame him.”

“He might, truly,” Corbyn said.

When they both looked a him, Loddlaen merdy shrugged. They had been besieged for eight days
now, eight ginking days in the hot dry autumn wesather, eight days of living behind stone walls—a torment
for a man used to riding with the Elcyion Lacar. He wanted to make them share his torment by tdlling
them the bitter truth, but he wanted to have a plan of escape laid by before he did. If he could find a plan

of escape.

“I've been working on the gwerbret’s mind, of course,” Loddlaen lied smoothly. “But the Stuation’s
vexed for him. He has councillors who argue againg intervention.”

“Ahye godsl” Nowec sad. “We ve got to think of morde. Can’t you do somewhat faster?’
“The dweomer has its own times of working.”
“Oh indeed, you piss-proud beggar? Y ou were quick enough to get usinto this mess”

Loddlaen stared draight at him. From his own aura he sent a line of light and struck at Nowec,
goinning the lord’s aura. Nowec' s eyes went glazed.

“l do not care to be cursed,” Loddlaen said.
“Of course,” Nowec whispered. “My apologies.”
L oddlaen soun the aura once more, then released him.

“Besdes” Loddlaen went on. “I assure you that the question of mordeis very much on my mind. No
doubt | can keep the men confident of our eventud victory.”

L oddlaen rose, bowed, and swept out of the chamber. He had to be done to think. All he wanted to
do was to cdl forth fire and burn that sinking dun to the ground. He would escape; he' d pack his clothes
and afew coinsin a sack, then fly away done and free. Somewhere he'd find another lord to ensorcd,
somewhere far to the east where Aderyn would never find him.

“I'll fallow you, lad,” Aderyn said. “Even to the ends of the earth.”

With ayelp, Loddlaen spun around, but the corridor was empty. Aderyn’'s presence lingered like the
scent of smoke in an empty hearth.

“Sooner or later,” Aderyn’'s voice went on. “I'll comein after you, or you'll have to come out. Sooner
or laer, you'll look mein the face”

Then the presence was gone. Loddlaen hurried to his chamber and dammed the door behind him. He
couldn’'t escape; Aderyn wasn't going to let him escape, as somewhere in his heart he d been sure his
father would do.

“Then I'll have to win,” Loddlaen said softly.

If only Aderyn were dead, Loddlaen could do much more than merdy carry messages to the
gwerbret. He could send fire into Rhodry’s tents, rot into his provisons, disease to his men and horses,



and gir Rhodry’s army to such a panic that the men would desert like snow mdting in the sun. If only
Aderyn were dead. If.

Toward the middle of the afternoon, Loddlaen went to the window and tried to cdl up a storm. If
nothing else, it would soak Rhodry and his cursed army and give Loddlaen something to brag about to
Corbyn and Nowec. He cdled upon the dementd spirits of Air and Water, invoked them with mighty
names, and saw clouds begin to swdl and thicken in the sky. Wave after wave, the sorm rushed in a his
command as the wind picked up strong. All a once, the wind died, and the clouds began to dissipate.
Loddlaen swore and sruggled and cursed the spirits, until a last he saw one of the dementd kings
griding across the sky. Huge and storm-tossed, the King was a vagudy dven shape of slver light
surrounded by a pillar of golden light as fine as gossamer. The King waved one hand, and the spirits fled,
far beyond Loddlaen’s power to cdl them back.

L oddlaen leaned onto the windowsll and wept, knowing that Aderyn had summoned the King. Once
he had stood at Aderyn’'s Side and been presented to those mighty beings as Aderyn’s successor. Now
he was an outcast and beneath their contempt.

It was over an hour before Loddlaen fdt strong enough to leave his chamber and go down to dinner.
As he was going down the staircase, he saw Aderyn waking up. Loddlaen stood riveted, his hand tight
on therail, as hisfather came closer and closer. Aderyn gave im afant amile of contempt, as if he were
showing Loddiaen that he could bresk Loddlaen’s seds anytime he wanted and enter anywhere he
wished. Then the Vison vanished.

Loddlaen hurried to the noise and company of the great hdl. While he ate his dinner, he was brooding
murder.

Late that evening, Jil and the two eves were swearing over a game of dice by their campfire when
Aderyn came to them. He was carrying two long arrows, and JlII's heart pounded in excitement.

“It stime” Aderyn said quietly. “Which of you archers wants these arrows?’
“l do,” Jennantar said.

“The revenge belongs to you, sure enough,” Cdonderid said. “I'll have sted arrows ready to back
you if need be.”

Only then did JIl redlize that the two arrows had Slver tips.

“Jll,” Aderyn said. “If Jennantar can bring the bird down, you might have to finish it off on the ground.
Use your Slver dagger and only your slver dagger.”

“I'will,” Jll said. “So, the old ta€ s true, isit? Only slver can harm dweomerfolk?’

“Oh, stedl can cut a dweomerman as eeslly asit can other flesh, and stedl would harm the hawk, too.
But if the Slver kills him, his body will come back to man-shape when he's dead.”

Aderyn led them about a mile from the camp down a road dimly lit by the firs quarter moon. They
passed two farmhouses, tightly shuttered againgt Rhodry’s army, and came to a meadow bordered by a
line of oaks.

“Hide under the trees” Aderyn said. “I’'m going to go throw the chdlenge. Be ready, will you? He
could dways outfly me”



Aderyn climbed the lowest tree and steadied himsdf againg the branches to take off his clothes. Jl
could just dimly see him, a dark shape among the leaves, as he crouched there. She thought she saw the
indistinct, shimmering image of an owl beside him; then suddenly a glow of blue light enveloped both the
shape and Aderyn. The old dweomerman was gone. In his place was the slver owl, spreading its wings
for flight. With one soft cry, the owl leaped and flapped off steedily in the darkness. Jil caught her breath.

“It dways creeps your flesh,” Cadonderiel remarked. “No matter how many times you see him do it.”

Jennantar nocked the firg slver arrow in his bow. Sowly the moon rose higher. JiI kept a watch on
the starry sky in the direction of the dun, but Caonderied saw them first.

“Look!” he hissed.

Jennantar raised the bow and drew, but it was another good minute before Jll saw a dark speck
moving againd the stars—the owl, flgoping and gliding as fast as it could. All a once she saw another
bird, dropping down from high above, plunging, stooping, nearly catching the owl. Hying straight and
Seadily, the owl and the hawk raced for the trees, and the hawk was gaining. Muttering under his breath,
Jennantar stood tense, waiting for the hawk to comein range. Nearer and nearer they flew, and the hawk
was getting far too close to the owl. Jennantar swore and loosed, but the arrow fdl short. The hawk
plunged down and caught the owl, grappling with imin the air.

They fought exactly like red birds of prey—closing with each other high in the ar, grappling and
dawing as they fdl, then bresking apart to fly up, drding each other to gain height again. Jll heard the
hawk shriek with rage every time the weary owl twisted free. Every now and then, one great feather
would fdl to earth, flashing slver in the moonlight. JIl and Jennantar ran out into the meadow under the
fight, but Jennantar didn’t dare shoot for fear of hitting the owl.

Asthey wearied in this unnatura battle, the two birds dropped, swooping closer to the ground, risng
less high when they broke to grapple again. Shrieking and dawing a each other, they came down low,
only to break apart and flap up again. The owl wastiring badly and rose dowly.

“Aderyn!” Jll screamed. “Drop low! Cursed low!”

Indifferent to her voice, the hawk stooped, plunged, and caught the owl. Down and down they
dropped, and this time the owl made little effort to break free, and merdy dashed with its beak as they
fdl. Jll ran off to get a Sart, and waited tensdy with the dagger in her hand—she would have only one
chance at this —then raced across the meadow and legpt up, sabbing at the hawk. Its shriek of agony
told her she'd made her strike as she dropped to her kneesin the grass. She fdt the rush of wings as the
owl broke free and flew jugt in time to save itsdf from plunging into the ground. JIl staggered up just as
Jennantar’ s bowstring sang out.

Pierced to the heart, the hawk shrieked once and began to fdl. In a flash of blue light it changed, so
that for one hideous moment Jil saw something that was haf hawk, haf man, feather and flesh oozing into
one another. Theniit fdl to earth with a Sckening, perfectly ordinary thud. The owl caled out a long cry
of mourning and settled into the grass. It vanished deanly, leaving Aderyn sitting there, bleeding from long
claw dashes dl over his body. Jll ran to him.

“WEe ve got to staunch those woundd™ she cried.

Aderyn shook his head no and staggered up to lean on JlI's shoulder. She hdf carried him over to
join the two dves beside Loddlaen’s corpse. He lay twisted on his back, his face clawed, his thigh
dashed open from the sSlver dagger, his chest pierced with the slver arrow. Aderyn raised his hands



heavenward.
“Itisover,” hecdled out. “Let him go to the Halls of Light for hisjudging. It isfinished.”

Ralling across the meadow came three great knocks, like thunder from a clear sky. Jll cried out, her
blood running cold at the sound. Sowly Aderyn lowered his hands and glanced at the corpse. Evenin the
gazy moonlight Jil could see that he was fighting with dl hiswill to keep himsdf under control. Jennantar
lad hisarm around the old man’s shoulders and, whispering gently in Elvish, led him into the trees.

“Let’s get thislump of meat back to camp.” Caonderid idy kicked Loddlaen in the head. “The sght
should gladden our cadvridoc's heart.”

As they stooped to pick up the body, Jil heard Aderyn wail, a long high keening from among the
trees. On and on it went in a frantic rhythm so panful that she was glad when they were findly out of
earshot. Although she was stunned that Aderyn would mourn his enemy, dl she could assume was that
the old tales were true, and that working dweomer together made strong bonds between men.

When they staggered into camp with their burden, one of the guards recognized Loddlaen and howled
his name. The rest of the amy came running. Laughing and dapping each other on the back, the
noble-born and the commoners dike crowded round when they dumped the body a Rhodry’s fedt.

“So the bastard bleeds like any other man, does he?” Rhodry cdled out. “Here, men, how do you fed
about his cursed dweomer now?’

The army answered with catcals and obscenities. Rhodry held up his hands for slence.

“It would only be honorable of me to return the coundillor to his lord, wouldn't it? he said, grinning.
“l wonder what the piss-poor little weasdl will think when he sees this?’

The men laughed and cheered him roundly. JlIl looked up at the slent dun and wondered if Corbyn
and his men could hear the noise. With a touch of dweomer-cold, she knew that tomorrow would bring
the battle. The only way that Corbyn and Nowec could sdvage one scrap of ther lost honor was to sdly
and die.

Later that night, Nevyn attempted to contact Aderyn. He could fed his old pupil’s mind, grief-struck,
torn, filled with apain so palpable that a few tears came to Nevyn's eyes. He broke off the attempt and
left Aderyn done with his mourning. Later there would be time to talk and learn the details, but Nevyn
knew the most important thing: Loddlaen was dead. He Ieft the brazier and flung open the shutters over
the window in his chamber.

Far below him the tiny town of Dun Gwerbyn lay wrapped in darkness and slence. Once a dog
barked; once alantern bloomed briefly in a yard, then went out. The degping householders would never
have to know what strange dangers had been threatening them and their overlords, and Nevyn was
profoundly grateful for it. Over the past week, he had been contacting the other dweomer-masters in the
kingdom, who were scattered like a wide-meshed net across the land. A few had picked up traces of the
dark dweomer close at hand, and now dl were derted. Soon Nevyn might have news of his fleang
enemy. He hoped s0, because he would have to take steps againg him as soon as he could.

“And tomorrow will see the end of this little tangle” he remarked to the starry sky. “O dear gods,
keep my Jll safe”

The camp was struck, the baggage train sent farther down the meadow. In the brightening sunlight



Rhodry’s amy sat on their horses outsde Dun Bruddlyn and waited. In a last honorable gesture to the
enemy, Rhodry had positioned his men far enough back so tha Corbyn would be able to get his entire
force outsde before the fighting started. Off to one side, JIl rode between Sigyn and Rhodry himsdf.
Ready behind them was a squad of picked men to guard their dweomer warrior.

“Remember your orders,” Rhodry said to Jll. “You hang back and let the rest of us cut your path to
Corbyn. Then he/ s yours”

JIl'smiled a him; now that the time had come, her fear was far away, a little coldness in the pit of her
somach. Under her, Sunrise stamped, battle-eager and ready. Suddenly the wind carried the sound of
slver horns, ringing in the dun. JIl pulled her mall hood over her padded cap, settled her hdm on top of
it, then got her shidd into position as javdin points winked up and down Rhodry’'s line. As the digant
horns sang out again, she drew her sword.

The gates to Dun Bruddlyn creaked open. With Lord Peredyr at its head, the main body of Rhodry’s
amy surged forward, held steady for a moment, then charged as the enemy poured out the gates in
waves, turning and wheding into a ragged line to meet the charge. Javeins arched through the air and fdl
as the fidd exploded with warcries.

“Get into pogition!” Rhodry yelled at the squad.

The men surrounded Jll, but they kept severa yards away to give her room to maneuver once the
fighting started. She rose in the tirrups and looked out over the fidd, where dust swirled in thick clouds.
No wee and Corbyn’s men fought gamdly, riding in pairs with their horses nose to tal as they fended off
the mobs around them. Jll saw athick clot of fighting around Nowec with Peredyr in the middle of it. The
noise was horrible; somehow she hadn't expected that battle would be such a deafening, shrieking thing.

“Therel” Sigyn screamed. “Just coming out the gates!”

His green shidd trimmed with slver, Corbyn gdloped out on a black horse with a squad of men
behind him. With ayel, Rhodry waved his squad forward at the trot. All at once Rhodry started to laugh,
acold, fiendish ddight straight out of the Dawn-time. The squad leapt forward at the gdlop and burdt into
the midst of the fighting. JiI fdlt like aleaf caught in a torrent as they whedled, screaming and dashing, to
face off with Corbyn’s men.

Up ahead, Rhodry was howling with berserk laughter, and Jll saw his sword swing up bloody in the
aunlight. Through the dodging, shifting mass of men and horses, she could just see him, hard-pressed by
two of Corbyn’s men while Sigyn tried to come in at his flank. All around men dashed and swore,
horses reared as they tried to shove forward. All a once Rhodry’ s laugh changed to a bubbling mirth that
JlII inginctively knew meant he was in grave danger. She risked rigng in the stirrups and saw Corbyn’s
men parting ranks—and letting their lord through. Corbyn was going to make one last try on Rhodry’s
life, and she was the only one who could stop him.

At that moment, JIl went berserk. A blood-red haze flared up to tint the world; laughter welled out of
her mouth; she could no longer think. She swung Sunrise free of her gartled squad and kicked him
graght for Rhodry while she dashed and svung and went on laughing. When a man on a chestnut
whedled to face her, Jll charged him, a battle of nerves that she won when he pulled aside out of her
way. When Sunrise turned perfectly to follow, JIl got a good strike on the rider's exposed side that
drove him around in the saddle. Before he could parry, she dashed him across the face backhand.
Screaming he fdl forward under the hooves of his own horse.



As the chestnut sumbled and went down, Sunrise dodged without a word or touch from Jll, and she
was through, fdling into place a Rhodry’s Ieft. Just ahead in the mob was Corbyn’'s slver-trimmed
shidd. As she paried a blow from the sde, Jll got a glimpse of Corbyn’s face, swest-streaked and
snaling as he dashed a Sigyn. Sigyn dropped his sword and dung wounded to the saddle, an easy
mark for Corbyn’s next strike. JIl howled and dapped Sigyn’s horse to make it dance back—out of the
way bardy intime. One of Sigyn’'s men grabbed its reins and fled with his lord.

“Corbyn!” Jll screamed. “Y our Wyrd' s riding for you!”

He heard her—she knew it from the way he tossed his head and turned her way. For dl that she was
covered with dust and swest, he must have redlized that she was a lass, too, because for the briefest of
moments, he froze. Howling with laughter, Jil fended strikes from the sde and pressed sraight toward
him. Suddenly he wrenched his horse's head around and fled, shoving through his men. One of them
wheded directly in front of Jll to cover his retrest.

“Coward!” Jll screamed.

Then her laughter stole her voice. Hitting hard, dashing, barely remembering to parry, she drove for
the rider ahead. All at once he broke and wrenched his horse around to gdlop off as shandesdy as his
lord. Sunrise leaped over a dead horse, and * they were free of the mob. Under a pal of dust the battle
swirled across the meadow. Here and there were clots of fighting around one lord or another; sngle
combats were scattered across the meadow; men rode amlesdy, nurang wounds. Far away the black
horse carried Corbyn off a a comfortable trot.

“Bagtard,” JlIl whispered. “Sunrise, catch him.”

The western hunter flung himsdf forward at a dead run, asif he, too, had dghted their prey. Legping
over dead bodies, dodging around combats, they charged across the field, risking their lives on the rough
ground. In the screaming battle noise, Corbyn never heard them coming urtil it was amost too late, but
as Sunrise put on one last burst of speed, some evil god or other made Corbyn glance round. He
smacked his horse with the flat of his blade and made the black dart forward.

“Sand!” Jll screamed. “Coward!”

Sunrise stretched low and tried to keep up, but he was swesting in acrid gouts of gray foam as the
fresh black pulled inexorably ahead. In tears of rage, JIl pulled him to a jog. Corbyn was going to get
away, and dl because he was a cursed coward. Then the black reared up, pawing madly, and came
down hard—with an even arrow in its throat. Corbyn rolled free barely in time and staggered up,
groping for his sword. With a howl of laughter, JIl svung down and ran for him. Dimly she was aware of
Cdonder-id, riding to join her.

His sword in hand, his shield at the ready, Corbyn dropped to a fighting crouch. Under the sweaty
dugt, hisface was dead white. With a shout, JIl thrugt forward in a feint, then svung up. Bardly in time,
he caught the blow on his shield.

“Oh, | can fight, can't 17" Jll said. “You're going to die, Corbyn. How do you like dweomer
prophecies now?’

When he dashed a her, she parried eesly, the fagter by far, and stabbed in from the sde. Blood
welled up through the mail on his Ieft arm. She pulled free and parried his dumsy answering strike. With
the last of the strength in his left arm, he threw the shidd at her head. JlIl ducked eeslly and dodged in
from the side. She feinted, dodged, feinted again urtil he had no choice but to turn and step back, agan



and again, urtil he was trapped between her and his dead horse. Shouting a warcry, he flung himsdf
Sdeways and stumbled. Jll got an easy cut on his face. Blood welled on his cheeks.

“For Rhodry!” Jil thrust forward on his name.

She struck Corbyn full in the chest, and his mal shattered. The sword bit deep just beow his
breastbone. When she pulled it free, Corbyn fdl forward onto his knees and looked up a her with
bubbles of blood bresking on hislips. Then he folded over himsdf and died at her feet.

“Well played!” Calonderid called.

The berserker fit dill upon her, JIl svung around to see him dismounting. He was watching her warily,
hisviolet cat eyes wide with a touch of fear, and he kept his distance.

“Jll, do you know me?’
“l do. You can come up.”

She turned back to the corpse and saw Corbyn's shade. A pae bluish form, a naked body with
Corbyn's face, it hovered over the corpse whileit stared a her, its lips working soundiesdly, its eyesfilled
with bewildered terror. Jil screamed doud.

“What'swrong?’ Caonderid grabbed her am.
“His shade. Can't you see it?’
“Wha? There s nothing there.”

Corbyn watched her in an anguish of reproach and fear. From the way his mouth moved, it seemed
that he was trying to ask her something. Calonderid threw his arms around her and hauled her bodily

avay.
“We ve got to get to Aderyn,” he said.
As suddenly as a blown candle, the berserker fit Ieft her. Jll dung to him and sobbed in hisarms.

The battle was over. Sword in hand, Rhodry rode back and forth across the fidd and shouted orders
to his men. They began to dismount, some collecting the horses and leading them away, others looking
for the wounded among the dead and dying. Peredyr and Edar fdl in a Rhodry’s Side.

“Have you seen JII?” Rhodry ydled at them.

“l have” Peredyr said. “Corbyn's dead, sure enough. | saw that Caonderid felow taking Jll to the
chirurgeons. She was weeping, but she could walk.”

“Oh by the gods, she's been hurt!” Rhodry fdt tears risng in his throat. “And a fine man you must
think me, letting a lass take a cut meant for me”

“Hold your tongue!” Edar snapped. “Y ou had no choice in the matter, none.”

“Here, lord cadvridoc,” Peredyr said. “Come look a Cor-byn, and then see how shamed you fed
about letting a poor wesek little lass ride in your battle.”



As soon as he dismounted by Corbyn’'s body, Rhodry saw what Peredyr meant. JilI's blow had
shattered a well-made mall shirt and spitted Corbyn like a chicken.

“By the held” Rhodry whispered. “Did she truly do that?’

“I saw her with my own eyes, or | wouldn't believe it,” Peredyr said. “ She laughed while she did it,
too.”

Rhodry found JIl near Aderyn’'s wagon, where the old man was working over one of the wounded.
JII sat on the ground and leaned back againg the wagon whed while she stared blindly out at nothing.
When Rhodry kndlt in front of her, she said nothing.

“Where are you hurt?’

“I'mnot,” JIl said dowly. “No one ever got so much as anick on me”
“Then what's so wrong?’

“l don’t know. | truly don’'t know.”

That was dl the answer Rhodry got, too, until Aderyn was done tending what wounds he could. Still
exhausted from his battle of the night before, Aderyn stood diffly to one sde and watched as a servant
duiced blood off the tallgate with buckets of water. He caught JiI's hand and squeezed it.

“Areyou cut?” Aderyn said.

“I'm not.” All a once JIl broke, turning pale, spesking much too fast. “I saw his shade, Corbyn’s |
meen. | killed him, and then | saw him, sanding on his body. He was dl blue, and ah ye gods, the look in
hiseyed”

Rhodry fdt himsdf turn cold, but Aderyn merely nodded.

“The battle fit was on you,” Aderyn sad. “I heard how you shattered Corbyn’s mall. Could you do
that now, child, in cold blood?’

“Never,” Jll said. “It's hard to bdieve | did it then.”

“Jug so. It was the battle fit. | don't truy understand it, but it must disrupt the humors
somehow—probably it's an excess of fiery humor in the blood. But it gave you srength far beyond
yoursdf, and you saw things that are normaly hidden.”

“So his shade was truly there?” Jll said. 1 thought | was going mad.”

“You weren't.” Aderyn chose every word carefully. “What you cdl a man's shade is his red sdf, the
part that indwels his body and keeps it dive and that holds his mind and consciousness. When the
body’s injured beyond repair, this etheric double, as the dweomer terms it, withdraws. What you saw
was Corbyn himsdf, utterly bewildered at being dead.”

JII seemed to be about to speak, then bolted like a terrified horse, dodging through the wagons.
When Rhodry started to follow, Aderyn grabbed hisarm.

“Let her go,” Aderyn said. “ She needs to be done with this”



“No doubt. Just hearing you tak creeped my flesh. Here, Aderyn, I'm a berserker mysdf, and I've
never seen anyone' s shade.”

“You aren’'t marked for the dweomer like Jll is. Remember that, Rhodry Maelwaedd. Jll is marked
for the dweomer.”

All a once Rhodry was frightened of this dender, weary, old man. He made a muttered excuse and
hurried away.

Laden with chain mail, exhausted from the battle, JlIl couldn’'t run far. She got free of the baggage
train, jogged downstream for a bit, then tripped in the long grass and fdl to her knees, gasping for breath.
She flung hersdf facedown and stretched out her arms, as if she could hold the sun-warmed earth like a
mother. Wildfolk clustered around her; the gray gnome appeared and ran his twigted fingers gently
through her harr. At last Jll sat up and looked across the meadow to Corbyn’s dun, where the green
pennant was coming down. JIl had the uncanny feding that Corbyn’s shade was wandering through the
hdls trying to come home. She nearly vomited.

“So much for glory,” Jll said to the Wildfolk. “May | never ride to war again!”

Later she would redlize that the gesture was a mad one, but at the time, dl she could think was that
ghe had to have a bath. She stripped off her mail and clothes, then plunged into the shdlow stream. While
she scoured hersdf with handfuls of sand from the bottom, the gray gnome perched in the grass and
watched her.

“l want my spare shirt,” Jll said. “I1t'sin my saddlebags.”

The gnome nodded and disappeared. By the time he returned, dragging the shirt behind him, it was no
longer drictly clean, but at least it didn't stink of sweat and another man's blood. Jll dressed, then rolled
themall upin a bundle. Although she'd dready cleaned her sword once, she did it again urtil she could
be sure that not one speck of Corbyn’s blood remained. Then she merdly sat unthinking in the grass with
her gnome until Jennantar came to fetch her.

“You' ve been out here for hours,” he said.

With a start Jil redized that the sun was low in the sky, and the shadow of the dun lay long and dark
on the meadow.

“Here, JlI,” Jennantar said. “Don’t ache your heart over killing Corbyn. He deserved to dieif ever a
men did.”

“Itign't that. 1t's having seen him. Ah by the black ass of the Lord of Hel, | don't even know what |

JII dumped her mail into a supply wagon, then went with Jennantar up to the dun, where, he told her,
the wounded were aready settled in Corbyn’s barracks and the victors were drinking his meed in his
great hdl. Wdking into the ward gave her a peculiar feding. For days this place had been as unattainaole
as the moon; now here she was, driding across it as a conqueror. The great hdl was crowded and
deefening. Although Jil tried to dip in, haf-a-dozen men saw her and turned to stare, pointing her out to
ther fdlows Sowly the noise dropped to dlence as man after man turned to look a thar
dweomer-warrior. At the head of the honor table, Rhodry rose to his fest.

“Comesgtinmy place” Rhodry caled. “The god-touched deserve every honor | can give them.”



Every man in the hdl cheered as Jll made her way to him. God-touched—she supposed tha was
how they had to see her, a favorite of some god or other, rather than admitting that she was merdy a
womean who could fight aswell as aman. Y et no matter the reason, the honor they were paying her was
redl enough, and dl a once the glory of it made her laugh doud. The noble-born rose and bowed to her;
Rhodry filled a goblet of mead and handed it to her like a page.

“So much for rebels” Rhodry said. “You've earned your hire, Slver dagger.”
With alaugh, Jil pledged him with the goblet.

“You have my thanks, my lord,” JIl said. “For letting me earn it. | wasn't looking forward to facing
Nevynif | rode back dive and you didn’'t.”

Frightened and pae, Corbyn’s servants crept in to set out a feast from their dead lord's stores. While
they ate, the noble-born discussed the disposition Lovyan might make of Corbyn and Nowec's lands.
Apparently there were plenty of land-hungry minor lords among the Clw Coc. As the meed flowed, JlI
hed little mind to ligen to the merits of this cousin or that. All she could think about was Rhodry, so close
to her. Every now and then, he would glance her way with hungry eyes. Jil wanted him so badly that she
fdt shamed, that she would tun into a dut with nothing more on her mind than having a man's ams
around her.

Resolutdly Jil rehearsed every hitter truth: he was too far above her; he would only get her with child
and then desert her; worst of dl, her father would beat her black and blue. Yet dl a once, something
snapped in her mind. She was the victor at this feast. She'd risked her life for dl of these noble lords. A
horse was dl very wdl, but why by every god shouldn't she have the prize she truly wanted? In a
berserker fit of its own, she turned to Rhodry and smiled at him, kept amiling until he grew quiet, bound
to her every gesture and glance.

Fndly the warbands drank themsdves into a saggering slence. JIl begged the lords to excuse her
and |eft the hdl with Aderyn. She took him down to the even tent and made sure he was comfortably
settled in, then went to her own blankets. For along time she lay awake, ligening as a few a atime, the
men sumbled back to ther bedrolls. When the camp was utterly slent, she got up and dipped out of the
tent without waking Aderyn. At Rhodry’s tent she hesitated, but only for a moment, before she lifted the
flgp and ducked in. In the darkness she heard Rhodry st up with a degpy grunt. She made her way over
and sat down beside him.

“JII" he whispered. “What are you doing here?’

“What do you think?’

“You're daft. Get out before | shame us both.”

When she stroked the side of his face, he went stone ill.

“Stop it,” Rhodry said. “I’'m only made of flesh and blood, not cold sted.”
“And so am I. Can't we have judt this one night?’

When he refused to answer, Jll pulled her shirt over her head and threw it on the ground. Rhodry
turned and caught her by the shoulders, pulled her close, and kissed her so hungrily that for a moment she
was terrified, Imply because he was so much stronger than she. His hands ran down her bare back, then
turned her in his arms while he kissed her over and over again. She fdt as limp and weak as a rag dall,



utterly in his control, but when he caressed her, his hand trembling on her breast, she fdt her lugt risng to
meatch his She threw her arms around his neck and took a kiss from him as he lad her down on the
blankets. The last of her fear vanished like aleaf burning to ashin afire.

And far avay in Dun Gwerbyn, Nevyn sat sraight up out of a sound degp and knew what had
happened.

“Those young doltd” he said to the darkness. “Wadl, | hope they have the sense to hideit from Cullyn,
that'sdl.”
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And s0 JII'sdan Corbyn,” Lovyan said. “By the Goddess hersdf, | never would have thought it.”

“Oh, | had fathin her,” Nevyn said. “She has resources, you might cdl them, beyond what she even
knows hersdf.” “That's a mogt cryptic remark.” “It will have to day that way. My apologies” Lovyan
amiled & himin fond exasperation. They were gtting in the little garden behind the joined brochs of Dun
Gwerbyn, where the lagt red roses drooped agang gray stone. “Will your friend from the west be
coming here?’ Lovyan said.

“Hewon't. I'd hoped he would, just in case Rhys wanted to hear that Loddlaen was a murderer, but
both he and the Westfolk with him are eager to get back to their people.”

“They’'re a drange lat, the Westfolk. It's odd, so many people abhor them, but I’'ve dways found
them congenid—not enough to ride off with them, but congenid.”

Although she spoke casudly, Nevyn fdt an odd doubt nag a hismind.
“Lowa” hesad. “Can | ask you somewhat that might be cursed insulting?’

“You may, but | might not answer.” “Fair enough. Was Tingyr truly Rhodry’s father?” Lovyan tilted
her head to one Sde and considered him with mischief in her eyes. In spite of her gray hair and the marks
of age upon her face, he could clearly see how beautiful she must have been twenty years past.

“Hewaan't, a tha,” Lovyan said. “Not even Medylla and Dannyan know, but he wasn't.”
“Your secret will be safe with me, | assure you. Here, where did you meet aman of the Westfolk?”’

“Oho! You have cursed sharp eyes, my friend. It was right here in Dun Gwerbyn, when my brother
was tieryn.” Lovyan looked away, her amile fading into bitterness. “It was the summer that Tingyr made
Linedd his migtress. | was 4ill young then, and | didn’t understand things the way | do now. Just thinking
thet in the Dawntime he would have had a whole stableful of concubines was very cold comfort indeed,
30 | rode off in a huff and came to vist Gwaryc. | remember Stting in this very garden and weeping for
my hurt pride. Then, as they do every now and then, some of the Westfolk rode in to pay the tieryn a
tribute of horses, and with them was a bard who was the mogt beautiful man I've ever seen, for dl his
peculiar eyes.” She paused, the amile returning. “I wanted somewhat of my own back, and | took it. Do
you despise me?’



“Not in the least, and you don’'t sound like a woman who feds hersdf shamed.”

“Wdl, if anything, | ll fed rather smug.” Lovyan tossed her head like a young lass. “And somehow
my bard made me redlize that it wasn't Tingyr | loved, but the power of being his wife. When | went
home, | made sure that little Linedd knew who ruled in Aberwyn’'s court. But I'll admit to being quite
nervous when the time came for my childbed. When they lad Rhodry on my breast, the firg thing |
looked &t was his ears”

“Oh, no doubt.” Nevyn dlowed himsdf a chuckle. “Are you ever going to tdl Rhodry the truth?’

“Never, and not for the sake of my rather besmirched honor. 1t's Smply that every man in Eldidd has
to believe that Rhodry’ s a true-born Maglwaedd or he can never rulein Dun Gwerbyn. | doubt me if my
poor honest son could keep the secret.”

“So do I. The lad's got a fine honor indeed. My thanks for tdling me the truth. It clears up a great
puzzle. Aderyn’'s been rambling about Westfolk blood in the Maglwaedd clan, and how it skips
generations to dl come out in someone, but that seemed cursed farfetched to me”

“And quite unnecessary,” Lovyan said with asmdl firm nod, then proceeded to change the subject in
away that madeit clear she never wanted it raised again. “1 wonder when Rhys will ride our way? He ll
have to give his agreement on the way | settle this rebdlion. | suppose he's aready polishing a few nasty
remarks to spail his brother’s victory. You can't know how hard it is for a woman to have two of her
sons wrangling like this. Nevyn, do you know why Rhys hates Rhodry so much?’

“l don't. | wish | did—I'd put astop to it.”

This time, Nevyn wasn't merdly putting Lovyan off with cryptic remarks. Over the years, he'd done
many meditations to discover if Rhys's hatred was part of the tangled chain of Wyrd that Nevyn and
Rhodry shared. It was no such thing, merdly one of those irrationd tempers that pring up between blood
kin. At some point Rhys and Rhodry would have to resolve it, if not in this life, then in the next, but that,
merafully, would be no concern of his.

There were other souls, of course, who were his concern, and that afternoon Nevyn went to Cullyn’'s
chamber. He found Cul-lyn dressed and out of bed, Stting on the carved chest by the window with his
left arm in ading. Cullyn was pae and so gaunt that the dark circles under his eyes looked like pools of
shadow, but he was mending nicdly,

“How wel will this cursed am hedl, do you think?’ Cullyn said.

“I truly don’'t know. WE |l have to wait until we get the splints off. It was a clean break, and you were
too sick a firg to move it much, so there's hope.”

“At leadt it was't my sword arm.”
“Now here, are you dill brooding about Rhodry?’

“Don’'t be adalt, herbman. JII's safe and that's an end to it.” Cullyn looked idly out the window. “But
I’ve dill got to eat dong the long road.”

So he did, and Nevyn fdt an odd pang of sympathy for his old enemy, whose very life depended on
how wdl he could use sword and shield, A broken bone was a very hard thing to mend, even for
someone with his lore, Imply because splints and strips of doth and rabbit-skin glue never redly held the



break perfectly immobile.

“Wdl,” Nevyn sad a last. “At least you'll have dl winter to recover. Rhodry will certainly give you
his shelter till spring.”

“True spoken. Our young lord’s got more honor than most. Will you be shdltering here, too?’
“l will.”

Nevyn fdt like adding “ Cursed right | will!” He was going to be needed. Soon they would dl be shut
up together in a sormy Eldidd winter, and he doubted if JIl and Rhodry would be able to hide their love
afar. After dl, they were remembering a passion that they’d shared life after life, the memory close to
the surface of their minds, where they’d merdly found it but thought it new. Even without a shied, Cullyn
would be a cursed hard man for Rhodry to best, especidly when Eldidd law gave a father every right to
kill the man who dishonored his daughter.

The army stayed in Dun Bruddlyn for some days to bury the dead and let the wounded rest before the
long journey home. JIl was pleased when out of respect for the dweomer, Rhodry had his men put
Loddlaen in a proper grave rather than throwing him in the trench with the other rebels . . . but then,
evarything that Rhodry did pleased her, asif in her eyes he were a god come to wak among mortas. The
memory of her night in his arms haunted her. Rether than ending her hunger for him, it had made it worse,
like trying to douse a fire with ail. Yet she kept her bargain and did her best to avoid him. Another
thought haunted her congtantly, too: What if Da ever found out?

Fndly the moring came when they would return to Dun Gwerbyn. After she saddled her horse, Jl
went to say farewdl to Aderyn and the two eves, who were grinning a the prospect of leaving the lands
of men for home.

“Here, Jll,” Cdonderid said. “If ever you weary of Eldidd, then ride west and find us. The Wildfolk
will show you the way.”

“My thanks,” Jll said. “Truly, that would gladden my heart, to see you dl agan.”

“Maybe someday you will,” Aderyn said. “And if not, think of me every now and then, and I'll do the
same for you.”

Asthey mounted their horses, Jil suddenly fet like weeping. She'd never known men she'd liked so
wdl so fast. Someday | will ride west, she thought, someday. Yet she fdt a little coldness around her
heart from somehow knowing that that “someday” was a cursed long time away, if it ever came a dl.
She waited a the edge of the camp until they’d ridden out of sght, then went back to her own people
and to Rhodry, waiting for her at the head of the army.

On the day that the victorious amy returned to Dun Gwerbyn, Cullyn sat by the window, where he
hed a good view of the gates and the ward below. The day was wet, with afine drizzle of rain that turned
the cobbles beow as clean and dick as metd, and the draft through the window was cold, but he kept
hiswatch unil a last he saw them filing in, the men wrapped in wool cloaks. At the head was JlI, riding a
golden western hunter. Grinning in a gape of rdief, Cullyn leaned on the windowsll and watched as she
dismounted, threw her reins to a servant, then ran for the broch. Cullyn closed and barred the wooden
shutters without a doubt that she was running to see him. In just a few minutes, Jll flung the door open
and stepped in, pausing out of breath in the doorway.

“What did you do?’ Cullyn said. “Run dl the way up?’



“l did. If you're going to beat me, | want it over with.”
Cuilyn laughed and held out his good arm to her.

“I'm 4ill too wesk to beat you,” he said. “And | don’'t even want to, I'm so cursed glad to see you
dive”

When she flung hersdf down next to him, he hugged her gingerly, aware of the ache down his sde
from the heding wound, then kissed her on the forehead. She gave him a amile as beautiful as the sun

risng.

“Your old Da's head is swollen these days, my sweet,” Cullyn said. “So my lass gained the honor of
the day, did she? | saw that horse you rode in. Wasiit a gift from the cadvridoc?’

“It was.” Jll grinned a him. “And after the battle, | ate a the head of the honor table”

“Ligen to you, you little hdlcat.” Cullyn gave her an affectionate squeeze. “But | warn you, if | ever
hear you talking about riding to another battle, I'll beat you so hard that you won't be able to st on a
horse.”

“Don't trouble your heart, Da” Her smile was abruptly gone. “Oh, it's splendid to gt here with you
and share my glory, but | don't ever want to ride to war agan.”

“Wdl and good, then. | suppose you had to see for yoursdlf and learn the hard way. Y ou're too much
like me to learn any other way.”

When she laughed, he bent his head to kiss her, then redized that Nevyn was sanding in the open
doorway and watching them with an oddly frightened expression, quickly stifled. Cullyn let go of Jil and
moved away. The old man's stare was like a mirror, making him see an ugly twisted thing that he'd
hidden from himsdf until that moment.

“How do you fare?” Nevyn said. “The cadvridoc wants to see you, but | wanted to make sure you
weren't overtired.”

“I'mfine”

“Indeed?’ Nevyn raised one eyebrow. “You look pae”
“I'mfingd” Cullyn snarled. “Jll, leave us done”

“Da | want to hear what his lordship says.”

“l sad go.”

Like a kicked dog she got up and dunk out of the room. Letting her go, knowing how much he'd hurt
her, made his heart ache. He was afraid to look a Nevyn.

“You know,” Nevyn said. “There's more than one kind of battle that aman has to fight.”

Cdlyn fdt shame flood him like cold water, but merafully Nevyn left without another word. Cullyn
leaned back againg the shutters and fdt himsdf shaking. As soon as he was well, he told himsdf, he was
going to ride out and leave Jll behind under Lovyan’s protection. It was going to hurt like poison, but it
was best that way. He knew he could do it when the time came, because he'd be doing it for her sake,



and if he died in his next battle, somewhere far from Eldidd, she' d never even have to know he was
dead.

“Cullyn?’ Rhodry said.

Cullyn looked up with a start; he’d never even noticed the lord comeiin.
“How do you fare?’ Rhodry sad. “I can leave”

“I'm fing, my lord.”

Rhodry had never looked more like alord than he did that morning, in his soft shirt embroidered with
red lions, his plaid thrown back from his shoulders and pinned at one sde with ajeweled ring brooch, his
hand on the hilt of hisfindy worked sword, but Cullyn found himsdf thinking of him as a boy, and one he
might have loved like a son. It was going to hurt to leave Rhodry behind, too.

“Will you forgive me for teking Jil off to war?” Rhodry said. “It ached my heart to let a lass do my
fighting for me”

“And who were you to argue with the dweomer? Y ou know, my lord, ever snce Jil was a little lass,
dl she ever talked about was getting a chance at battle glory. I'm not surprised she grabbed her chance
when it came. She dways could lie like allittle weasd when she wanted somewhat.”

“Wil, true enough.” Rhodry looked sharply away. “But you truly do forgive me? It's been aching my
heart, wondering what you thought of me”

“Here, lad. It doesn’'t become the noble-born to care one way or another what a dishonored man like
methinks of them.”

“Oh horsedung! Y ou mugt have been dishonored once, or you wouldn’t be carrying that dagger, but
what do | care what you did dl those years ago? | came to offer you a place in my warband, and not just
any place. | want you for my captain. It's not just me—Amyr and the lads have been dropping hints, like,
about how honored they’ d be to ride behind you.”

“Ohyegods, | can't teke that.”
“What? Why not?’
“l—uh—it'sjudt not fitting.”

“Nonsense!” Rhodry tossed his head. “I even asked Sigyn what he thought of the idea, and he said it
was a cursed good one. You don't need to worry about my vassad's looking down their noses at you or
suchlike”

Culyn opened his mouth, but no words came. He could never tdl Rhodry the red reason he wanted
to ride away from the most generous lord he' d ever met.

“Oh by the hdlls, Cullyn!” Rhodry said. “Are you truly going to say me nay?’
“I'm not, my lord.”

“Wdl and good then. We can leave dl the kneding and fine words for when you're better. Here, your
face iswhite as snow. Let me hep you up, captain. You'd better lie down.”



Cullyn took the offered aid and made it safely back to his bed. After Rhodry left, he lay there and
sared a the calling. Rhodry had handed him back the honor and decency he thought he'd lost forever,
but he would know that he was unworthy, that everything was poisoned at the heart. Jil, Jll, he thought,
how could I—my own daughter! He turned his face to the pillow and wegpt for the firg time since he'd
lain on Seryan’s grave, and thistime, too, he was weeping for her and for their daughter.

After Cullyn ordered her out of his chamber, JIl went down to the greet hdl in a sulk, but soon she
redlized that it was probably best that she be gone when Rhodry and Cullyn were together. Since the
warbands were off tending their horses, and the noble-born in conference with the tieryn up in Sigyn's
sickroom, the hdl was deserted except for a sarving lass, desultorily wiping the tables with a wet rag. Jll
dipped hersdf a tankard of de, then stood by the warband’'s hearth, where a peat fire smouldered
agand the chill. In a few minutes Rhodry came down the dtaircase and strode over to her. She loved
watching the way he moved, with the graceful strength of a young panther. He made her a bow, then
looked at her with eyes so hungry that she knew he was remembering their night together.

“I've jugt spoken with Cullyn,” Rhodry said. “1 made him the captain of my warband.”
“Did you do it for his sake or to keep me here?’

“For his sake.”

“Then | thank you from the bottom of my heart, my lord.”

“It hurts to hear you cal memy lord.” Rhodry looked down and scuffed at the floor with the toe of his
boot. “But I'm mindful of our bargain, one night and no more.”

“Wdl and good, then.”

Y et when they looked at each other, dl she wanted was to throw her arms around him and kiss him,
no matter who might see.

“Mother’s gaing to offer you a place in her retinue” Rhodry said at last. “Cursed if I'd have you
waiting on table or chopping turnips out in the kitchen.”

“Would you offer me a place in your warband?’
“Do you want one? | will.”
“l don't. | just wanted to see what you'd say.”

“I"d give you anything you wanted, if only | could. Ah Jil, I'd marry you if they’d let me. | mean that.
It's not just some weasd-ing words from a dishonorable man.”

“l know. And I'd marry youiif | could.”

Rhodry’s eyes filled with tears. HE' s like an df indeed, JlII thought, but she fdt like weeping hersdlf.
Irritably he rubbed his eyes on his shirt deeve and looked away.

“Ahye gods, | respect your father so cursed much!” Rhodry said. “1 think that hurts worst of dl.”

Rhodry strode off, damming out the door of the hdl. For a moment Jlil thought of riding off done as a
slver dagger hersdlf, but rationdly she knew that she had to take Lovyan's offer. The long road had



come to an end, here in Dun Gwerbyn, where she would live close to Rhodry—»but far far away. All a
once, she wanted to be with her father. She refilled the tankard, then took it upgtairs for him. When she
came in, he was lying on his bed, and something about his eyes told her that he'd been weeping. She
thought she understood—of course the honor would mean that much to him.

“Isthat de for your old father?’ Cullyn sat up and hadlily arranged a amile. “My thanks.”

“Lord Rhodry told me how he honored you.” Jll handed him the tankard. “I1t's so splendid. It's about
time someone recognized what kind of aman you are.”

Culyn winced.
“Does that wound ache?”’
“A bit. The dewill hep.”

JII perched on the end of the bed and watched him drink. She fdt that she'd never loved him more
then she did that afternoon, her wonderful father who now had his pride back to match his glory.

Later in the afternoon, Lovyan summoned JlIl to the women's hdl. The second floor of one of the
secondary brochs, it was more a large suite than a hdl, a 9gn that the tieryns of Dun Gwerbyn could
support their womenfolk in luxury. There were bedchambers for Lovyan's sarving women, and a large
half-round of a room with Bardek carpets, little tables, and carved and cushioned chairs in profusion.
Lovyan greeted her warmly and led her to a chair, while Medylla offered her a plate of honeyed apricots
and Dannyan poured her a goblet of pae Bardek wine.

“I must say | never thought I'd have to thank a lass for saving my son’s life” Lovyan said. “But | do
thank you, and from the bottom of my heart.”

“Her Grace is more than welcome, and truly, you' ve offered me more repayment than | deserve.”

“Nonsense” Lovyan said with a comfortable smile “Y ou have much to learn about life in a court, of
course, but I'm sure you'll do splendidly. Thefirg thing we have to do is sew you some proper dresses.”

JII'sdismay mugt have shown on her face, because the three of them laughed gently &t her.
“Oh come now,” Dannyan said. “You can’t go around dressed like alad.”

“Beddes” Medylla broke in. “You're so pretty, child. Once your hair grows, and we ve gotten you
dl turned out, why, you'll have lads clugtering around you like bees around a rose bush.”

JII stared blankly at her.
“Child?’ Lovyan sad. “Is somewhat wrong?’
“Wel, Your Grace, | mean no disrespect, but don’t you al remember that I’ ve killed two men?’

They went as il asif they’d been turned to stone by dweo-mer. Only then did Jil redize just how
completely her one victorious battle had set her apart from other women. Not even the powerful Lovyan
would ever know what she knew, the bitter tangled glory of wagering your life againgt another’s and
winning.

“So you have” Lovyan said at lagt. “I was assuming that you' d want to put dl that behind you.”



“I do, Your Grace, but | can't—not so eesly, anyway.” Jll began to fed like a horse in a
bedchamber. “I mean no inault, truly | don’t.”

“Of course not, child, and none's taken,” Lovyan said. “But true enough, chatter about lads and pretty
clothes isn't going to amuse you the way it used to amuse the three of us. This is very interesting, Jll.
Have you ever thought of marrying, by the way?’

“I haven't, Your Grace. Who would | have married without a dowry? Some tavernman?’

“True spoken, but dl that's changed now.” Lovyan gave her a good-humored amile. “Your beauty
and my favor are dowry enough for any lass. There' s many arisng young merchant who'd admire a wife
with your spirit, and for that matter, many a landless noble lord who needs my good will. Y ou wouldn't
be the firg woman to win a title with her looks.”
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“But if you don’t want to marry,” Dannyan broke in, “no onewill force you into it, ether. It's just that
mogt lasses do.”

“My thanks, but thisisdl so sudden, | don’'t know what to think.”
“Of course” Lovyan said. “There' sno hurry.”

Although dl of them smiled at her, Jll redized that they were looking on her as a strange kind of
invdid, avictim who needed nurang back to hedth. She began to fed like afacon, used to soaring a the
edge of the wilderness, but now caught and brought back to hunt a a lord’s command.

Since Lovyan practicdly ordered her to, JiIl agreed to wear women's clothes down to dinner that
night. As pleased as if they had a new daughter, Medylla and Dannyan fussed over Jll. She had a bath
with perfumed soap, dried hersdf off on thick Bardek towes, then submitted to having Medylla comb
her hair before she dressed. Firg came the narrow white underdress with tight deeves, then a blue
overdress, hanging full from gathered shoulders. Around her waig a kirtle of Lovyan's plaid tucked the
dress in and made pockets of a sort with its folds, enough to carry a table dagger and a handkerchief.
Although Medylla offered her atiny jeweled dagger, JIl inasted on carrying her own. In spite of dl the
honor of being treated this way, there were limits to what she'd put up with. She took a few steps and
nearly tripped. The underdress was far too narrow for her usud stride.

“Poor Jll,” Dannyan said with honest sympathy. “Well, you'll get used to it in a bit.”

Alternatdly minang and sumbling, JIl followed them down to the great hdl, where Lovyan was
dready seated at the head of the honor table. Since they would have to await Rhys s find judgment on
the war, dl of Rhodry’s noble-born dlies were there, except, of course, for the wounded Sigyn. The
lords rose and bowed rather absently to Her Grace's women; then Edar laughed doud.

“JII" hesaid. “I swear | didn't recognize you.”
“I hardly recognize mysdf, my lord.”

JIl took a place a the foot of the table between Medylla and Dannyan. Although everyone was
waiting for Rhodry, he never came in, and eventudly a somewhat annoyed Lovyan had the med served
without him. JIl had to pay drict attention to her manners and congantly remind hersdlf that she couldn’t
wipe her hands on her borrowed dresses. She aped Medylla and Dan-nyan and ate usng only her



fingertips, which she could dabble clean on the handkerchief hanging from her kirtle.

The med was nearly finished when a page hurried to the table to announce Lord Cinvan, the firg of
Corbyn’'s dlies come to sue for peace. As befitted the ritud of the thing, he came done and completely
unarmed, with not so much as a table dagger in his belt, and he kndlt before Lovyan like a common rider.
The entire hdl fdl dlent as Lovyan coodlly considered him. The noble-born leaned forward, Edar with a
tight twist of contempt to his mouth, the rest expressionless.

“I've come to beg for your forgiveness and your pardon,” Cinvan said, his voice choking on his
shame. “For raisng my sword in rebdlion againg you.”

“Thisisagrave thing you ask of me” Lovyan said. “What regtitution do you offer?’

“Twenty horses, coin for my share of lwdd for Daumyr and dl men dead, and my little son to live in
your dun as hostage.”

Although Jil was thinking thet this sounded like cursed little to her, Lovyan nodded.

“If the gwerbret approves those terms,” Lovyan said, “I shdl take them. No doubt you're hungry after
your long ride. Y ou may st with my men, and a servant will feed you.”

Cinvan winced, but as a 9gn of submisson, he did it, taking a place at the end of one of the riders
tables. They dl ignored him, looking through him as if he were made of glass. As the generd chatter
picked up again, JIl turned to whisper to Dannyan.

“Why did our lady let him off so lightly?” Jil said.

“He sapoor lord asitis” Dannyan said. “Hell have to borrow from every cousin he has just to pay
the lwdd, and if our lady made his dan destitute, they’d rise in rebelion some fine day.”

“Beddes” Medylla put in, “by being so generous, she's shamed him good and proper. That'll sing
worse than the coin.”

The two nodded sagdly at each other. Jll redlized that they were going to be her guides and teachers
inthis new world, where intrigue was as dangerous as a thousand swords.

As soon as possible Jil [eft the table and went to look in on her father. As she made her way down
the corridor, she heard laughter coming from his chamber, and when she opened the door, she saw
Rhodry, sharing a med with Cullyn. The sght of them together made her freeze, her hand on the open
door, as they both turned to look at her. The lantern light seemed to swdl into the glow of a fire, picking
out the glitter of the slver dagger in Cullyn’'s hand.

“Wel, by the goddl” Cullyn said. “Thisfinelady can't be my scruffy little Slver dagger’s brat.”

“Da, don't tease,” Jll said. “I'm miserable enough asit is” She dlowed hersdf one glance at Rhodry.
“I'll leave you to your tak with your captain, my lord.”

“My thanks,” Rhodry said.

JII stepped out and shut the door behind her. Only then did she redize that she was terrified, just from
seeing Cullyn and Rhodry together, as if in some mad way, she thought they were plotting about her
behind her back.



Seven days passed without a word from Gwerbret Rhys, who would have to oversee the judgments
Lovyan made upon her rebel lords. Rhodry was furious, seeing the delay as a dgp a him, a perception
no one bothered to deny. JlI's presence in the dun was another congtant torment to him, too; he smply
couldn’'t keep hismind off her, and seeing her was worse, meking him remember their night together, the
firg time he'd ever had a woman who could match him in bed. He took to spending as much time as
possible done, going for long rides or merely waking out in the ward.

During one of these amless rambles he ran across Cullyn, down by the back wal of the dun. Although
hisleft arm was dill in a ding, Cullyn was working out with one of the light wooden swords used to train
young boys. Moving so dowly that it was a kind of dance, Cullyn was lunging and fdling back while he
described afigure eight with the point of the blade in a perfect concentration that was more like dweomer
then swordplay. Even sore and weak, Cullyn was a marvel when he moved with a wesgpon in his hand.
Fndly he noticed that Rhodry was watching him and stopped to make him a bow.

“How does your am fare?’ Rhodry said.

“Not too badly, my lord. Maybe tomorrow well get the splints off for a look, the herbman tdls me”
Cullyn glanced around, then pointed at a second wooden sword that was leaning againg the wall. “Ever
tried to spar thisdowly?”

“l haven't.” Rhodry took the sword. “Looks like a good game.”

To keep things fair, Rhodry tucked hisleft am behind his back. The sparring seemed like a humorous
parody of red combat at first, with both of them moving like menin a trance. It was a maiter of moving in
dowly, catching the other’s blade in a parry, then ever so dowly breaking free to glide in again from
another direction. Yet it was difficult, too. Rhodry had never been so aware of every subtle move he
made when he was fighting and of every move his opponent was making as wel. Keeping his
concentration o findy honed was a struggle. Findly his mind wandered allittle too far, and Cullyn dipped
dowly under his guard and flicked his shirt with the blunt point of his sword.

“By the hdld” Rhodry said. “A touch, sure enough.”

Cullyn smiled and sauted him with the wooden sword, but dl a once Rhodry fdt that he was in
danger, that wooden or not, that blade could kill him in Cullyn of Cerrmor’s hands, and that Cullyn was
thinking just that.

“Somewhat wrong, my lord?’ Cullyn said.
“Naught. Here, you' ve done enough for one day.”

“So | have. It gripes my heart to admit it, but I'm tired. Ah wdl, I'll get my strength back soon
enough.”

Agan Rhodry fdt a shudder of danger, as if Cullyn were giving hm a warning. Had he noticed the
way Rhodry’d been looking at JlI?1f he'd been obvious, Cullyn might wel have. Rhodry wanted to say
something reassuring, some good plaugble lie to put Cullyn at ease, but he was just sensble enough to
redize that he'd best not speak JlI's name where her father could heer it.

“It looks remarkably good,” Nevyn said. “I'm pleased.” Cullyn was glad that the herbman was
pleased, because to him his once-broken arm looked cursed bad—uwhite flesh, puckered and wrinkled,
and far thinner than his other arm after trie long weeks in the splints.



“The break mended fairly sraight,” the old man went on.

“It should be good enough for shied work if you're cursed careful about building it up. Favor it for
Kmetime”

“My thanks, truly, for dl your work on me”
“You're most welcome.” Nevyn paused, consdering. “Truly, you are.”

Now that his wounds were fully heded, it was time for Cul-lyn to formdly take Rhodry’s service.
That very night, before everyone in the dun, assembled in the great hdl, he kndt at Rhodry’s feet. Rhodry
leaned forward in his chair and took both of Cullyn’s hands in his. By the flaring torchlight, Cullyn could
see how solemn the young lord looked. It was a grave thing they were doing.

“And will you serve metruly dl your life?” Rhodry said.
“I'will. I'll fight for you and die with you if need be.”

“Then may every bard in the kingdom mock and shame me if ever | treat you unjudtly, or if ever I'm
misaly to you.”

Rhodry took a comb from awaiting page and made the ritud strokes through Cullyn's hair to sed the
bargain. As Cullyn rose to the cheering of the warband, he fdt srangdy light and free, even though he'd
just pledged his life away. The thought was puzzling, but he somehow knew that he had just repaid a
debt.

Now that he was offiddly the captain of the tieryn’s war-band, Cullyn was back in the barracks, but
he had a chamber of his own over the tack room, not over the horses, with a proper bed, a chest for his
clothes, and the biggest luxury of dl, a hearth of its own. When he moved in, Amyr carried up his
saddlebags and bedroll, and Praedd brought an armload of firewood—two prudent moves to curry favor
with the man who had the power to discipline them with a whip if need be. Cullyn hung his new shidd,
blazoned with the red lion, up on thewdl and decided that he’ d unpacked.

“Well and good, lads” Cullyn said. “Well be taking the horses out soon. | want to see how well you
dl gt on ahorse, now that I'm not distracted by little things like dweomer.”

The two riders dlowed themsalves amdl amiles.
“Captain?” Amyr said. “Are you and Lord Rhodry going to start finding new men soon?’
“Cursed right. We're badly understrength.”

They were, truly, because out of the fifty men Rhodry had a Dun Cannobaen, only seventeen were
left, and out of the fifty from Dun Gwerbyn, only thirty-two. Yet Cullyn knew that soon enough, young
men would show up a the gates to beg for a place in the warband. Not for them to worry that places
were open because of so many bloody deaths; they would want the honor enough to ignore such an
inconvenient fact—the honor, the chance at glory, and a root, the freedom from the drudgery of their
father’sfarm or craft shop. That very afternoon, when Cullyn went down to the ward to exercise, three
of the spearmen from Cannobaen asked himif they could join.

“At least you know what awar’ s like” Cullyn said. “I'll speak to Lord Rhodry for you.”



And they were graieful, sncerdy and deeply grateful, that such an important man as he would do
them a favor.

Rhodry was gone from the greet hall, and the pages had no idea of where he was. Cullyn searched the
ward, and findly, as he passed by a storage shed, he heard Rhodry’s voice and a woman's giggle—dll.
Cullyn fdt that he'd been turned into a tree and taken root on the spot. HeE'd been a fod to take
Rhodry’s offer; Jll was very beautiful, and Rhodry dready had Sred one bastard, hadn't he? Since he
couldn’'t quite hear what they were saying, he cautioudy edged around the shed until he could just see
them, standing between a stack of firewood and the dun wall. They were a decent space apart, but they
were amiling a each other with such absorption that they never looked up and saw him.

Cullyn's hand sought his sword hilt of its own will, but he forced it away. He'd sworn a solemn oath
to Rhodry, and later he'd have atak with Jll. As he walked away, he saw Nevyn coming toward him.

“Looking for me?’ Cullyn said.
“For Jll, actudly. Her Grace wants her.”
“She' s back there” Cullyn jerked histhumb in her generd direction. “Taking with Rhodry.”

Nevyn's eyes narrowed as he sudied Cullyn's face. Cullyn stared right back, a battle of wills that
Nevyn eventudly won when Cullyn could no longer bear to look at the man who knew full wel the cause
of hisjedousy.

“Tdl my lord | need a word with him, will you?’ Cullyn said. Then he waked off, leaving Nevyn to
think what he would.

Amid piles of chain mall and racked swords in the shed that did Dun Gwerbyn for an armory, Cullyn
was just taking down a practice sword when Rhodry caught up with him.

“My lord?’ Cullyn said. “Three of the Cannobaen spearmen want to ride for you. They dam to know
somewhat about sword-craft.”

“Try them out. If you think they’ll do, I’ll take them on. Y ou can make that a generd principle, truly. |
trugt your judgment of aman.”

“My thanks.”

For along panful moment they merdly looked at each other. Since Cullyn had never been given to
pondering his fedings and consdering subtleties, he began to fed like he was drowning. How could he
both admire Rhodry and hate him this way? It was because of JlI, but it was more then JIl. He amply
couldn’'t understand. His enraged bafflement mugt have been obvious, because Rhodry grew more and
more uneasy. Y et he, too, couldn’'t seem to break away, and the silence grew so thick it was painful.

“Cullyn?” Rhodry sad at last. “You know | honor you.”
“l do, my lord, and you have my thanks.”

“Wdl, then.” Rhodry turned idy away and seemed to be examining a nearby sword rack. “Would |
do somewhat that would cause you grief?’

Somewhat—as papably asif she'd walked in the door, Cullyn fdt JII's presence between them.



“Wdl?" Rhodry said. “Do you hold mein such low esteem as dl tha?’
“I don't, my lord. If I did, | wouldn’t be riding for you.”

“Wdl and good, then.” Rhodry turned back with afaint smile “Here, do you remember when | asked
you to play Carnoic with me?’

“l do, and truly, | never thought we'd liveto do it.”
“But we have. Tonight I'll bring a board over to your table, and well have a game.”

After Rhodry left, Cullyn stood imthe shed for a long time, the wooden sword in his hands, and
wished that he were better at thinking. On the long road he'd seen more courts from the underside than
any man in the kingdom, and never had he met a lord like Rhodry, so much what every lord was
supposed to be but few were. If only it weren't for JOI. If only. He swore doud and went out to the
practice ground to work his frudirations away.

Cullyn worked a little too hard. By the time he redized that he had to stop, his head was svimming.
By waking dowly and concentrating on every step, he reached his chamber without having to ask for
help and flopped onto the bed, boots, sword belt, and dl. When he woke, JIl was ganding beside his
bed, and the danting light through the window told him it was close to sunset.

“What are you doing here?’” Cullyn snapped. “Y ou shouldn’t be anywhere near the barracks.”
“Oh, I know, and | hateit. Da, | missyou. We hardly get a chance to tak these days.”

When Cullyn sat up, rubbing his face and yawning, Jll sat down next to him. In her new dresses she
looked so much like her mother that he wanted to weep.

“Wel, my sweet, | missyou, too, but you're afine lady now.”

“Oh horseshit! Lovyan can hegp honors on me dl she wants, but I'll dways be common-born and a
bastard.”

She spoke so hitterly that even Cullyn could catch this subtle point.

“Rhodry will never marry you, truly,” Cullyn said. “And you'd best keep tha in mind, when you're
ggdling and flirting with him.”

JlIl went pale and ill, dutching a handful of blanket.

“I’'ve seen the pair of you looking at each other like hounds at a joint of meet,” Cullyn went on. “You

day away from him. He's an honorable man, but you wouldn't be the firg beautiful woman that made a
mean break his own honor.”

JII nodded, her mouth working in honest pain. Cullyn fdt torn in pieces. He was sincerely sorry for
her, that she'd never have the man she loved, and at the same time, he wanted to dap her just because
ghe loved another man.

“Come dong.” Cullyn stood up. “You're not a barracks brat anymore, and you can't be hanging
around here”

Cullyn strode out, leaving Jll to follow. Yet her words haunted him that evening, that she loved him,



that she missed him. He wondered how he would fed if she married some man the tieryn picked out for
her, and she went off to live with her new husband. He would probably never see her but once or twice a
year. He even had the thought of smply leaving Rhodry’s service and going back on the long road,
where he would neither know nor care where Jil was degping, but as he sat in the captain’s place at the
head table of the warband, he knew that he could never give up his newfound position. For the firg time
inhislife, he had too much to lose.

Later, after the warbands drifted back to the barracks and the noble lords up to ther chambers,
Rhodry brought over a game of Carnoic, the finest set Cullyn had ever seen. The playing pieces were fla
polished stones, white and black. The thin ebony board was inlad with mother-of-pearl to mark the
darting sations and the track, sixteen interwoven triangles, so that even infirdight it was easy to follow.

“I'll wager you beat me soundly,” Rhodry said.

Cullyn did, too, for the firg three games, sweeping Rhodry’s men off the board as fast as the young
lord put them on. Swearing under his breath, Rhodry began pondering every move he made and gave
Cullyn a harder run for it, but dill he lost the next three. By then, only one drowsy servant remained in the
hdl to refill their tankards. Rhodry sent the man to bed, stopped drinking, and findly after four more
games, ran Cullyn to a draw.

“l won't press my luck anymore tonight,” Rhodry said.
“It wasn't luck. You're learning.”

Culyn fdt the smple comfort of it as ovewheming. Here they were, two men who'd given
themsalves up for dead, safe at home by a fire, with plenty of de and each other’s company. While
Rhodry put the game back in its lacquered box, Cullyn got up and fetched more de. They drank dlently
a firg, and dowly, making the moment last as the fire died down and the shadows filled the hdl. Cullyn
suddenly redlized that he was happy, a word that had never had much meaning for him before. Or he
would be happy, if it weren't for Jll, whom he loved too much but loved truly enough to want her to be
happy, too. Maybe it was the de, maybe it was the late hour, but he suddenly thought of the clear and
ample way to solve the whole tangled mess—if he could do it. If he could bear to do it.

All unconscioudy, Rhodry gave him the opening he needed, the chance to think about what had
seemed so unthinkable before.

“By the hdls | wish Rhys would get hmsdf here)” Rhodry said. “Oh well, in a way he's doing me
somewhat of a favor. As soon as the rebdlion’s settled, my esteemed mother’'s going to put dl her
boundless energies into marrying me off.”

“It's about time you did, my lord.”

“l know—the cursed rhan needs its cursed heirs. Y e gods, captain, think how | must fed. How would
you like to be put to stud like a prize horse?’

Cullyn laughed aoud.

“Aches aman's heart, doesn’t it?” Rhodry said, grinning. “And for dl | know, sheéll have aface and a
temper to match the Lord of Hell’s. It's her cursed kin that count, not what | might think of her.”

“Huh. | see why the cursed priests are dways tdling a man never to envy the noble-born.”



“And right they are, truly. Men like me marry to please our clans, not ourselves.”

The old proverb struck an odd place in Cullyn’'s mind, some long-buried memory that he couldn’t
quite get clear. He had along swdlow of de and considered his peculiar idea. He could think of no way
to broach it subtldly.

“Tdl me somewhat, my lord,” Cullyn said. “Would you marry my Jll if you could?’

Rhodry went so tense that Cullyn redized tha the lad was as afrad of hm as JIl was. It was
graifying. Common-born or not, he was 4ill JlI's father, dill the man who'd decide what she would or
wouldn't do.

“l would,” Rhodry said at lagt. “I'll swear that to you on the honor of the Maglwaedds. I've never
wanted anything as much as | want to marry her, but | can't.”

“l know that.”
They drank for afew minutes more, and Rhodry never |ooked away from his face.

“You know, my lord,” Cullyn said. “The midiress of a grest lord has a cursed lot of power in his rhan
and court.”

Rhodry jerked his head asif Cullyn had dapped him.

“So she does,” Rhodry whispered. “And no one would dare mock her, ether.”
“Provided she was never cast off to her shame”

“There re some women who would never have to fear such athing.”

“Good.” Absently Cullyn laid his hand on his sword hilt. “Good.”

They sat together drinking, never saying another word, until the fire was so low that they could bardly
See each other’s face.

Perhaps the thing that JIl hated most about being in a lady’s retinue was that she had to learn to sew.
For dl that Lovyan was arich tieryn, mogt of the dathing worn in the dun was made there, and she owed
evay rider in her warband and every servant in her hdl two pairs of shirts and brigga or two dresses a
year as part of their maintenance. Every woman in the dun, from the lowliet kitchen wench to Dannyan
and Medylla, spent part of her time producing this mountain of clothes. Even Lovyan took a hand and
sewed Rhodry’s shirts for him, as wel as embroidering the blazons on the shirts for her skilled servitors
such as the bard. Since there was a definite honor among women about the fineness of their sewing, Jll
dutifully practiced, but she hated every dumsy stitch she made.

That morning Nevyn came to the women's hdl, which was open to him because of his great age and,
while she worked, entertained her with taes of Bardek, that mysterious country far across the Southern
Sea. From the wedlth of detalls, it was plain that he' d spent much time there.

“Sudying physick, truly,” Nevyn admitted when she asked him. “They have much curious lore in
Bardek, and mogt of it's worth knowing. It's a cursed strange place.”

“Soit sounds. | wish | could see it someday, but it's not likdy now.”



“Here, child, you sound very unhappy.”

“I am, and | fed like the mogt ungrateful wretch in the world, too. Here her grace has been so
generous to me, and I'm living in more luxury than | ever dreamt of, but | fed like afdconin a cage”

“Wel, in away, you are trapped.”

It was such ardief to hear someone agree with her that Jil nearly wept. Irritably she threw the sewing
into her wicker workbasket.

“Wdl, if you truly hate thiskind of life” Nevyn went on, “perhaps you should leave it.”
“What can | do? Ride the roads as a Slver dagger?”’

“I should think not, but many awoman has a créft. If | spoke to the tieryn, she'd pay the prentice-fee
for you.”

“Oh, and what sort of thing would | do? I'd hate to spin or sew or suchlike, and no armorer or
weaponmaster would take a woman as an apprentice, not even if the tieryn asked them.”

“There are dl sorts of crafts.”

All a once, JIl remembered that he was dweomer. He was so kind to her, so bent on winning her
friendship, that at times she forgot this frightening truth. The gray gnome looked up from the floor, where
he d been amusng himsdlf by tangling her embroidery threads, and gave her a gaping grin.

“My lord,” Jll said, her voice shaking. “You honor me too highly if you think | could take up your
craft.”

“Maybe | do, maybe | don't, but it's a closed issue if you don’'t want it. | was merdy thinking about
herberaft, the plain and smple medicine | know. 1I've learned a lot in my long years, and it would be a
pity to let the knowledge die with me.”

“Wel, so it would.” Suddenly Jll ft her first real hope in days. “And you travel everywhere and live
the way you want.”

“Jud that, and you're bright enough to learn the lore. Lovyan will understand, truly, if you want to
leave. Shell know you'll be safe with me”

“But what about Da? | doubt me if he'd let me go with you, and truly, we ve been through so much
together, m and me, that I’d hate to leave him, too.”

“No doubt, but at some time you have to leave him.”

Although Nevyn spoke quietly, his words cut like a knife.

“Wdl, why?" Jll snapped. “If | stay here—"

“And aren’t you the one who was just tdling me you were so wretched here?’
“Ohso | wes”

“Jug think about it. Y ou don’'t have to decide Straightaway.”



Nevyn |eft her to the tedious task of untangling the skeins that the gnome had ruined. As she worked,
JII thought over his offer. Oddly enough, she could see hersdf wandering the roads with a mule and
dispenang herbs to farmers much more easly than marrying some minor lord and living in comfort. While
it would hurt to leave Cullyn, she could dways come back and see him whenever she fdt like it. It would
hurt much less than being shut up in the dun with Rhodry and his new wife, seeing hm every day and
knowing that another woman had what was beyond her reach.

Or o JlI thought of him that morning, as beyond her reach. Toward evening, she went out in the ward
just for some fresh air, and Rhodry followed her, catching her out by the wal among the storage sheds.

“My lord should be more careful about chasng after me,” Jll said. “What if someone saw you?’

“| don't giveapig sfatif they did or not. I've got to tak with you. Let's find a place where we can
be adone”

“Ohindeed? It's not talk that’s on your mind.”
“Itis anditisn't. What of it?’

Rhodry smiled at her so softly that Jll followed him when he went round a shed to a private place in
the curve of the wall.

“Thiswill do for now,” Rhodry said. “I uh—"

The words seemed to stick in his throat.

“Unhwdl,” he started again. “You see, | had a—I mean, that sounds so cursed cold.”
“You haven't said much yet that sounded like anything.”

“I know. Wdll, it's about that bargain we made, truly.”

“I thought as much. | meant what | said, curse you.”

“Things have changed somewhat. I—’

And he was stuck there again, looking at her with a feeble, foolish amile. In sheer irritation JIl arted
to wak away, but he grabbed her by the shoulders. When she swung round to bresk his hold, she
tripped over the hem of her dress and nearly fdl into his arms. He laughed and kissed her, held her tight
when she tried to squirm away, and kissed her agan so sweetly that she threw her arms around his neck
and kissed him, dung to him, while she remembered dl the pleasure his kisses promised.

“Leave your chamber door unbarred tonight,” Rhodry said.
“You dolt! If someone catches you, the newswill be dl over the dun.”

“Who's going to be up in the middle of the night but me?’ He kissed her softly, letting his mouth linger
on hers. “Just leave the door unbarred.”

When JIl shoved him away, he grinned at her.

“I know you'll doit,” Rhodry said. “Till tonight, my lady.”



In a fury of lus and rage both, Jil hiked up her skirts and ran, turning round the shed and nearly
running sraight into Cullyn.

She yelped doud in terror. He mugt have heard, mugt have seen. He sat his hands on his hips and
looked at her so mildly that she was sure she wasin for the worst beeting of her life

“Da, I'm sorry!” Jll sammered.

“And s0 you might be, carrying on like a serving wench where anyone might see you.”
“l won't do it again. Promise.”

“Good. You've got a chamber for that sort of thing, don't you?’

JII's head reded as badly as if he had dapped her. Cullyn gave her the barest sort of smile and
walked past, cdling out to Rhodry to wait for him. The two of them went off together, discussng some
new men for the warband.

“So that's what Rhodry wanted to tdl me” Jil whispered. “ Oh by the Goddess hersdf!”

She fdt betrayed. Jll stood there for along time and considered it, that where she might have been
pleased, shefdt betrayed. Cullyn had handed her over to Rhodry to be his migtress, just handed her over
like a horse, and she wanted Rhodry too much to protest. At that moment, she saw dearly what her life
would become, caught between the two of them, loving them both, yet kept away from both. Rhodry
would have hiswife, and Cullyn, the warband. She would be important to them, in her way, rather like a
vauable sword that they would never use in battle, only hang on a chamber wadl to be taken down and
admired once in awhile. | can't do that, she told hersdlf, | won't! Yet she knew that she could, and that
she would. The bars of her cage were made out of love, and they would keep her in for dl her gnawing
a them.

All evening, JIl debated the question of whether Rhodry would find her door open or barred. She
decided that she should hold out and make him redlize that he would have to court her, that she waan't a
bit of battle loot to be distributed by her father. When she went to bed that night, she barred the door,
but she couldn't deep, and dowly, a bit a a time, her resolve wore away like sand under a sorm tide.
She cursed hersdf for a dut or worse, then got up and lifted the wooden bar free of the staples. She
stood there for a moment, barred it again, then lifted it off and I€ft it off. She stripped off her nightdress,
lay down, and fdt her heart pounding in the darkness. Not more than a few moments later, he came to
her, as surefooted and slent as athief.

“Jugt once, my love” he whispered. “I'd like to have you in the light. | want to see what your face
looks like when we ve done.”

JIl giggled and threw the blankets back. He took off his clothes and dipped in next to her. At the
touch of his naked body on hers, she forgot every worry she'd ever had about honor and betrayal, but
ghe pretended to shove him away. He grabbed her wrists and kissed her until she struggled free, then he
caught her again. They wrestled with each other as much as they caressed each other, untl at last she
could wait no longer and let him win, pressing her down, catching her, filling her with an aching fiery
pleasure that made her sob inhisarms.

Since Nevyn never dept more than four hours a night, he was up late that evening, brooding over the
dark master and his peculiar plot. For dl his scrying on the etheric, he'd found no further traces of the
enemy, and neither had any other dweo-mer-master in the kingdom. He was just thinking thet it was late



enough for even him to be in bed when JiII's gray gnome popped into manifestation on the table. The little
creature was furious, making soundless snarls and pulling at its hair as it danced up and down.

“Now, now,” Nevyn said. “What' s dl this?’

The gnome grabbed his hand and pulled, asif it were trying to haul him to his fedt.
“What?Y ou want me to come with you?’

The gnome nodded a vigorous yes and pulled on him again.

“Is somewhat wrong with JlI?’

At that, the gnome legpt into its little dance of fury. Nevyn lit a lantern and followed the gnome as it
led him toward the women's quarters. As soon as the gnome redized that he was going to go to JlI's
chamber, it disgppeared. Holding the lantern low, Nevyn turned down the man corridor and met
Rhodry, barefoot, tousdled, and obvioudy very tired. Rhodry squeaked like a caught burglar, and Nevyn
collared him like one.

“You little dolt!”” Nevyn hissed.
“l just couldn’t deep. Just teking a bit of air.”
“Hah! Come dong, lad.”

Nevyn marched Rhodry back to his chamber, which was some ways away on the floor above the
women's quarters, and shoved him through the door. Rhodry sank into a char and looked up
bleary-eyed. Hislips were swallen.

“How by every god did you know | wasin JII's bed?’
“How do you think I knew, dolt?’
Rhodry squeaked and flinched back.

“I'm not going to blast you with dweomer-fires or suchlike”™ Nevyn sad with some asperity.
“Tempted though | may be. All I want you to do is think. You won't be able to keep this midnight
trysing a secret forever. Asthe saying goes, fine dresses can't hide abig bely. What will Cullyn do then,
pray tel?

“Nothing. We ve had words about it, and he let me know that JII'smine as long as | treat her as wel
asagreat lord' s mistress deserves.”

Nevyn fdt like aman who's drawn his sword with a flourish only to find it broken off & the hilt.

“Truly, I couldn’'t believe my ears either.” Rhodry did look sincerdy amazed. “But he did. | swear to
you that I'll dways treat her well. Ah ye gods, Nevyn, can’t you understand how much | love her? You
mugt have been young once. Didn't you ever love awoman this much?’

Nevyn was caught speechless by the irony of the thing—so he had, the same one. Unceremonioudy
Nevyn kicked the heir to the tierynrhyn out of his chamber and barred the door behind him. He sat down
in the chair and ran his fingers idly over the rough wood of the table edge. JlII's gnome appeared, dl
gmiles and bows.



“I'm sorry, my friend,” Nevyn said. “You'll have to put up with this, just like | will.”

The gnome hissed and disappeared. Nevyn was just as heartsick. She was gone from him in this life
as she'd gonein so many others, he was sure of it. All the amusements and crises of a great court would
fill her mind and her time until her latent dweomer tdents faded away. He could see it dl: dthough
Rhodry’ s wife would have to accept his mistress, she would come to hate JIl when the various vassals
paid ther court to Jll, not to her. The fight would come to the surface when Jil had a couple of Rhodry’s
bastards and was trying to get them settled in good postions. No doubt Rhodry would favor JiI's
children, too, meking his wife hate her more than ever. None of this would leave any place for the
dweomer.

Nevyn'sfirg impulse was to leave the dun that very night and ride far away, but JIl would need him.
For dl the pain of seeing his vow go unfulfilled for yet another long stretch of years, he would stay, Smply
because she needed him. For a moment Nevyn fdt so odd that he didn't know what was wrong with
him. Then he redized thet for the firg timein a hundred years, he was weeping.

When the tenth day passed with no word from Rhys, Lovyan was furious enough to dispense with
formdlities and send a message to him. Although she carefully phrased the letter in humble and courtly
terms, a root she told him that the entire tierynrhyn would be in upheavad until he cursed wel did
something about it. When the scribe read it to her impatient vassals, they cheered.

“You have my sympathy, my lords” Lovyan sad to them. “WE€ Il see if a mother’s words can prod
the gwerbret to action.”

Lovyan Ieft them to discuss her letter and went up to the women's hdl. As a child she had played
there at her mother’s Sde, and the familiar room was 4ill a comfortable refuge, even though she was the
lord of the dun now, not its lady. When she came in, she found Dannyan trying to hdp Jil with her
sewing.

“Sdl | fetch Her Grace somewing?’ Jll said.

“Anything to get out of the cursed sewing?’ Lovyan said with a smile. “You may lay that aside if you
wish, Jll, but truly, 1 don’'t want anything at the moment.”

JII threw her practice piece into the workbasket with such fury tha Lovyan and Dannyan both
laughed at her.

“Here, Dann,” Lovyan sad. “It’ struly time we put some thought into getting Rhodry married.”

“True enough,” Dannyan said. “I've been thinking about the gwerbret of Caminwaen's younger
daughter. With Rhys and Rhodry dways feuding, it would be wise to give the tieryn some connections
with another gwerbretrhyn.”

“Now that’s an excdlent point, and she's a levelheaded lass”

JII went as dill as a hunted animd. A number of things that Lovyan had noticed dl came together in
her mind.

“Oh Jll, my sweset,” Lovyan said. “You're not in love with my wretched son, are you?’

For an answer Jll blushed scarle€t.



“You poor child,” Lovyan said. “You have dl my sympathy, but Jll, | can never let you marry
Rhodry.”

“I'm more than aware of that, Your Grace,” Jll said, and she was in perfect control of every word.
“Besides, | have no doubt at dl that Lord Rhodry is going to make hiswife a very bad husband.”

It was so perfectly done that Lovyan was impressed.
“l see” Lovyan gave her a pleasant little nod. “I'm glad that you're such a sengble lass”

Lovyan and Danny an exchanged a glance, then changed the subject. Later, they sent Jil off on an
errand and discussed the maiter, agreeing that whether she could saw or not, JIl was going to fit very
wedl into the court. Without an open word being said, they now knew who Rhodry’s midiress was, and
they could pick hiswife accordingly.

Since Lovyan knew that Nevyn had an interest in Jill, she made a point of discussing the matter with
him privately. As she expected, Nevyn was disgppointed, but he seemed resigned.

“After dl,” Nevyn said. “I'll see her oftenin your dun.”
“Of course, as long as things St wdl with you.”

“Oh here, Lovval What have you been thinking, that | was an old ram about to make a fool of mysdf
over ayoung ewe?’

Lovyan fdt her cheeks coloring, but Nevyn was far more amused than insulted.

“| assure you,” he went on, “that I'm more aware than mogt of the years | carry. I'm fond of Jll, but
truly, my main interest in her is her raw dweomer taent.”

“Of course! 1t's very odd, but it's so hard to keep inmind that you' re dweomer—that anyone can be
dweomer, truly—and here | saw JIl have that vison of hers”

“Wel, the mind shrinks from what it can’'t understand. | heard your bard practicing his praise song
about the war. He's reporting very fathfully what happened. Do you think anyone will believe a word of

itin say, fifty years?’

“They won't. A typica bard song, they’ll say, full of lies and fancies. And you know, maybe it's just
aswdl.”

Three days later, the message findly came from Rhys. Lovyan had an odd premonition about it and
decided to read it privady rather than having it read doud in the open hdl. She'd made the right
decison.

“My Lady Mother,” it ran. “Forgive me for the dday in atending to your important affairs. | have
been invedtigating the matter of this war in order to ascertain whether Lord Rhodry’s report was in the
least accurate. | am summoning him and his dlies to Aberwyn to give me an account of their conduct.
You, of course, are aso most welcome to my meet and mead, and we shall settle the other matters then.
Y our humble son, Rhys, Gwer-bret Aberwyn.”

“You little beast!” Lovyan said doud. “You're certanly Tingyr's son, aren't you?’



Nevyn was more than pleased when Lovyan asked him to join her entourage for the trip to Aberwyn.
He even dlowed her to provide hm with a new shirt and decent brigga, so that he could pass
inconspicuoudy as one of her councillors. Lovyan was taking Jll, Dannyan, her scribe, severd servants,
and then Cul-lyn as the captain of an honor guard of twenty-five men, fifteen for her, ten for Rhodry, as
ther ranks dlowed. As she sourly remarked, Rhys could cursed wel feed part of her household for a
while after Ietting her vassals feed off her for so long.

“I'm rather surprised you're taking Jll,” Nevyn remarked. “She's unused to large courts and their
ways.”

“Wel, sheredly does have to sart getting used to them. Besides, having her there will keep Rhodry
cam’”

Nevyn was about to make some remark about trouble with Cullyn if JIl were blatantly displayed as
Rhodry’s migtress, but he stopped himsdf, smply because the captain seemed to have no objections to
his daughter’ s pogition. Ruefully, Nevyn had to admit that he was disappointed. He'd been hoping that
her fear of her father’s wrath would keep Jll away from Rhodry and free for the dweomer.

The night before they left for Aberwyn, Nevyn decided to seek Cullyn out and found him in his
chamber in the barracks. Dressed in a new shirt blazoned with red lions, Cullyn sat on the side of his bed
and polished his sword by lantern light. He greeted Nevyn hospitably and offered him the only chair.

“I just wanted a few words with you,” Nevyn said. “About a somewhat delicate matter.”
“I'll wager you mean Jll.”
“Jud that. I'll admit to being surprised that you' d let her do what she's doing.”

Cullyn sghted down the sword blade, found some near-invisble fleck of rust, and began working on it
with arag.

“| think you'd be the least surprised of any man,” Cullyn said at lagt. “Y ou' re the one who knows why
| had to let her go.”

When he looked up, draight into Nevyn's eyes, Nevyn had to admire him for the firg time in four
hundred years. All the arrogance that Gerraent had flaunted, life after life, was gone, leaving only a certain
proud humility that came from facing the bitter redlities of hislife

“There's more kinds of honor than battle glory,” Nevyn said. “Y ou deserve yours.”
With a shrug, Cullyn tossed the sword onto the bed.

“Beddes” he said. “JlI's going to do cursed well out of this igT't she? Shell have a better life than
any that | thought | could ever give her. Evenif | had a lord's ransom for her dowry, what kind of
husband could | have found her? A craftsman of some kind, atavern owner, maybe, and there she'd be,
working hard dl her life. For aslver dagger’s bastard, she's risen cursed high.”

“So she has, truly. I'd never thought of things quite in that way.”

“Doubtless you' ve never had to. What's that old saying? It’s better for a woman to keep her poverty
then lose her virtue? I'd have dit JII's throat rather than let her turn into a whore, but when you ride the
long road, you learn not to be too fussy about fine shades of virtue. Ye gods, | sold my own honor a



thousand times over. Who am | to look down my nose a her?”’
“Wdl, true spoken, but most men wouldn’t be so reasonable about ther only daughter.”

Cullyn shrugged and picked up the sword again to run caloused fingertips down the gutter of the
blade.

“I'll tdl you somewhat,” Cullyn said. “I haven't told a soul this tde in nineteen years, but have you
ever wondered why | ended up with the cursed Slver dagger?”

“Often. | was afraid to ask.”

“As wdl you might have been.” Cullyn gave him a thin smile “I was a rider in the Gwerbret of
Cerrmor’s warband. There was a lass | fancied there, waiting on table in the great hdl —Seryan, JlI's
mother. And another lad fancied her, too. We fought over her like dogs over a bone until she made it
clear enough that she favored me. So this other lad—ah by the hells, I've forgotten the poor bastard's
name—anyway, he wouldn’t take her a her word and kept hanging around her. So, one night | said
somewhat to him about it, and he drew on me. So | drew and killed him.” Cullyn’s voice dropped, and
he looked down at the sword across his knees. “Right there in the gwerbret’s barracks. His grace was dll
for hanging me, but the captain stepped in, saying the other lad drew first. So his grace kicked me out
ingtead, and my poor Seryan inssted on riding with me when | went.” Cullyn looked up again. “So, you
see, | swore then that I'd never kill another man over a woman. It doesn’t do you or her one cursed hit
of good.”

Nevyn was speechless for a moment, Smply because Cullyn had no idea of just how much of his
Wyrd he was laying aside with that Smple truth.

“You learn,” Cullyn said. “I was a stubborn young dog, but you learn.”

“Truly. | was as stubborn mysdf, when | was that young.”

“No doubt. You know, herbman, why we rub each other so raw? We're too cursed much dike”
Nevyn laughed, seeing what his grudge had hidden for so many years.

“Oh by the hdls” Nevyn said. “So we are.”

At that time, Aberwyn was the biggest dity in Eldidd, with over seventy thousand people living in its
warren of curving streets and closdly packed houses. Unwalled, it spread dong the Aver Gwyn up from
the harbor, where the gwerbret’s fleet of war gdleys shared piers with merchantmen from Deverry and
Bardek both. Right in the middle of town stood the enormous dun of the gwerbret, a towering symbol of
judtice. Ingde the thirty-foot stone wal was a ward covering some thirty acres, cluttered with the usud
huts, barracks, and sheds. In the middle rose a broch complex, around centra tower of Sx stories, three
secondary towers of three, but the most amazing thing of dl was that the broch stood in the middle of a
garden: lawns, beds of roses, afountain, dl set off from the ward by alow brick wall.

Everywhere writhed the open-jawed dragon of Aberwyn, carved onto the outer gates, displayed on
the blue and dlver banners hanging from the brochs, sculpted in marble in the center of the fountain,
carved again on the doors into the broch, inlad in blue date on the floor of the great hdl, blazoned on the
shirts of every rider and servant, embroidered into the bed hangings and cushions of the luxurious
chamber that JIl was going to share with Dannyan. On the mantd over ther hearth there was even a
gardl slver satuette of the dragon. Jil picked it up and studied it.



“It' slovdy, ign't it?” Dannyan said. “The Maglwaedds have dways collected fine slver.”

“Itis” Jll set it back down. “It must have been quite awrench for you to leave dl this splendor when
her grace retired to Cannobaen.”

“It was. I'll admit to being just the least bit glad when Lovy-an’s brother got himsdf killed. Terrible of
me, but there you are.” Dannyan dismissed the subject with a little shrug. “Now, Jll, you'll have to be
vey careful while we're here”

“Oh, I'm sure of that. Dann, I’'m terrified.”

“Now, people will make some alowances, but follow whet | do. Stick as close to me as possible, and
please, don't say horse-dung and suchlike. Y ou're not in the barracks anymore. Now let's have a bit of
awash, and then get you out of those nasty brigga and into a proper dress.”

Snce JlIl had never ridden sidesaddle in her life—and an untrained woman was in red danger of
fdling—she d been dlowed to wear her old clothes on the ride to Aberwyn. She was surprised a how
good they fdt and how much she hated to take them off again. Once she was dressed to Dannyan's
satisfaction, Dannyan took her to the women's hdll to present her to the gwerbret’s wife. Donilla was a
lovdy woman, with fine dark eyes, a wedth of chestnut har, and a figure as dender as a lass's. She
seated them gracioudy, and had a servant bring wine in red glass goblets, but she was distracted as she
and Dannyan chatted, and dl the time, she twisted and untwisted a slk handkerchief between her fingers.
JII was glad when they |€ft.

“Dann,” Jll said as soon as they were back in the privacy of ther chamber. “Is Her Grace ill or
suchlike?”

“She' s not. Rhysis about to put her aside for being barren. My heart truly aches for her.”
“And what will happen to her?’

“Qur lady’ s going to make her a marriage with a widowed cousin of hers. He has two heirs dready,
and hell be glad of a beautiful new wife. If it weren't for thet, she'd have to go back shamed to her
brother. | doubt meif he'd receive her well,”

JII fdt honegtly sick. She had never redized before just how dependent on ther men noble-born
women were. There was no chance for them to work a farm with the help of ther sons, or to marry ther
dead hushand's apprentice and keep his shop, much less open a shop of ther own. Suddenly she
wondered what was going to become of her. Would she someday be reduced to cringing and favning
around Rhodry to make sure she dill had his favor?

“Donillawill ride back with us when we leave,” Dannyan went on. “Wel dl have to be very kind to
her. The worst thing of dl is that she has to be there when Rhys publidy denounces her.”

“Oh by the black ass of the Lord of Hdll! Is his grace as hardhearted as that?’

“Jll, lamb, do watch your tongue, but it's not Rhys, it's the laws. Rhys would spare her the shame if
he could, truly he would, but he can’t.”

When they went down to the greet hdl for dinner, Jil was relieved to find that they wouldn't be edting
a Rhys's table. Where an ordinary dun only had one honor table, Aberwyn's hdl had sx, one for the
gwerbret and his family, the others for guests and the noble-born officids of his court. JlIl and Dannyan



sat with the seneschd, the equerry, the bard, and their wives. From where she was seated, Jil could just
see Rhodry, seated at his brother’ s left. Although they had the same coloring and a certain shared look to
their jaw that they’d inherited from Lovyan, they were so different that Jil found it hard to believe they
were brothers. Doubtless it was Rhodry’ s dven blood that made his face so chisded and ddicate that in
comparison, Rhys looked coarse. Y et the gwerbret was ill a good-looking man in hisway, not the fiend
thet JIl had been picturing.

The med was daborate, with a course of pickled vegetables arranged in patterns on little plates, a
course of lark pies and one of fruit preceding the roast pork. Jll paid drict attention to her manners and
spoke to no one until at last the bard’s wife, a round-faced little blonde named Gamma, turned to her
with cool, goprasing eyes.

“Thismust be your firg time at court,” Gamma said.
“Itis, truly,” JIl said. “It’ s rather splendid.”
“Indeed. Was your father one of our country lords?’

JlIl was taken utterly aback. Dannyan leaned over with a limpid smile for Gamma that seemed to be
masking the word “hitch.”

“JlIl is a very important member of Tieryn Lovyan's retinue” Dannyan said. She dlowed hersdf a
glance & Rhodry. “Very important.”

“| see” Gamma gave Jll a warm amile. “Well, you mug dlow me to entertain you in my chambers
ometime”

“My thanks,” Jll said. “1 shdl have to see how much leisure my duties to Her Grace dlow.”

Dannyan gave JIl asmdl nod of approva. Jll picked at her food and decided that she was no longer
hungry. Although she thought of hersdf as a facon, she fdt as if she were dining with eagles, who might
turn on her at any moment. She found hersdf watching Rhodry, who was eating fast and slently. Findly
he rose, looked her way with a toss of his head, and strode out of the hdl. Flustered, Jll turned to
Dannyan.

“You can fallow in alittle bit,” Dannyan whispered.

JlII dutifully sipped her wine and made smdll talk for some minutes, then excused hersdf and hurried
away from table. She found a page who knew where Rhodry was quartered and followed him up the
oird daircase and through the confused corridors of the joined brochs for what seemed an
embarassngly long way before he pointed out Rhodry’s door with ady and knowing smile. Jil hurried in
and frankly dammed the door behind her. The tiny chamber was sparsdy furnished with what looked like
cadtoffs from grander chambers elsawhere. Its one window looked directly down on the kitchen hut, and
the amdl of grease hungin the air. His boots and belt aready off, Rhodry was lounging on the lumpy bed.

“Has Rhys said anything about the rebdlion?’ Jll said.

“Naught. Not one cursed word. WEIl have the formd discusson tomorrow morn, says he, the
piss-proud little bastard, asif | was a crimind, hauled up before him for stedling horses. | don’t want to
tak about it, my love. | want to get you into this bed and keep you here until you beg for mercy.”

“Indeed?’ Jll began to untie her kirtle. “Then you'll have a cursed long night of it.”



It was just a dawn that Nevyn findly had concrete news of the dark dweomer-master. Down in
Cermor lived a woman named Nesta. Although her neighbors thought of her only as the somewhat
eccentric widow of arich merchant, she had studied the dweomer for over forty years—and other things
as wel. Her husband's long years of trading in Bardek spices had given her a great ded of information
about other, less savory kinds of trade with that far-off land. When she contacted him that morning, her
round little face was troubled under her neat black headscarf.

“Now | can't be as sure as sure,” Nesta thought to him. “But | think me the man you're looking for
hes just taken ship for Bardek.”

“Indeed?’ Nevyn thought back. “1 trust you haven't put yoursdlf in danger by trying to scry him out.”

“Oh, | followed your orders, sure enough, and kept wdl away from him. Here, see what you think of
thistae. Yestermorn, the Wildfolk came to me, quite troubled they were, too, about some dark thing that
was scaring them. It made me think that your enemy might be in Cerrmor, and so | did a bit of scrying
and picked up some odd tracesin the etheric. | drew back, then, as you told me to do.” She paused, and
her image pursed wrinkled lips. “But you know that | know hdf the people in Cerrmor, and my
connections with the guilds give me ways of finding things out without usng the body of light. | asked
around here and there about peculiar strangersin town, and findly | talked with one of the young lads at
the Customs House. He'd seen a strange old fdlow boarding one of the last Bardek merchantmen in
harbor, and here, that ship’s suspected of being involved in the poison trade.”

Nevyn whigtled under his breath. Nesta' s image gave him a grim little smile.

“And the ship sailed with the tide not two hours ago,” she went on. “And now the Wildfolk are as
cdm as you please, and there’ s not a trace of anything to be found on the etheric.”

“Then if it wasn't him, it was another of his foul kind, but I'll wager it was my enemy. He'd know |
couldn’t follow him to Bardek with the winter coming on.”

“He was cursed lucky to get a ship himsdlf. It was like the boat was waiting for him, wasn't it now?’

“It was indeed. I'll wager you tracked our rat to his hole, sure enough. My humble thanks, Nesta, and
my thanks to that sharp-eyed customs officer, t00.”

“Oh, he's a good lad.” She chuckled briefly. “He prenticed with my man and me, and | taught him
how to use histwo eyes.”

After Nesta said farewdl, Nevyn spent some time pacing in his chamber and congdering this news.
Since neither he nor anyone ese had picked up any other traces of dark dweomer, he was quite sure that
Nesta had spotted the enemy. It made him curse doud, because with a winter's head start, the enemy
would be impossble to find in Bardek, a land of many amdl states and constant political turmoil that
made locd authorities very lax on matters of avil law. Since not even the greatest dweomer-master in the
world could scry or send a projection over a large body of water, Nevyn would even have to wait until
goring to send letters to those who studied the true dweomer in Bardek and warn them of this enemy’s
coming. Asmuch asit ached his heart, he was going to have to let the enemy escape. For now, he told
himsdf— just for now. Then he put the matter aside forcibly and went to distract himsdf by dressing for
the gwerbret’ sinquiry into the rebellion.

The forma hearing was held in the gwerbret’s chamber of judtice, an enormous haf-round of a room
on the second floor of the main broch. In the exact middle of the curve were two windows with the
dragon banner of Aberwyn hanging between them. Under it was a long table, where Rhys sat in the



center with the golden ceremonia sword of Aberwyn in front of him. To ether Sde of him sat priests of
Bd, hiscouncillorsin the laws. A scribe had a little table to the right, and the various witnesses stood to
the left, Rhodry himsdlf, his various dlies, and Lovyan, who as a mark of respect had a chair. The rest of
the room was crowded with the merdly curious, induding Nevyn, who stood by the door and watched
sourly as the proceedings dragged on.

One a atime Rhodry’s dlies kndlt in front of the table and answered Rhys's questions about every
detall of the war, day by day until Nevyn wondered if the cursed thing would take longer to discuss than
it did to fight. Over and over again, the dlies tedtified that Rhodry had comported himsdf merafully and
abided by every law of honor. Yet Rhys sent for Cullyn, too, and questioned him while Rhodry turned
dangeroudy sullen and Sligyn's face turned redder and redder with rage. Findly Rhys summoned Rhodry
one lagt time.

“There's only one amdl point left, Lord Rhodry,” Rhys said. “How do you expect me to believe dl
thistalk of dweomer?’

Nevyn sighed; he should have expected that.
“Because it'strue, Your Grace,” Rhodry said. “Asdl my witnesses have attested.”
“Indeed? It makes me wonder if you're dl gpinning awild tale to cover a worse one.”

When Sligyn, his face scarlet, lunged forward, Peredyr grabbed his am and pulled him back. Lovyan
rose from her chair and stalked over to the table.

“If | may have leave to speak, Your Grace,” Lovyan said. “Will you gt there and say that your own
mother islying to you?’

“Of course not,” Rhys said. “But you may have been lied to.”
Sigyn made a noise asif he were choking, and Edar muttered something under his breath.

“| take it, then, Your Grace,” Lovyan said. “That the reports of dweomer are the whole point of this
malover.”

“They are,” Rhys sad flatly. “I want the truth.”

“Then you dhdl haveit.” Lovyan turned, her eyes searching the crowd. “Nevyn, will you assst mein
this matter?’

Nevyn hesitated, wondering if displaying the dweomer before a crowd were contrary to his vows.
Thenit occurred to him that perhaps it was time for more men to know that the dweomer existed; after
dl, one reason that the dark dweomer could thrive was that most people laughed at the very idea of
dweomer. He worked hisway through the crowd and made the gwerbret a bow, but he stayed standing.

“Your Grace,” Nevyn said. “I understand your skepticism in the face of such peculiar events, but |
assure you that men such as me have dl the strange powers of which Lord Rhodry has spoken.”

The crowd gasped and eased forward. Rhys leaned back insolently in his chair.

“Indeed?’ he said. “And do you expect me to believe that on your word done?



Nevyn raised his hands and called upon the Wildfolk of Air and Aethyr in his mind, where he gave
them his commands. Suddenly a blast of wind stormed through the chamber and set the banner flgpping
and the parchments of priests and scribes flying through the air. Thunder boomed, and bolts of blue fire
crackled and gleamed like miniaure lightning. Nevyn himsdf glowed with an intense golden light.
Screaming, shoving each other, the crowd of onlookers fled the chamber. Rhys legpt to his feet with an
oath, his face dead white, and the priests dung together like frightened women as the wind raged around
them with strange, half-heard laughter rippling in it. Nevyn raised his aam dowly and snapped his fingers.
Thewind, fire, and light dl vanished.

“Not on my word done, Your Grace,” Nevyn said.

Sigyn was laughing so hard that he was nearly choking, but Peredyr dug his ebow into the lord's ribs
and made him hold his tongue. Rhys looked this way and that, his mouth working as he tried to speak.
Rhodry got to his feet and bowed to him.

“Does my brother gill dishelieve me?’” Rhodry said.
Rhys turned to Rhodry’ s dlies and made them the bow.

“My lords, you have my sincere and humble gpologies for ever doubting one word you spoke,” Rhys
sad. “I beg you to find it in your hearts to forgive me for dighting your honor, because | was ignorant and
hed never seen the things you have seen.”

Sigyn growled, but Peredyr got in before him.

“No need to grovel, Your Grace,” Peredyr said. “Wedl had a cursed hard time bdlieving it ourselves
a firg”

“My humble thanks, my lord.” Rhys picked up the ceremonid sword without even glancing Rhodry’'s
way and rapped the pommé three times on the table. “The maover is closed. The gwerbret has spoken.”

Since he had no desire to be mobbed by the curious, Nevyn lingered just long enough to grab
Rhodry’s arm and haul him away. They went out to the gardens, where the leafless aspens shivered in a
cold wind, and the marble dragon in the fountain looked as if it should have goose bumps as the water
rose and fdl over it.

“My thanks, Nevyn,” Rhodry said. “I've never liked any sght more than the sght of Rhys's pig face
when the fires went crackling around him. Do you want Corbyn’s demesne? I'll get Mother to bestow it
upon you.”

“Spare yoursdf the effort, but | appreciate the thought. | think I'm going to have to hide in my
chamber for the rest of this cursed vist.”

“Then come with me. I'm going to leave tomorrow with JlIl and some of the men. Cursed if I'll St
around here and let Rhysinault me. You saw him turn and speak to Peredyr, not me”

“l did, and you've got every right to be furious, but please, lad, try to contain yoursdf. You're right;
by dl means, let’s leave on the morrow—and early.”

“At the crack of dawn. | can stand it for one more night.”

Rhodry spoke so cdmly, and his plan of leaving was so sensble, that Nevyn never fdt the trouble



coming. Later, of course, he would curse himsdf for afool.

In Lovyan's enormous suite, the noble lords who'd fought with Rhodry were having a conference of
sorts. For dl that Peredyr tried to cadm them, they were furious at the insult. Sigyn in particular limped
around and swore that if he weren't such a law-abiding man, he'd lead another rebellion then and there.
Rhodry perched on the windowsll and rather wished that he would. Findly, when Dannyan and JIl came
to serve the men ae, Sigyn stopped his puffing and sank weerily into a chair.

“My lord?’ Jll said, offering Sigyn a tankard.

“My thanks” Sigyn took one from the tray. “I'm cursed glad you weren't there to ligen to His
Grace slittle farce, Jll. Would have ached your heart, eh?’

“That's an odd thing,” Lovyan broke in. “I wonder why he didn’'t have Jil summoned. He catanly
hed everyone dse up before him. | wouldn't have been surprised if he'd hauled in the carters and

“l admit | wondered about that, Your Grace,” Jll said. “But I'm glad he didn't.”

“No one likes being caled aliar to your face, en?” Sigyn paused for a soothing gulp of de. “Cursed
good thing old Nevyn was there.”

JII came over to Rhodry and offered him the tray. When he took one, she amiled a him in a way that
soothed him congiderably. The lords went on with their wrangling.

“We're leaving for home on the morrow,” Rhodry said softly. “Nevyn’'s going to come with us, too.
I’ve had dl | can stand of my cursed brother for now.”

“So havel, truly.”

“What do you mean by that?’

“Naught. The way he treats you aches my heart, that's dl.”

With his free hand Rhodry caught her am so hard that she nearly dropped the tray.
“What has Rhys been saying to you?’ he hissed.

“l just happened to meet imin the corridor, that's dl.”

“Tdl me the truth.”

“Wel, he bowed and said | was beautiful. Just a courtly sort of compliment.”

All a once Rhodry redized that every person in the room had turned ther way. He let JIl go and
stood up to face his mother’s levd gaze.

“Rhodry,” Lovyan said wesxily. “Your brother was doubtless speaking to JiI only to annoy you. HE's
S0 torn to pieces about hiswife that he' s not going to prowl around some other woman.”

“You'd best spesak the truth, Mother.”

“l do. | swear it to you.”



“Then | believe you.”

Much later, when it was time to go down to the great hdl for dinner, Rhodry had a chance for a
private word with Lovyan. She agreed wholeheartedly that he should leave on the morrow.

“Therest of the settlement lies between me and Rhys, anyway,” she said. “You'll only have one more
med a histable, so please, Rhoddo, watch what you say tonight?”

“I will, Mother. | promise”

When he took his place a Rhys's |eft, Rhodry did his best to keep that promise by atending grictly
to hisfood and spesking only when spoken to. Rhys never said one word to him since he was discussng
the land settlements with Lovyan. Findly, when the mead was being served, Rhodry got up and bowed
to his brother.

“If his grace will excuse me?’ Rhodry said.

“By dl means” Rhys paused, amiling. “By the way, brother, you've found yoursdf quite a little
midiress, haven't you? She seems to be as skilled with a sword as sheisin other matters.”

Through a red berserker’ s haze Rhodry heard Lovyan gasp.
“I"d rather His Grace left Jll out of this” Rhodry said.

“Indeed?’ Rhys rose to face him. Y ou seem to have kept her quite in the middle of it. How does it
fed to have alassfight your battles for you?’

Rhodry’s sword was hdf out of its scabbard before he redized what he was doing. The screams of
the women brought him to his senses, and he froze, his hand Hill on the hilt, the blade il exposed, about
sixteen inches of cold sted that was going to hang him. Rhys stepped back, and he was amiling in the
fierce joy of victory.

“S0,” Rhys said levely. “You'd draw on a gwerbret in his own hdl, would you?’

Rhodry had the brief thought of killing him, but Lovyan threw hersdf in between them. The entire great
hdl was slent, saring. When Rhodry sheathed his sword, the dap of metd into leather seemed to ring to
the celling.

“Rhys” Lovyan hissed. “You provoked that!”

“It'sno affair of yours, Mother.” Rhys caught her arm and shoved her aside. “Cdl your women to you
and leave the hdl. Go!”

Her head held high, Lovyan turned away just as the shouting broke out on the rider’s sde of the hdll.
Rhodry dodged Rhys and ran for his warband, who were rushing to meet him. Cursng and shoving,
Rhys's men were on ther feet and trying to surround the Clw Coc men, but there were only two men
between Rhodry and Cullyn. The way the Siver dagger looked at those two made them back off, and
Rhodry was through to the solid comfort of his twenty-five loyd riders. Cullyn gave him agrim amile.

“Do we make afight of it, my lord?’ he said.

All around them the two hundred men of Rhys's warband went dead slent, hands on sword hilts as



they waited for Rhodry’s answer. Rhodry glanced around and saw that his men were as ready, tha they
were willing to die there with him in one last hopeless fight. All he had to do was say the word, and
Rhys's great hal would run with blood. He could die clean, not hang like a horse thief. He wanted it so
bedly thet it was like a fever, burning him, troubling his mind as dowly he let his hand drift to his sword
hilt. But some of that blood would belong to JlI's beloved father, and to men who had no graver fault
then theill luck to be serving the Clw Coc. He wrenched his hand away.

“We don't,” Rhodry said. “Stand aside and let them take me. Cullyn, serve my mother fathfully, will
you?”

“I will, my lord, and I'll see you again.”

The meaning hung there as clear as a noose—again, before they drag you out and hang you. Rhodry
hed one last thought of drawing and fighting, but he forced himsdf to stand il as hismen drew back and
the gwerbret’ s men grabbed him by the arms, hauled him forward, and disarmed him.

Nevyn was edting in the privacy of his chamber when Cullyn burgt in to give hm the news. Cullyn
spoke briefly, quietly, his eyes so bland that Nevyn feared he would murder Rhys if dl ese faled. As he
followed the captain back to Lovyan's suite, Nevyn was remembering Gweran the bard, who so long
ago had played agmilar trick himsdf. | tried to warn him, Nevyn thought, | told him that it would come
round on him someday. Only then did Cullyn’s news come red to him, that the man who carried Eldidd's
Wyrd in his hands was going to hang on the morrow morn.

Lovyan's reception chamber was packed with angry lords, curang Rhys and his provocations.
Lovyan hersdf hdf reclined in a chair with JIl and Dannyan hovering behind her. When Nevyn came in,
Lovyan looked his way with hopeless, tear-filled eyes. Jll ran to her father and buried her face in his
chest.

“If Rhys hangs Rhodry,” Sigyn announced, “h€ll have a rebdlion on his hands that will make the
Ddonderid run red. | heard what he said to the lad. We dl did, eh?’

“Jud s0,” Peredyr said. “We'd best get the men and ride out tonight, before he traps us here”

“Hold your tonguesl” Nevyn snapped. “Until we have just cause, let us not discuss rebelion, my
lords. | intend to speak to the gwerbret mysdf, and I'm going to do it now.”

They cheered him as if he were the captain and they the warband. When Nevyn Ieft, Cullyn came
aong with him. Once they werein the privacy of the corridor, Cullyn turned to him.

“I’ve ridden outsde the laws for so long that | don’t remember them much,” Cullyn said. “But doesn't
alord's cgptain have theright to beg for hislord’ s life?”

“He does.” Nevyn was surprised that he hadn’'t remembered that himsdf, but then he redized that
he' d been assuming that Cullyn would have been unwilling to do any such thing. “Here, would you truly
go down on your knees for Rhodry?’

“I would, and I will, if you let me come with you.”

Cullyn was looking at him in a weary grief. Only then did Nevyn redize that Cullyn loved Rhodry as
much as Gerraent had loved Blaen before Brangwen came in between them. He redized another thing,
too, that he respected this hard-bitten siver dagger who was willing to humble himsdf for those he loved.
As papably as if he'd thrown down a heavy-laden sack, Nevyn fdt the chains of Wyrd break and set



him free. Cullyn would never be Gerraent to him again, but merdy himsdf—not even a man whom he'd
forgiven for a fault, but a friend. For a moment, he wept. Cullyn lad a well-meant if misunderganding
hand on his shoulder.

“| fed like weeping over it, too,” Cullyn said. “But we can pull him out of this rope if ever two men

And together, truly together like a pair of blood-sworn warriors, Nevyn and Cullyn went draight to
Rhys s private chambers. When Nevyn pounded on the door, a page opened it with the news that his
grace was recaiving no vistors.

“Then tdl him that no oneis here,” Nevyn said. “Or I'll send a dweomer-storm in ahead of me”

With a yelp the page flung the door wide and let them in. Rhys was seated in a heavy carved chair
with the lady Donilla crouched on a footstool at his Sde. He rose to meet his uninvited guests, hooked his
thumbsin his belt, and tossed his head back. Nevyn had to admire him for refusng to be intimidated by
the best swordsman indl Deverry and aman who could burn his broch to the ground with a snap of his

fingers
“| suppose you' ve come to beg for Rhodry’ s life” Rhys said.
“We have, Your Grace,” Nevyn said. “And both of uswill go down on our kneesif we have to.”
Rhys considered them for a moment, then smiled, a cold twitch of his mouth.

“I have no intention of hanging my own brother,” Rhys said. “I just want to make sure that the cursed
young cub knows his place. All he has to do is beg my forgivenessin open maover, and that's an end to
it

Nevyn let out his breath in along Sgh of rdlief.

“Here, both of you,” Rhys went on. “Did you truly think I’d break my mother’s heart and see hdf of
western Eldidd go into rebdlion by hanging him?’ When they hesitated, Rhys amiled again. “You did,
didn’'t you?’

“Wel, Your Grace,” Nevyn said. “Y ou’ ve made your fedings about your kin quite clear in the past.”

“Ah by the godd” All a once, Rhys exploded, taking so fast tha it was hard to understand him.
“And why shouldn’t | hate him? All my life dl I've ever heard is Rhodry this and Rhodry that, Rhodry’s
the one with the honor, what a cursed shame that Rhodry wasn't born firs so he could have the rhan.”
Rhys s face was a dangerous shade of scarlet. “To hear them talk you'd think I'd cheated the little turd
out of hisinheritance when dl the time it was rightfully minel”

With afluid grace, Donilla rose and caught her husband's am.
“My lord distresses himsdf,” she said softly.

“So | do.” Rhys paused to force himsdf under control. “My apologies, good sorcerer, and to you too,
captain. Rest assured thet your lord’ s lifeis safe from me.”

“Your Grace, meaning no inault and al,” Cullyn said, “but do | have your sworn word on that?”



“You do,” Rhys said gracioudy. “No doubt you need it to reassure your men.”
“I do, and my thanks, Y our Grace, from the bottom of my heart.”
Y et Cullyn looked so bored and bland that Nevyn wondered just what the captain was up to.

Snce dl matters of crimind justice in Aberwyn were under Rhys s jurisdiction, out in hisward stood a
proper jal, along stone building with a common room for locd drunks and beggars, and a few tiny cdls
for more important prisoners. It was some comfort, Rhodry supposed, that he qudified for one of those,
even though it was only about Sx feet square and reeked of urine and garbage. Under the tiny barred
window was a hegp of somewhat cleaner straw. Rhodry sat down there, wrapped his ams around his
knees, and laid his head on them, too. He was shaking, he could not stop shaking, and it was from fear,
not rage. He could face dying eadlly, but the shame of it ate a him, that he would be srung up in Rhys's
ward like a common horse thief where every man could watch and mock him.

All his honor, dl his hard-won glory in the recent war, dl the respect of the men who were once his
vassals—it was gone, stripped away from him by one thoughtless act. No bards would ever Sng about
Rhodry Maelwaedd without reminding their audience that here was a lord who'd died on the end of a
rope. He wouldn't even have a proper grave among his ancestors. He was nothing without his honor, just
abit of mud on a road, not even a man a dl. He bent dl his will to the task, but he could not stop
shaking. And what of JlI? At the thought of losing her this way, he wept, sobbing like a frightened child in
the dark, until he redized that his tears were shaming him al the more. He unwrapped himsdf from his
cramped position, wiped his face on his deeve, then curled up again and went on shaking.

Rhodry had no idea of how long he/'d sat there before he heard Cullyn’'s voice at the window, a soft
“my lord?’ Hurriedly he stood up and peered out. He could see Cullyn's face, looking in.

“Herel am,” Rhodry said.

“Good. I’'ve been whispering a every one of these cursed things. The guards won't let mein to tak
with you.”

“No doubt they're afraid you'll murder them.”

“I was cursed tempted, my lord. Here, Rhys has no intentions of hanging you. Nevyn and | went to
plead for your life, and he said ever so sweetly that he'd never break your mother’s heart that way. He's
staged dl this to humiliate you and nothing more. All you have to do is beg his pardon in the maover, and
he'll forgive you.”

Rhodry fet a wave of hatred that burned in hm worse than lugt. He grabbed the bars over the
window so hard that his hands hurt.

“Don’'t do anything stupid,” Cullyn snapped. “Give the bastard what he wants, and well be on our
way home.”

Clinging to the bars, Rhodry rocked back and forth, throwing his weight againg them as if he would
pull them ouit.

“Rhodry!” Cullyn said. “Answver me”

Rhodry went on rocking, sheking, tossing his head back and forth. He wanted to answer Cullyn, but
he seemed to have forgotten how to speak. He heard other voices, then, guards ydling insults and



orders. When he could at last make himsdf stand ill, Cullyn was gone.

Rhodry sat down, but this time he sprawled out and leaned againg the wall. Rhys's little trick had
broken something in him, he redlized, made him see a part of hmsdf that he'd never wanted to see but
that now he would never forget. 1t would haunt him his whole life, the night he trembled like a terrified
child ingteed of facing his degth like a man. All a once he fdl adeep where he sat, and dl night, he
dreamt about Jil.

The guards woke him early and tossed him hdf aloaf of stae bread that he threw back in their faces.
For over an hour he paced back and forth, barely thinking at dl. At last the guards returned. They bound
his hands behind his back with a leather thong and marched him out of the cdl.

“Can't | have some clean clothes?” Rhodry said. “I stink from that straw.”
“His Grace sad to bring you dong sraightaway.”

Of course, Rhodry thought to himsdlf, of course—it was part of the humiliaion, that he would have to
kned filthy and dinking at Rhys s feet. Asthey crossed the great hdl, men looked his way with a pity that
hurt worse than scorn. Up and around the staircase, through the last door, and there was Rhys, gtting
across the room with the priests beside him and the scribes in attendance. The crowd of onlookers
moved aside to let the guards shove him through. When they reached the table, one of the guards kicked
Rhodry in the back of the knee and forced him to kned.

“We have before us a grave charge,” Rhys said. “This man drew cold sted upon a gwerbret in his
own hdl.”

“Thet offense is punishable by hanging,” said a priest.

The proceedings stopped to let a scribe scratch out the words. When Rhodry glanced around, he saw
Jll ganding off to one side, her arams folded across her chest. That she would see him humiliated this way
was the lagt bitter thing he could bear. The scribe stopped writing.

“Wel and good,” Rhys said. “But I'm minded to show you mercy. I'll admit, brother, that | said hot
and inaulting words to you, admit it publidy and fredly. Y e, the offense is a grave one.”

The priest rose and began quating from the laws.

“No man may draw upon the gwerbret,” he intoned. “Why? Because the gwerbret is the very flesh of
the law itsdf, and there must be no bloodshed in his hal. Why? Because no lord would st in judtice if he
thought the condemned would revenge himsdf with stedl.” The priest sat down again.

“So some redress mugt | have” Rhys said. “If you kned there and beg my pardon, pardon is what
you'll have”

With awrench of his body, Rhodry got to his fet.
“l won't,” Rhodry said. “I’d rather hang.”

Gasps, murmurs from the crowd—Rhodry even heard Jdll ydl a him to kned—but Rhodry stared
draght at Rhys.

“I'll give you another chance,” Rhys said. “Kned and beg.”



“I won't.”
“One lagt chance. Kned and beg.”
“I won't.”

Rhys s mouth twitched in a amile of bloodlust. Rhodry refused to break. Thistime, by every god, he'd
face his hanging like a man and redeem himsdf.

“You leave me no choice but to hang you,” Rhys said.
Cullyn stepped out of the crowd and flung himsdf down to kned before the gwerbret.

“Your Grace,” Cullyn said. “Lagt night you gave me your sworn word that my lord's life was safe
from you.”

Rhys caught his breath with a little explosve puff. Cullyn's face was so impassve tha anyone who
knew him could see that he'd redlized what was bound to happen and had laid up a wegpon agand it.
Rhys knew it, too, judging from the way he svung his head to look at Cullyn with a remote, impersond
hatred.

“So | did,” Rhys said. “And no Maelwaedd ever breaks his sworn word. Well and good, captain. |
hereby commute your lord's sentence of hanging to exile” He turned back to Rhodry. “Henceforth you
will be banished from dl my lands, from the lands of dl men loya to me, and you will be stripped of
rank and position, dl lands and properties, except for one horse, one dagger, two pieces of slver, and
the clothes such as any man wears. Never use the name of Maglwaedd again, for the head of your dan
hes cast you out of it.”

While the guards cut Rhodry’s hands free, the chamber of justice was utterly slent; then Lovyan
sobbed in a gasping gulp of mourning that broke the slence like dweomer. The onlookers began
whispering, then talking in arisng tide of noise that brought Rhys to hisfeet to ydl them into silence.

“And do you have anything to say about your sentence?’ Rhys said, but only because the laws
required it, no doulbt.

“l do,” Rhodry said. “You've findly gotten what you wanted dl dong, haven't you? You'll have the
taxes from the tierynrhyn when Mother dies. | hope you spend every cursed copper well, brother. May
you choke on the food you buy with it.”

Rhys s face turned scarlet. If it weren't for the table between them, he would have lunged forward,
but Rhodry threw back his head and laughed.

“Someday the bards will sng about this” Rhodry said. “The gwerbret who was so hungry for Slver
that he threw his brother’ s life away.”

The priests legpt up, grabbed Rhys by the arms, and hauled him back.

“Wdl and good, then,” Rhys snarled. “You have till sunset to get off my lands. You'd best ride east
cursed fagt.”

Cullyn |eft the sobbing Lovyan to her womenfolk and ran after Rhodry as the guards marched him
away. He caught up with them down by the gates of the dun, just as the guards dammed Rhodry back



agang the sonewadl and snarled a him to stay where he was while they fetched his horse. His berserk
fit gone, Rhodry turned to Cullyn with numb eyes.

“My thanks and my apologies, captain,” Rhodry said. “But cursed if I'd kned.”
“l wouldn't have ether, my lord.”

“Never cdl memy lord agan.”

“Wdl and good then, Rhodry.”

Rhodry gave him a faint amile. Cullyn wondered if Rhodry were going to break and weep; he
wouldn't have hdd it to his shameif he did.

“Now ligen, lad,” Cullyn said. “About ten milesthis side of Abernaudd is a village and a tavern cdled
the Gray Goat. Ride there, tdl the owner you know me, and hole up there for awhile. I'll send one of the
lads to you with blankets and suchlike, and some more coiniif | can get it.”

“If Rhysfinds out, hell kill you for it.”
“Hewon't find out. I ve bested him once dready, haven't | now?’
Rhodry tried to amile, a ghogt of his old good humor that was painful to see.

“Try to think, lad,” Cullyn said. “We don’t have much time. What are you going to do? Ride to one of
Rhys srivas and beg for shelter?’

“I"d rather garve”

“So | thought. Then I'll give you my dlver dagger. If anyone asks you why you have my device, just
tdl them | pledged you to the band.”

Rhodry stared at him, tried to speak, then shook his head in a no, back and forth, over and over,
wider and wider swings, as if he were desperatdly trying to deny everything that was hgppening to him.
Cullyn grabbed him by the shoulders and shook him to make him stop.

“If you won't beg, what choice do you have?’ Cullyn said. “Or are you going to do what | was too
proud to do—beg for work in atavern or stables?’

“| couldn’t do that ether, but—"

“Ah by the hdls, don't you think 1 know how hard it is to take the cursed dagger? Don't you think |
wept when | saw that it was dl that was left to me, to sdl my sword and have decent men spit when |
walked into aroom? But it'saway for a man to fight and gain a little glory while he survives, and you'll
aurvivelike | did. You're the fird man I’ ve ever met who's my match with a sword.”

“Do you truly think I'm your match?’
“l do. Now do you want this dagger or not?’
Rhodry hesitated, then grinned and tossed his head with some of his old spirit kindling in his eyes.

“l do,” Rhodry said, “and I'll weer it as proudly as | can.”



“Good. WE Il dl be here working for your recall. Remember that when the long road turns harsh.”

Since JII's fird duty was to Lovyan, she helped Dannyan get thar lady up to her chambers, then
worked her way free of the crowd of curang lords. By the time she got down to the ward, there was no
one by the gates but the pair of guards. When she approached them, they looked a her with a certain

pity.
“Has Rhodry dready ridden out?” Jll said.

“He has,” said one guard. “You'd best get back to your people, my lady, and forget him as best you

As Jll walked back through the gardens, she stopped at the dragon fountain. She watched the endless
rise and fdl of the water and wondered wha was so wrong with her, that she couldn’'t weep, even
though Rhodry had ridden out without giving her one last kiss. There Cullyn found her, but even when he
pulled her into hisarms, her eyes stayed stubbornly dry.

“He left because he didn't want you to see him shamed,” Cullyn said. “But he begged me to tdl you
thet he'll love you forever.”

“He s not shamed in my eyes, and he never will be.”

Together they went back to the broch. In the great hdl, servants and noble-born officds dike
gossiped furioudy; the men of Rhys's warband stood around and cursed Rhodry for daring to draw on
ther lord. Yetindl the blugter, there was a doubtful undertone, a wondering, hegtily denied the moment it
appeared, if maybe just maybe Rhodry had been right when he daimed that Rhys was greedy for the
coin that the tierynrhyn would bring him. In time, JIl redized, thet little doubt would grow until men dl
over Eldidd accepted it as the solemn truth. Thinking that, she smiled. Rhodry had won a victory that
Rhyswould never be able to forget.

The reception chamber of Lovyan's suite was empty. JIl could hear Nevyn and Dannyan taking with
Lovyan in the bedchamber. Rhodry’s noble dlies, Cullyn told her, were packing up in afury and planning
on leaving court as fast as they could. Somewhat to JiII's surprise, Cullyn stayed with her. While she
douched miserably in a chair, he paced back and forth, sopping often to ligen at the door that led to the
corridor. Findly he smiled and opened it. Hisarmsfull of gear, Amyr dipped in like athief.

“l got it dl, even his sword,” Amyr said. “Y ou were right enough about silver making men see reason.
| got hislordship’s clothes and suchlike from the servants for only a few coppers, but it took al the coin
Lord Sigyn gave me to bribe those cursed guards for the sword.”

“| figured that,” Cullyn said.
“Do we ride today, captan?’

“It depends on her grace.” Cullyn shot an anxious glance a the closed door to the bedchamber. “If
we do gay, | don’t want brawling and suchlike tonight at table. Remember that.”

“Then, cagptain, we' d best et in the barracks.”

Amyr dumped Rhodry’s gear on atable, then hurried off before a servant wandered in and found him
there. Cullyn picked up Rhodry’s sword and drew it haf out of the scabbard so that Jll could see the
double device, the dragon of Aberwyn and the lion of his adopted clan, both engraved on the blade.



“Cursed if I'll let Rhys hang it up in his chamber of justice as a mark of Rhodry’s shame,” Cullyn said.
“Thething is, how are we going to smuggleit out?’

“Eadly, Da. I'll wear it out.”
“What?’

“If I put on my old clothes, and Dann trims my hair short, and | ride with the warband with a sword in
an old scabbard, who's gaing to notice?’

Cullyn laughed, his soft mutter of a chuckle.

“No one” he said. “And | don't mean the herbman, ether. Wdl and good, my sweet. You're my
daughter, sure enough.”

Eventudly Nevyn came out with the news that Lovyan was too exhausted to ride that day. When
Cullyn pointed out that it would be best to get Rhodry’s warband away from Rhys's men, Nevyn hedily
agreed.

“I've got to get out of here mysdf,” Nevyn said. “Soon enough everyone will remember thet little
show | put on in the maover. I'll have a word with Dannyan, and you get the men ready to ride before
we have a brawl on our hands.”

“I'will,” Cullyn said. “And Jll, change your clothes”

Since everyone in the dun had known Jll only as Rhodry’s beautiful mistress, no one noticed the
soruffy young dlver dagger who rode out with the Clw Coc men. As they clattered dong the
north-running road out of Aberwyn, Jll turned in the saddle for a lagt glimpse of the siver and blue
dragon pennant, flying high over the broch.

“And may | never see Rhys sugly face agan,” she said.

“Once more” Amyr said. “When he has to stand there in full malover and announce Lord Rhodry’s
recal.”

It was a beautiful fal day, as warm as summer, with a bluish haze hanging over the distant fidlds of ripe
gold wheat. As they rode north, the River Gwyn sparkled as white as its name as it ran fast beside the
road. Jll fdt like anging. She wondered what was wrong with her, that she'd fed nothing but joy; then
she redized what she should have known dl dong, from that firs horrible moment when Rhodry got to
his feet in the chamber of justice. The door to her cage was standing open—if she had the courage to fly.

As so0n as he was outdde the city, Rhodry kicked his horse to a canter for the firg couple of miles
then let it dow to a brisk walk. As they headed east, he kept up a walk-trot pace, meking al the speed
he could while the horse was fresh. By law, an exile was under the gwerbret’s specid protection until he
left the rhan, but that law had been broken more than once. Some of Rhys s men were likdly to decide to
curry favor from their lord by fallowing and murdering the man who'd mocked himin his very chamber of
judtice. Every now and then, Rhodry turned in the saddle to look back. The only wegpon he had was his
half-dven eyesght, which could pick out from a long distance away the tdltde plume of dust that his
pursuers would raise on the road.

The road there ran draght while the sea coast curved in and out, sometimes close to the road,
sometimes a good mile away. As he jogged aong, Rhodry kept an eye out for places to hideif he had to,



but mogly he saw amdl farms, whose owners would doubtless refuse shelter to a man pursued by the
gwerbret’s riders. Here and there, though, were stands of woodland. If he hid in one of them, his
murderers would have to dismount to find him, and he'd have a chance to kill one with his dagger before
the others cut him to shreds. His one hope was that no one would bother to follow, because letting him
livein shame would be harsher than giving him a quick death on the road.

At times, he consdered merdy stopping and letting Rhys's men catch him, or perhaps turning his
horse loose and then waking into the sea to drown. His shame rode with him, like a rider behind him,
dutching a hm with heavy arms. Occasiondly he would glance at his brigga—old, shabby, and plain
blue, spare clothes from Rhys s warband, as was his cloak. As afind humiliation, they’d stripped him of
hisplad right there in the ward. Death seemed better than dragging out a miserable life in exile, a life that
would end in a few years in some lord's petty feud or in a chegp tavern brawl. The only thing that kept
him riding was knowing that Rhys would gloat over his death.

Toward noon, as the road dimbed a amdl rise, Rhodry looked back and saw a amdl cdoud of dugt,
far behind him. It was coming too fast to be ordinary travelers. He kicked his horse and gdloped down
the rise, then turned into a smdl lane that ran north between whest fidds. Puzzled farmers shouted as he
raced past, riding amlesdy, turning down lanes and jogging across meadows. Whenever he looked back,
he saw the plume of dust behind him. He was an easy mark to follow; his own horse was rasng dust,
and the farmers were no doubt tdling the gwer-bret’s men exactly what they’d seen ride by. Alternatdy
trotting and galloping, he kept riding until at last he saw a woodland that was more than just a stand of
firewood. It seemed to stretch unbroken for miles and he kicked a last burst of speed out of his tiring
horse and galloped hard for it.

When he reached the edge, he could see that the forest was old, thick with brush and enormous oaks.
He swung down and led his swegting horse in, crashing dong through the underbrush. They were about a
milein when he heard distant ydls behind him, at the edge of the forest as far as he could tell. He found a
little ddll, coaxed the frightened horse down and into tal shrubs, then left it there and dipped through the
trees. He moved as slently as a deer, for the fird time thankful for that even blood that had driven him to
spend long hours aone in the forest hunting. After some minutes, he heard men caling out behind him,
and he froze between two low-growing trees.

“Mud be hishorse” came the distant voice.
“Leaveit for now. He can't have gone far.”

The voices were vagudy familia—his brother’s men, sure enough. He could hear them coming,
fanning out, and there must have been a least four, judging from the jingle of scabbards and spurs.
Suddenly Rhodry was sick to his heart of running like a hunted hare; he decided that it would be better to
let them find im quick and get his dying over with. He started to step forward from cover—and tripped.

Or something tripped him; he was sure of it, because it was so sudden. As he went down, he felt
hands grab him, a myriad tiny hands that lowered him to the ground without a sound. He was too
frightened to shout or even think as aran of leaves and twigs pattered down over him. The men were
coming closer, dumsy and loud in the forest.

As Rhodry lay stone ill, he heard another set of noises far past and to the right of where he was,
noises that sounded exactly like a man running through the underbrush. With shouts and hunting cdls, the
gwerbret’s men took off after them. A little hand patted Rhodry’s cheek, and it seemed that he heard a
ggde just alittle whisper of sound. He could hear the fdse hunt driving on, turning this way and that, the
noises fading dowly as the men were led in circles, back and forth, but aways farther away. At lagt the



sound died away. A hundred little hands plucked and picked the leaves off him, then one grabbed his
hand and pulled.

“You want meto get up?’ Rhodry whispered.

The pull came again. Rhodry got to his feet and looked around. Here and there a branch bobbed or a
clugter of leaves shivered in the perfectly windless air.

“You mugt be Wildfolk. Well, by every god, you have my heartfet thanks.”

Suddenly they were gone; he could somehow fed that he was done. As he made his careful, slent
way back to his horse, it occurred to him to wonder if Nevyn had sent the Wildfolk to protect him. He
got hishorse and led him out as fast as he could, because no horse could move quietly in the underbrush.
Apparently his hunters were far away, because he reached the edge of the forest without hearing anyone
coming after him.

Out in the meadow were four horses, tethered to a shrubby bush and carrying saddles marked with
the slver dragon of Aberwyn. One of them suddenly stamped; another tossed its head in irritation; then
dl four of them were nickering, samping, throwing up their heads in panic. As Rhodry mounted, he saw
the knots that held their reins dip loose, untied by invisble fingers. The horses pranced, whinnied—and
dl a once they bolted, racing north in blind panic. Rhodry laughed doud and cdled out a lagt thanks as
he turned his horse and galoped south, back to the main road.

Nevyn was riding done a the rear of the warband when two Wildfolk came back, popping into
manifestation on his horse's neck and on his saddle peak. The obese ydlow gnome was particularly
pleased with himsdf, grinning from ear to ear and rubbing his fat little ssomach. Nevyn dowed his horse
and dropped even farther back, out of earshot of the men.

“Did you do what | told you to?’ Nevyn said.
The ydlow gnome nodded a yes and stretched its mouth in a soundless ped of laughter.
“And Rhodry’s safe?”

Thistime the blue sprite nodded vigoroudy. She shaded her eyes with one hand and did a pantomime
of someone peering and searching while her face registered sheer frudtration.

“And you got the horses?’
They both nodded.
“Splendid, splendid. Y ou have my thanks, and you come tdl meif Rhodry’ sin danger agan.”

They disappeared in aswirl of breeze. As Nevyn rode back up to join the others, he dlowed himsdf
agnile for the thought of Rhys's men, waking the whole fifteen miles back to Aberwyn in soft riding
boots. It's a good thing | decided to scry Rhodry out, he thought to himsdf, curse Rhys and his
murdering bastards al!

“The warband mug have reached your cousin’s dun by now,” Dannyan remarked.

“Jugt s0,” Lovyan said. “It was sengble of Cullyn to think of taking the men away. At leest Rhodry’'s
left me a good man to captain the band.”



With a sgh, Lovyan sat up on the bed and ran her hands through her tangled hair. She had wept
enough for one day; in spite of the pain she fdt over Rhodry’ s exile, she had to go on, pick up the broken
pieces of her plans, and make new ones.

“Dann, would you get a servant to fetch me hot water?” Lovyan sad. “I'll have a wash and dress
now. | must have a word with the gwerbret.”

“So soon? Ismy lady sure that’ s wise?’
“Not wise at dl, but necessary.”

Yetinthe end, Rhys came to her. Lovyan had just finished dressng when a page appeared to ask if
she would receive the gwerbret. Lovyan took a place by the window and drew hersdf up to ful height as
Rhys came in. He looked so timid that Lovyan suddenly remembered that there was something he very
bedly wanted from her.

“Mother, my apologies,” Rhys said. “Truly, | never meant to send Rhodry away, or to hang him
ather. | was cursed glad when his captain reminded me of my promise. Don't you see? After he stood
there and defied me in open maover, what could | do? Knuckle under and be shamed in every man's
eyes?’

Lovyan wished that she could believe him. In time, perhaps, she would be ale to make hersdf
believe him.

“Mother, please)” Rhys sad. “I'd dready shamed mysdf once by admitting my fault there in the
malover.”

“l have no doubt that His Grace perceived his choice that way. | have hopes that he will see a better
choice & some future time”

“| suppose you want me to recal him.”
“Does His Grace truly have to ask me that?’

With atoss of his head, Rhys began pacing back and forth. Lovyan considered refusng to make the
marriage for Donilla unless Rhys recdled his brother, but she knew him too wdl. In angry pride, he
would refuse the bargain, and then Donillawould suffer for her husband' s fault.

“l wish to leave your court on the morrow,” Lovyan said. “If Donilla's going to ride with us, you'll
have to drink the bitter e tomorrow and put her aside. It's only hurting both of you by ddaying it,

anyway.’
“My thanks.” Rhys turned to her in honest rdief. “I was afraid that you' d—"

He could not quite bring himsdf to finish. She let the silence build until he looked down, shamed by
her generosity.

“Mother, please?’ he said. “Won't you accept my apology?’
“Mother? Never cdl me that again.”

Rhys flinched asif she'd dapped him. She paused just long enough for him to fed the sting.



“Not, at least, until Rhodry’ s back home.”

Rhys started to speak, then turned and strode out, damming the door so hard that the Slver oddments
on the mantd rattled. Lovyan dlowed hersdf asmdl amile

“I'm awarrior’ swife and a warrior’s daughter,” she said doud. “And the war, Your Grace, has just

begun.”

The sun was low in the sky when Rhodry came to the stone marker dab on the border between the
gwerbretrhynnau of Aberwyn and Abernaudd. He paused his horse and looked at the dragon carved on
the west Sde and the hippogriff rampant carved on the east, then rode the last few feet across. For dl the
good it was going to do him, he was safe. Rhys's men would never risk sarting a war by pursuing him
into another gwerbret’ s rhan and thus usurping that gwerbret’ s jurisdiction.

As the evening wind picked up from the sea, he shivered and pulled his plain blue cloak around his
shoulders. His somach was growling and knotting; he hadn’'t eaten since the ill-fated feast of the night
before. But a few more miles brought him to a big farming village and the Gray Goat tavern, a thatched
roundhouse with a stable out in back. As he dismounted, the taverner came out, a bulky blob of a man
who reeked of garlic. He looked Rhodry over with a shrewd eye for the blazons on his shirt and the
worn spot on his belt where a scabbard should have hung.

“I'll wager you got into a bit of trouble with the captain of your warband,” the taverner said.
“What'sit to you?’

“Naught. And a slver dagger in your belt, is there? Who pledged you to that?’

“Cullyn of Cerrmor.”

“Oho!” The taverner gave hm awide grin, reveding stubs of front teeth. “Then comein and welcome.
You can work around the place, like, to earn your keep while you figure out what you're going to do
next. Here, lad, have you been flogged? My wife can give you a poultice or somewhat for your back.”

“I haven't, but my thanks.”

“Good, good. At least your lord was a meraiful man, eh? Wel, put your horse in the stables. My
name's Gadd.”

“And mineé s Rhodry.”

Jug intime, he stopped himsdf from cdling himsdf Lord Rhodry Maglwaedd. That he only had part
of his name left gave him a cold feding, but at the same time, he was relieved & Gadd's easy assumption
that he was a disgraced rider. Outside of Rhys's gwerbretrhyn, no one but the noble lords would know
who he was, and once he left Eldidd, few of them would recognize him ether. Without his name and his
plaid, he would only be another cursed siver dagger.

Apparently Gadd had a higher opinion of horses than he did of humans, because while the stable was
clean and well tended, in the tavern room the battered tables were dick with grease and the straw on the
floor smelled like kennd bedding. The stew however, that Gadd put in front of Rhodry, was thick with
meat and turnips, and the bread that went with it was fresh-baked. Rhodry gobbled it down while Gadd
brought im a tankard of dark ae and pointed out where the open barrel stood.



“Dip out what you want,” Gadd said. “No doubt you'll be drinking yourself blind tonight. Just do your
puking out in the stableyard.”

Yet Rhodry stayed reasonably sober that night. As the place filled up with local farmers and ther
wives, he saw them watching him with the hungry curiosity of those to whom a fdlen tree is a village
event. Even though Gadd told everyone to leave hm aone, Rhodry fdt as vulnerdble as if he were
waking naked through city streets. He nursed a couple of tankards and huddled by the warmth of the
hearth while he wondered if Cullyn truly would be able to get him some coin and a sword. Without a
wespon, he couldn’t fight, Slver dagger or no. The irony struck him hard. Before, he'd been the grest
lord, able to load Cullyn with honors, now, if he stayed dive, it would be only because Cullyn had
befriended him. Out on the long road, Cullyn’s name meant as much as Maglwaedd did in the world he'd
irrevocably left behind.

Rhodry had no hope a dl that Rhys would ever recal him. The more ther mother pressured him, the
more stubborn Rhys would become—Rhodry was sure of it, and with good reason. If he'd been the
gwerbret and Rhys the exile, he never would have relented. Locked in their hatred, he and Rhys shared a
core where they were twins, not merdy brothers, and when they reached that core, they understood
eech other better than anyone dse in the world. No matter how much his kin schemed and begged,
Rhodry would live and die aslver dagger. He knew it there, in thet core.

Idy he pulled the dagger from his belt to look a Cullyn's device. At his touch the blade ran with
dlvery light. He shesthed it fast and glanced around, but fortunately no one had noticed. You're worse
then jugt an exile, Rhodry told himsdf, you're hdf an df, too. All at once he fdt dizzy, just from seeing
that he no longer fit anywhere in his world, not among the Westfolk, not among men, a half-breed with no
clan, no rank, no place to cdl home, nothing but the siver dagger to give him the identity he'd dways
taken for granted. He laid his hand on the dagger’s hilt and understood why, scum of the kingdom that
they were, dlver daggers dung to their name and their band. Then he dipped himsdf out another tankard,
drank it fast, and went out to the hayloft over the stable. He had never wanted anything as much as he
wanted smply to go to deep and wipe the world away.

Yet he had arestless night of it, because he was cold. He had no blankets, he was too proud to ask
Gadd for some, and the chill autumn night had driven away the fdse summer warmth of the day. He
wrapped himsdf in his cloak, burrowed into the straw like a dog in a kenndl, but every time he drowsed
off, he would wake cold and shivering. Findly he sat up to ease the cramps in his back and wondered if
he could stand the stink of his saddle blanket. It was smdl, but it would be something.

Then he heard a horse trotting into the stableyard. It was cursed strange for anyone to trave at night,
and he hoped that this traveler was Cullyn’s messenger, sent to him as fast as possible to make sure that
Rhys never knew. His mind mosily on warm blankets, Rhodry climbed down the ladder and hurried out
into the moonlight. He recognized the horse before he did the rider, who was just dismounting. Sunrise
tossed a weary head and nickered in greting.

“Thereyou are, my love” Jdll said. “I’ve got your sword. Da and Lord Sigyn bribed the guards, and
we nipped it out right under your ginking brother’s nose.”

In sheer dishdief, Rhodry stood stock-4till. He was sure that he was having a desperate dream and
nothing more until JIl walked over and laid her hands on his chest. They were solid and warm.

“Oh here” she said with alaugh. “Did you think 1’d let you go into exile and not follow?’

“| did. Forgive me. Y ou'd even leave your father for me?’



“I would.” She went tense, and he could hear tears under her words. “But it's hard. | won't lie and
say otherwise. But | had to go, and oh ye gods, Rhoddo, | love you so much.”

Rhodry threw his arms around her and kissed her. Tight in each other’s arms, they laughed and wept
by turns until a grumbling Gadd ran out to see who was meking dl that noisein his stableyard.

Since Lord Petyn, the cousn who was shdltering Lovyan's men, paid direct fedty to Gwerbret Rhys,
there was no doubt thet it was awkward for him to have the Clw Coc warband under his roof. Just at
dawn, Cullyn woke the men, got them fed, and told them to start saddling their horses so that they could
mest their lady on the road and spare Petyn the further sght of them. He was just finishing with his own
horse when a worried looking Nevyn jogged over to him.

“Cullyn, where' s JlI?1 can't find her anywhere”

“No doubt. She rode out last night to follow her Rhodry.”
Nevyn froze, saring & him open-mouthed.

“You let her go?’ the old man said at last.

“And what choice did | have? She could have sneaked off like a thief, but she paid me the honor of
coming to me and tdling me the truth.” Afraid that he would weep, he bused himsdf with adjusting the
bridle, which needed no adjustment. “Besides, the lad needs her. HE's never ridden anywhere without a
pack of servants. Do you think he could even tdl green wood from dry if he wanted a fire?”

“Doubtless nat, truly. Y ou know, my friend, you're a cursed strong man.”
“I'm not, just one who knows enough to send his weskness far away from him.”

When he risked alook, he found the old man amiling in a friendly kind of disbelief. He was surprised
a how much having Nevyn’s honor meant to him.

“I've had one of the lads ready your horse,” Cullyn said. “We I be riding soon.”
“My thanks, but would you mind if | rode after JII? | want to say farewdl to her.”
“Mind? Not in the least, and besides, it's not for me to say anymore what she does or doesn't do.”

Cullyn escorted Nevyn down to the gates and held the bridle of his horse while the old man swung
into the saddle.

“Tdl Lady Lovyan that I'll return to Dun Gwerbyn soon,” Nevyn said. “If naught else, | have to daim
my mule and my herbs.”

“Done, then. I'll ook forward to seeing you there.”

“Will you now?” Nevyn shot him another smile “And I’ll look forward to seeing you. Do you have
any message for your dlver dagger of a daughter?’

“Naught. | told her | love her lagt night. There's naught ese to be said.”

Cullyn leaned back againg the wal and watched him ride off into the brightening dawn. He fet himsdf
trembling like a beggar in the snow.



“Jll,” he whispered. “Oh ye gods, Jll, Jll.”

Y et now she would never learn of his shame, never have to know that he'd been tempted to dishonor
them both. Cullyn was amiling as he walked back into the ward, where his men were waiting for him.

Since Nevyn often stayed in the Gray Goat when he was doctoring the locad farmers, Gadd knew him
wel. When Nevyn rode up that evening, Gadd waddled out, dl amiles and bows, to take his horse for
him.

“Wha? No mule?” Gadd said. “You haven't given up herb-craft, have you?’

“I haven't, but I'm just here to look for someone—a young Slver dagger and Cullyn of Cerrmor’s
lass. Which way did they ride when they |eft you?’

“Left me? Hah! They've been up in my hayloft dl day, they have. Ah young ladsl A men just doesn't
have that kind of amina when he gets on in years” Gadd shook his head mournfully. “It's a cursed
good thing that custom’s dow thistime of year.”

“l see your point, truly. Well, I'll wait in the tavern until they get hungry enough to come down.”

Nevyn was just sdtling down to a bowl of Gadd's good stew when JlIl walked into the smokey
firdight of the tavern. As tense as a hunted deer, she paused just indde the door and watched him waxily.
Nevyn got up and went over to her.

“Have you come to fetch me back?’ she said. “You'll have to ensorcd me or suchlike to do it.
Maybe Rhodry’s an exile and a dishonored man, but I’ d follow him anywhere.”

It stabbed like fire, remember the time when she'd said those same words about Prince Garion. But
she' s no longer Brangwen, Nevyn reminded himsdf, and cursed if you're going to play Gerraent.

“I know you would, child,” he said. “And it's your choice. | only wanted to bid you farewell, but
would it ache your heart if our roads crossed again? | might find mysdf wandering the same way you
wander at times”

“Achemy heart? What? Never! Here, what would ache my heart would be never seeing you again.”

And she turned to him and hugged him. For a moment, he was as diff as a swordblade with surprise;
then he gave her a grandfatherly pat on the head.

“Thenwell meet again,” he said. “I'll promise you that.”
“Splendid.”

JII spoke so sncerdly that Nevyn fdt his hope flare. She liked him, she trusted him, and someday he
would make her see where her true Wyrd lay. After dl, by following Rhodry, she'd set hersdf free for
the dweomer. No longer would she be caught and buried by the intrigues of a powerful court, and the
dangers of an unsettled life would keep her latent tents dive. He thought of broaching the subject of her
dweomer tdent then and there, but the time was il unripe. She would only react with panic this soon
after having seen dweomer gone mad and turned to evil ends. He would have to wait, but by letting her
go, he was not losng but keeping her.

As they were gtting back down at Nevyn's table, Rhodry came in. With his sword at his sde, he



strode over asif he were dill a lord, but Nevyn could see the change in his eyes, so haunted and weary
that he seemed to have aged severd years.

“I think I owe you my life” Rhodry said.

“Because of Rhys's men yesterday, you mean?’ Nevyn said. “Wel, truly, | had a hand in that. Huh.
No doubt your brother would have cursed and wrung his hands when your body was found—at least in
public.”

“No doubt, the piss-proud drunken sot.” Rhodry sat down next to Jil. “Wdl, good gr, it looks like
Eldidd will have to work out her Wyrd with no help from me.”

“Perhaps so. WE Il have to see what the gods have in store.”

Whilethey ate, modlly in sllence, Nevyn pondered over what the Great Ones might want done, now
that the lad had been sent away from the province he was born to serve. He dso wondered whether
Rhodry were in danger. Now that he no longer held politicd power, he might wel be of no further
interest to the dark dweomer, but the hope seemed an idle one. Yet as he consdered the problem, not
one sngle dweomer warning came to him, only the generdlized and normd fear that dlver daggers, after
al, often died young in battle. The lack of warnings made it plain that at least for now, Rhodry was in no
danger from the magters of the black craft. It would be safe, then, for Nevyn to let them go on their way
and to keep watch from a distance while he tried to influence Rhys to recdl the exile

“You know, Nevyn,” Rhodry said findly, “I'm cursed lucky that Jll loves me so much, or I'd have
died soon enough on the long road.”

“Oh pig-brigles” JlIl broke in. “You're not a haf-wit. You would have learned how to fend for
yoursdlf.”

“Thet's not what | meant.” Rhodry’s voice went cold and flat. “In every battle | rode, | would have
been volunteering for the point of the charge, or riding into the worst mob. There's more than one way
for aman to end hisexile”

It was a confession, quietly said. JIl grabbed hisarm.
“But not now,” he went on. “Not when I’ ve got you to live for.”

JII flung her arms around his neck and kissed him. Nevyn sghed doud at the irony of it, that by
keeping Rhodry dive, JlIl was dready serving the dweomer, though she knew it not.

The next morning, JIl woke just a dawn and found Rhodry’s arms tightly around her. Gray light
filtered in through the cracks in the stable walls, and the sound of rain drummed on the roof. She rested
her head on Rhodry’s chest and listened to the rain song mingling with his steady breathing, while she
amiled a hersdf for finding Gadd' s hayloft more to her taste then her feether bed back in Dun Gwerbyn.
Then she thought of Cullyn, and she had to close her eyes tight to force back her tears. Da, Da, I'm
sorry, she thought, but you knew | had to go. At least she'd left im in a safe place, where he'd never
have to deep in the rain again, no maiter what happened to her. Bitterly she wondered if she would ever
see him again, but she had made her choice, and she would follow Rhodry forever if the gods alowed.

And the gods could do what they wanted, she decided. She'd dways lived a Sngle day a a time,
amply because she' d never had any choice but to live that way. Thelong road stretches into migt, Cullyn
aways said, and no one can see the end of it. She had Rhodry and her freedom to ride. As she fdl back



to deep, she decided that they would do splendidly for now.

Far across the Southern Sea, deep in the hill country of Bardek, stood an isolated villa There, in an
upstairs room with dark and perverted ggils upon the walls, a men sat working at a table littered with
scrolls and parchments. He was grosdy fat, as saggy and wrinkled as a torn leather bal, and only a few
wisps of white har dung to his dark-skinned skull. Whenever he glanced up, his eydids drooped
uncontrollably, haf-covering his brown eyes. He had immersed himsdf so thoroughly and so long in the
foul craft of the dark dweomer that he no longer had a name. He was smply the Old One.

He leaned back in his chair and held up a parchment. Scribed upon it was the horoscope of the High
King of Deverry, and what the Old One saw there boded His Highnessiill.

“If we succeed in this” he said, and his voice was like a pair of dead twigs nibbed together, “the
whole cursed barbarian kingdom will be plunged into chaos.”

And he laughed doud at the very thought. . .

Waitch for Katharine Kerr’s next novel, Darkspell, coming from Grafton Books.



