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BOOK TWDO OF THE DRAGON MAGE

KATHARI NE KERR

A NOTE ON THE DEVERRY SEQUENCE

It occurs to nme that readers mght find it hel pful to know something about the
overall structure of the Deverry series. Fromthe beginning of this rather

| arge enterprise, | have had an actual ending in mnd, a set of events that
should wap up all the books in dramatic conclusion. It's merely taken nme much
| onger to get there than | ever thought it woul d.

If you think of Deverry as a stage play, the sets of books nake up its acts.
Act One consists of the Deverry books proper, that is, Daggerspell, Darkspell
Dawnspel | , and Dragonspell. The 'Westl ands' books, A Time of Exile, A Tinme of
Orens, A Time of War, and A Time of Justice, make up Act Two, while Act Three
will unfold in the current quintet, 'The Dragon Mage,' that is, The Red
Wvern, The Bl ack Raven, the volune you now have in hand, and its 'sister',
The Fire Dragon. The Gold Fal con and The Silver Wrmw || bring the sequence
toits end at |ast.

As for the way that the series alternates between past and present |ives,
think of the structure of a line of Celtic interlace, some exanples of which
have decorated the various books in this set. Although each knot appears to be
a separate figure, when you | ook closely you can see that they are actually
formed fromone continuous line. Simlarly, this |line weaves over and under
itself to formthe figures. A small section of line seems to run over or under
another line to forma knot.

The past incarnations of the characters in this book and their present tense
story really are one continuous line, but this line interweaves to formthe

i ndi vi dual volunmes. Eventually - soon, | hope - the pattern will conplete
itself, and you will be able to see that the set of books forns a circle of
knot s.

Kat hari ne Kerr

PROLOGUE
Wnter, 1117 Bardek

Al ways the sorcerer nust prepare for hindrances and set-backs. Before any
wor ki ng of great length and inport, he nmust spend long nights in study of the

onens, for if the Macrocosmcan find a way to defeat him it will, preferring
inits laziness the natural order over any change wought by our arts, no
matter how greatly that change will be to its benefit.

The Pseudo-| anbl i chus Scrol

" Marka, dearest?' Keeta said. 'I'msorry. There's sonething wong with him'
Marka tried to answer, but her throat filled with tears. Her youngest son, not
yet two years old, sat on a red and blue carpet in a patch of sunlight that
spilled through the tent door. He was frowning at the edge of the brightness;
over and over again he would reach out a pale brown hand and touch the shadow
next to it, then draw his hand back and frown the harder. Tight brown curls
hung over his forehead; now and then he would bat at themas if they bothered
him only to forget themagain in an instant.



'He does know his nane,' Mrka said. 'He may not have any other words, but he
does know his nane.'’

Keeta sighed and sat down next to the boy, who ignored her. They nmade an odd
pair, Keeta so massive and dark, Zandro so slender and pale. Even though she
had taken over the business end of managing their travelling show, Keeta stil
juggl ed, and her long arns sported nuscles nmany a man had envi ed over the
years. In her curly black hair, which she wore cropped close to her skull,
grey sprouted at the tenples.

"I've been afraid for nonths,' Marka said at last. 'He still can't use a
spoon. '

"Is it that he can't use one?" Keeta held out her hand to Zandro. 'O that he
simply won't?

Zandr o whi pped his head around and bit her on the thunmb. Calmy, without
speaki ng, Keeta put her other hand under his chin, spread her fingers and

t hunb, and pressed on both points of his jaw Wth a squeal he opened his
mout h and | et her go.

"That's better,' Keeta said to him 'No biting.'

H's head tilted to one side, he considered her. She pointed to the teeth marks
on her thunb.

"No! No biting!'

Al'l at once he sniled and nodded.

"Very good,' Keeta said. "You understood ne.'

This he ignored; with a yawmn he returned to his study of the edge between

i ght and shadow.

" Ah ye gods!' Marka said. 'Just when | think it's hopeless, he'll do sonething
like that. Understand a word, | nean, or even do sonething kind. Wen Kiwa
fell and cut herself yesterday? He came running and ki ssed her and tried to
hel p."'

"I saw that, yes. At tines he's really very sweet.'

Marka nodded. In the twenty years since her marriage, she'd borne nine
pregnanci es, not counting the mscarriages. Six of the children had |ived past
infancy - Kwinto, their first-born son; Tillya, the el dest daughter; Terrenz,
born so soon after Tillya that they |oved each other like twins; their sisters
Kiwa and Del ya, named after Keeta's |ong-tine conpani on, who had died in the
same fever that had killed another infant son. Zandro woul d, she hoped, be the
| ast. She wondered how she was going to find the |ove and strength to dea
with him who woul d demand nore of both than all the rest of them put

toget her. Keeta nmust have been thinking along the sane |ines.

"It's not like you don't have enough troubles on your mnd already. What with
Ebany's' - a long pause - 'illness.'

"Ch, cone right out and say it!' Marka snapped. 'He's gone mad. W all know
it. And now his youngest son is obviously nad, too. Wiy are we all being so
coy? How woul d Ebany put it? He's denented, lunatic, deranged, insane -' Tears
over whel ned her.

Marka was aware of Keeta getting up, then kneeling again next to her. She
turned into her friend s enbrace and sobbed. Keeta stroked her hair with a
huge hand.

"There, there, little one. W'll find a way to heal your husband yet. W'Ill be
playing in Myl eton next. They have physicians and priests and the gods only
know who el se, and one of themw |l know what to do.'

"Do you think so?" Marka raised a tear-stained face. 'Do you really think so?
"I have to. And so do you.'

"I" I - tears stopped. Marka sat back on her heels and w ped her face on the
sl eeve of her tunic. A sudden thought turned her cold.

"Wait - where is Ebany?' Marka scranbled to her feet. 'Here we are, on the
coast, with the cliffs -’

"I"ll stay here with the child."’

Mar ka ducked out of the tent, then stood blinking for a moment in the bright
sunlight. Around her the canp spread out, a grand thing of white tents and
pai nt ed wagons, the biggest travelling show that Bardek had ever seen. At the



nmonent, however, the canp seened curiously enpty. Mst of the perfornmers had
retired to their tents to sl eep away the noon heat. Since she could see none
of their animals, sone of the men nust have led themto the water trough by
the public fountain, hidden fromher sight by trees. Nowhere did Marka find
Ebany, but in the far view, at the edge of the caravanserai, between the pal ns
and the plane trees, she could see the cliffs and distantly hear the sea,
poundi ng on rocks bel ow

Marka trotted off, panting a little for breath in the hot sun. Al those
pregnanci es had buried the slender girl acrobat sonewhere deep inside a

t hi ck-wai sted matron who had to bind up her heavy breasts for confort's sake.
At those monents when she had the leisure to remenber her younger self, Marka
hat ed what she had becone. Especially when she | ooked at her husband - as she
hurried along the cliffs, she saw himat last, strolling along and singing to
hi nsel f a good safe distance back fromthe edge. Her relief mngled with
anger, that he could still |look so young and so handsorme, with his pale bl ond
hair and his pale grey eyes, his pinkish-white skin just glazed with tan and
as snooth as a young |l ad's. When he saw her, he smiled and waved.

"There you are, nmy love,' he called out. 'Do you have need of me for
somet hi ng?'

"Ch, | was just wondering where you were.'

"Enjoying this glorious day under the dome of the sky. The sea's full of
spirits, and so is the wind, and they're all enjoying it with ne.’

"Ah. | see.’

Not of course that she did see the spirits teenming. He often spoke of spirits,
as well as denmons, portents, and visions, all of theminvisible to everyone
else. Still, she had to agree about the glory of this particular day, with the
sea a winter-dark blue, scoured into white caps by the fresh w nd.

"I"ve been thinking about the show,' Ebany said. '|I want to add sonethi ng new
to ny displays, in the parts with the colourecH ghts. |I'mjust not sure what
yet.'

"It'"ll come to you. | have faith.'

"Well, so do I.'

They shared a smle. Hand in hand they wal ked back to the canp while he sang
in the |l anguage of far-off Deverry.

"A love song,' he said abruptly. 'For you, my beautiful darling.'

And he did | ove her, of that she was sure. Never in their years together had
he spurned her, never had he amused hinmself with the young wonen who perforned
in the troupe, not even once, no matter how old and thick and worn she'd
becorme. For that al one she woul d al ways | ove him even though at tinmes, such
as now, when he studied her face with a strange intensity, she wondered what
he was seei ng when he | ooked at her

Wth a squeal of delight Zandro came trotting to neet them Keeta strolled
after, shaking her head, as if to say that he was beyond her control. It was
one of the strangest things about the boy, that he could walk as well as a
much ol der child, yet not be able to forma single word.

"Well!' Marka pointed themout. 'Look who's coning.'

'l see him and a fine sight he is.'

When Marka said nothing, Ebany paused to | ook at her

You' re frowning,' he said. 'Wy?

"I"mjust so worried about our Zan. He's just not right. W can't go on hiding
it fromourselves. | nean, he should be tal king nore, and then -'

"What? No, he's fine for what he is. He's a very young soul, just born for the
first time. And he's not human, truly. You can see it in his aura.'

He bent down and scooped the boy up. Laughing, Zandro buried his face in his
father's shoul der.

"What do you nean, aura?' Marka said.

'Look for yourself.' Ebany waved his free hand around the boy's head. 'All the
colours are wong. Wiat are you, nmy son? One of the WIdfolk, seeing what
flesh feels Iike? Did you choose this, or did we trap you, ny wife and |, when
we were naking a body for soneone to wear?



Marka felt her hands clenching into fists as if she could punmel his nmadness
into silence. Wien Ebany | ooked into Zandro's eyes, the boy stared steadily
back.

'Not one of the WIldfolk,' Ebany said at last. 'But some spirit whose tine has
cone to be born. You've alot to learn, my darling, but now the world is yours
and all its marvels too.'

Carryi ng Zandro, Ebany wal ked back toward their tent. Marka |lingered, fighting
back tears, until Keeta |aid an enornous hand on her shoul der

"I"'mso sorry,' she murnured. 'It's so sad.'

Yes.' Marka wi ped her eyes on her sleeve. 'It came on so slowy, didn't it?
wonder now how |l ong he's been this way, and | never would let nyself notice.'
'None of us wanted to notice. Don't berate yourself.'

' Thank you. When he's not - well, when he's not saying peculiar things, | can
pretend that we still have our wonderful life. But then he'll cone out with
sonmet hing, like just now, and | don't know what to say.'

'There probably isn't anything to say. Ah well, we'll see what Ml eton brings
us.'

Wher ever Ebany wal ked, the Wldfolk went with him syl ph, sprite, and gnone,
and in the water undines, rising up to beckon himinto the waves. In the fires
t he sal amanders pl ayed, rubbing their backs on the logs like cats, |eaping up
with the flanes. At one tine in his life he'd called hinself Sal amander, back
in the land of his birth. That he did renenber, though a great many ot her
menories escaped him The world teenmed with visions that drove out the
ordinary details, such as the names of the cities they visited and at tines
even the names of his wife and children. That they were his wife and children
he never forgot.

At ni ght when he slept, his dreans took himto strange worlds filled with
stranger spirits. On purple seas he travelled in a barge while a sun of poison
green hung at zenith. Enornous undines followed and held out |ong grey hands
whi | e they asked himquestions in a | anguage he'd never heard. O her nights he
climbed mountains of crystal where the rivers ran with bl ood, or he would ride
si x-1 egged beasts |ike enmerald insects across sand dunes to the ruins of
cities.

Every dream ended the sane way. He woul d reach his destination, whether a city
of gold by a harbour or a cavern glittering with sapphires and eneral ds, and
walk into a building - a tenple, perhaps, to unknown gods or a tavern filled
wi th incense snoke and pl angent nusic. The room woul d annoy him and he woul d
| eave it, going from chanber to chanmber or down long halls until at last he
woul d see the door. It was always the sane, this door, a solid thing of dark
wood bound with iron. He would renmenber that in the room behind this door |ay
a magi cal book. If he could read that book, he would once again know who he
was.

When he pushed on it, the door opened easily, but instead of a room he would
find himself in a large canvas tent, lying on a sleeping mat. Usually sunli ght
woul d gl ow t hrough the walls, and he would see weal th around him

brightly-col oured tent bags and carpets, rolled nats, wooden stools, big
pottery jars. Sonetimes people with dark skins and black hair would be sitting
nearby. He would find his clothes |ying beside himon the floor cloth, and he
woul d dress, |ooking round at the objects in the tent and trying to renenber
their names while the Wldfol k fl ocked around hi mor chased each ot her back
and forth.

Sone while later, he would realize that he was awake.

A city of trees and broad avenues, Myleton lay on the northern seacoast of

Bar dekti nna, the biggest island in the vast and conpl ex archi pel ago that
Deverry nen call Bardek, lunping all the islands together with a fine

di sregard for their inhabitants' politics and geography both. It was a rich
city, too, where the public buildings gleaned with pale marble and the homnes
of the prosperous aped themw th white stucco walls. Just to the south stood a
public caravanserai with good deep wells and shade trees. After Keeta

bargai ned with the archon's men - public servants in charge of the canpground



- the troupe pulled in and got itself settled. Since the rainy season had
begun, they had the caravanserai to thensel ves.
'"At least there won't be strangers,' Marka said. 'Sometines when Ebany's

babbl i ng, and there are strangers listening, | just want to die.'

"Now, now, little one,' Keeta said. 'It's no fault of yours, and who cares
what strangers think? I'mnore worried about the children, nyself. Their
father's nadness - it can't be good for themto see himlike this.'

"It's not, no. | try to talk with Kw nto, but he just shrugs ne off. After
all, he's alnost a man now, he keeps things to hinmself. But Tillya - she's

truly upset. She |oves her father so nmuch, and she's old enough to
under st and. '

Mar ka and Keeta were wal ki ng through the public bazaar, which, here in wnter,
stayed open through the mdday. In the centre of the white plaza, public
fountains gushed and glittered in the cool sunlight. Around them a sea of

bri ghtly-col oured sunshades rippled in the wind over the hundreds of booths.
Close to the fountains lay |uxury goods such as silver work and brass ware,
oil lanmps, silks, perfunes, jewellery, strangely shaped knives, and decorative
| eat her work, while the practical vegetable and fish stands stood at the
downwi nd edge of the market. Here and there a few performers struggled to get
the crowd's attention - inept tunblers, a clunmsy juggler, a pair of nusicians
who showed tal ent but needed practice.

"There's nothing here to conpete with us,' Marka said. 'Good. And Ml eton
knows us. Everyone will cone running to see us. Particularly Ebany s act.'
"And so they should,' Keeta said. 'It's spectacular. |I'mnot prying into his
trade secrets, mnd, but you can't help wondering how he gets those effects.
I've never seen himm xing chem cals or anything like that.'

'"Do you want to know what's really strange? | don't know how he does it,
either.’

'"Real | y?' Keeta stared for a nmonent. 'Well, by the Wave Father! Your man's a
tight-lipped fellow, that's for sure. | hope he's at |east teaching Kwinto.'
"No, he's not. He keeps saying it's all real magic, just like they have in
Deverry. There's a funny nane for it. Dwm mrer or sonething. But Ebany said

Kwi nt o doesn't have the talent for it. That's why we have himjuggling

i nstead.'

They wal ked a ways in silence, then paused by the fountains, where clean water
bubbl ed up into white marbl e basins.

"I know it sounds like |I've gone mad mnysel f,' Marka said at |ast. Tal king of
magic, real magic | nean.'

"Well, yes, but what if it isn't mad? What if your husband's telling the plain
and sinmple truth? They al ways say that studying sorcery drives nen insane,
don't they?

"But it can't be truel’

"Way not? The sun rises and sets again on many a strange thing. |If Ebany says
he calls fire out of the sky with magic - well, do we have a better

expl anat i on?

Marka nerely shook her head.

"I keep thinking about Jill,' Keeta went on. "You renmenber her - she was
travelling with Ebany when we first net him all those years ago now, but |
can still see her in nmy mind quite clearly. A wandering schol ar, she called

hersel f. Huh. She was a |ot nore inpressive than that.'
"Well, that's true,' Marka said. 'And Ebany was always trying to get her

approval for things, but he was afraid of her, too. |I never knew why. Ye gods,
I was so young then! | don't suppose | really cared."'

"Wll yes, it was a long time ago, all right. My menory coul d be playing
tricks on me, but you know, |ooking back, | really do wonder if Jill was a

sorcerer, and if your husband knew a great deal nore about such things than we
woul d ever have believed.'

Marka coul d think of nothing to say. The idea nade a certain bitter sense.

"Ah well,' Keeta went on. 'After the show toni ght, when we know how nuch coin
we have to spend, |I'Il come back into town and start asking about the priests.



If one of themcan drive out denons, everyone will know about it, and naybe
it's only a denmon that's troubling Ebany so.'

Since in winter the Bardekian days ended early and | acked a proper twlight,
the troupe of perforners went into Myleton well before sunset. At nightfal

the western sea swallowed the sun in one gulp to | eave only a faint greenish
glow at the horizon. As oil |anps began to flicker into life in the bazaar

the troupe set up for a show Al though they carried a portable stage of planks
in their caravan, Myleton supplied - for a suitable bribe to the archon's nen
- a better stage than that, the long marble terrace runni ng al ongsi de the
Custonms House at the edge of the bazaar. While some of the acrobats set up
brass poles for the standing torches, the nusicians, led by Kwinto and Tillya,
par aded t hrough the crowd and cried the show with a | oud bangi ng of druns.

Bel ow an audi ence gathered, small at first, then suddenly swelling as the word
went round the bazaar: the Great Krysello is here! He's going to perform By
the tine the parade returned, there were too many spectators to count.

The G eat Krysello, or Sal amander, as Ebany thought of hinself, because on
that particul ar night Salamander was the only nanme he could renmenber, waited
in the darkness at the far side of the stage while the dancers perfornmed,
swirling with scarves to a flute and drum acconpani ment. While he watched, he
sang along to the nusic and | aughed. Once he stepped onto the stage, he felt
in conmand of hinself again, sure of where he was and what exactly he should
do there.

Many years ago he'd been a juggler, and juggler only, and to warmup the crowd
he still tossed scarves and juggl ed eggs and such, tal king and singing all the
whi l e. But sonewhere along the years he'd discovered he could do nuch nore to
entertain. O had he perhaps always known he could sumon the WIldfolk of Fire
and Aethyr to fill the sky with fire in lurid colours? Dimy he could renmenber
bei ng warned agai nst such things. An ol d man had spoken to hi m harshly about
it, once a long tine ago. Somewhere in his mnd, however, he al so renenbered
that this fellow was no one. Since nothing was left of the menmory but those
words, 'he's no one,' Sal amander coul d assune the nmenmory image of a tall old
man with ice-blue eyes and white hair was just another dream come to wal k the
day.

And on nights like this one, when he wal ked onto the stage and | ooked out at
the dark swelling shape of the audience, a single animal it seened, |ying just
beyond the glare of oil lanps and the torchlight, he forget any strictures he
m ght have once heard. When the crowd roared and cl apped, he felt its love
pour over him and he | aughed, throwing his arnms into the air.

"Greetings!' he called out. 'The Great Krysello gives you his hunbl e t hanks!'
From his sl eeves he flicked scarves and began to circle themfromhand to
hand, but always he was aware of the WIdfol k, sylphs and sprites, gnonmes and
sal amanders, gathering on the stage, form ng above the incense braziers,
flocking around himand flitting this way and that, grinning and pointing at
the crowd. In a flood of Elvish words he called out orders, and for the sheer
| ove of play they obeyed him Suddenly, far above the crowd, red and bl ue
lightning crackled. Wth each boom of false thunder, sheets of colour fell and
twisted in every rainbow the WIdfol k knew The crowd roared its approval as
the sheets broke into gl owi ng drops and vani shed just above their heads.

A green and purple nmist burst into being around the stage, and deep within it
voi ces sang alien songs. Once the crowd fell silent to |listen, Sal anander
added expl osi ons and bursts of gold and silver. Then back to the col ours
sheeting the sky - on and on he went until sweat soaked his costune and

pl astered his hair to his head. He let the colours fade and the nusic die
away, then bowed deeply to the crowd.

'The Great Krysello is weary! But |o! we have other wonders to show you.'

At the signal Vinto's acrobats, all dressed in gaudy silks, rushed onto the
stage. The crowd roared and threw coins in a copper and silver rain. As they
tunmbl ed around the stage, the acrobats scooped them up. Sal anander stepped
back to the shadows at the rear. Wile he nopped the sweat fromhis face and
hair with a scarf, he | ooked out over the crowd.



One man caught his attention imediately, a tall fellow, standing right in
front. H's body seemed to waver like a reflection on nmoving water, and his

cl ot hes | ooked nore |ike wi sps of fog or snoke hung around him or maybe just
placed in his general vicinity, than solid cloth. Yet no one standing near him
seened to notice the |least thing unusual. Wen the acrobats arranged

t hensel ves into a human pyranid, he clapped and snmiled |ike anyone el se. The
flute and drunms began their nusic; applause rippled, then died. The flickering
stranger crossed his arns over his chest and stood reasonably still.

But al ways his eyes searched through the shadows. Sal amander knew at once t hat
the man - no, the being, some strange non-human thing - was |ooking for him
He could feel a gaze probing, feel alien sight run down his body Iike clanmy
hands. Wth a shriek lost in the music, he turned and | eapt down fromthe
stage, then took out running through the night. Down | ong streets he raced,
panting for breath; in alleyways he stopped and | ooked around him The door

He had to find the dark wood door bound in iron

Past taverns, past craftsnmen's shops he jogged, |ooking at each door, peering
into shadows while cold sweat ran down his back and his chest ached - nowhere
did he find it. He ran again, then slowed to a stunbling wal k. Around himthe
city lay dark and silent. The night hung over the river, an oily rush of dark
wat er agai nst a darker sky. Sal amander stopped, listening. Water sl apped

agai nst wooden docks. Footsteps rustled on stone. Wth a roar to the Lords of
Fire, he spun around and flung up both hands. A gust of silver flanme towered
up and lit the alley in a cold glare. Black shadow outlined every stone on
wal | and street and seened to carve sone inconprehensi ble meaning into them
Thi eves shrieked and ran, dashing away down the alley - two small nen,
carrying knives. In the dying light fromthe silver flare he watched themtil
they skittered around a corner and di sappeared. Sal amander | aughed, then
headed to the river bank. He could follow it upstreamto the caravanserai

He arrived to find the troupe clustering around a fire and tal king. Marl

i "paced back and forth at the edge of the pool of light, and every now and
then she rai sed her hands to her face as if she wept.

'"Here!' Sal amander called out. 'Wat's so wong?"

The troupe froze, then burst out |aughing and cheering all at once. Marka ran
to himand flung her arnms around him

"My thanks to every god!' Her voice quavered on the edge of sobs. 'I was so
worried.'

Sal amander slipped his arms around her wai st and held her while he mnurnured
smal | soot hing noises. At |ast her trenbling quieted.

'Have | been gone so long?' he said.

"Well past the midnight bells, yes.' She | ooked up at him 'Wy did you run

i ke that?

"I don't remenmber.' He felt hinmself yawn and shook his head.
my love. |I've got to go lie down.'

That norning Marka gave up on sleep early. When the sun was rising in a pink
bl aze of distant fog, and the sea wind was making the tents flap and rustle,
she put on a short dress and went outside, yawning and stretching in the coo
air. As she glanced around, she saw a stranger, dressed in Bardekian tunic and
sandal s, leading his horse through the canp. He saw her, waved, and strolled
over. His skin was as pale as Ebany's, and his eyes a strange turquoi se
colour, as vivid as the stones, but since he wore a |eather riding hat pulled
down over his ears, she could see nothing of his hair.

' Good norning,' Marka said. 'Are you |ooking for soneone?'

'Yes, actually. The magician who perforned in the market place |ast night.'

"I ndeed? Well, | happen to be his wife.'

" Ah. How do you do?' The stranger swept off his hat and bowed to her.
friend of his father's.'

Marka stared like a rude child, then pulled her gaze away. Hi s ears were
i mpossi bly long, inpossibly furled, and pointed.

"Well, then, good sir.' She found her voice with a little gulp. 'You're
certainly welcone in our hunble canp.'

I'' m exhaust ed,

I'ma



' Thank you. My nane is Evandar.'

"My husband's still asleep.' Marka gl anced back at the tent and saw the flap
nmoving. 'Or no, here he is.'

Sal amander stepped outside, saw Evandar, and screaned al oud.

'"No, no, no!' Evandar said. 'Il'mhere to help you, truly I am Wat's so

wr ong?'

'There's nothing to you,' Sal amander said, and he was shaking so badly his
hands knocked together. "You're not really here.’

"Wll, I"mhere as much | can be anywhere.' Evandar | ooked down at hinself and
frowned. 'Everyone el se always thinks |I |ook solid enough. Your charming wife,
for instance, didn't shriek at the sight of ne.’

"I ndeed?' Ebany turned to her. 'Wat do you see, when you | ook at hin?'

"Just a man |like any other, as pale as you are, and so | guess he nust be from
your honel and. But | don't understand what you're saying. H s ears are - well,
forgive me, sir - but they're awfully strange, but otherw se, he | ooks

ordi nary enough.’

For a | ong nonent Ebany stood unspeaking, gl ancing back and forth between the
two of them Behind himKiwa, their second daughter, flung open the tent flap
and stared out, a tall girl, dark Iike her nother, with tight black curls cut
close to her head. Zandro wi ggled out between his sister's |egs, saw Evandar
and squeal ed one high-pitched note. He | aughed, stuck out his tongue, then
threw his head back and pranced around in a tight circle whilst waggling his
fingers in Evandar's general direction. Everyone stared, speechless, unti

Mar ka found her voi ce.

' Zan! What are you doing? Stop that!' Mrka stepped forward and grabbed. ' This
man i s our guest, and taunting himis very rude.’

G ggling, Zandro raced back into the tent. Wen Marka pointed, Kiwa obligingly
went in after him Marka turned back to find Evandar considering her with a
snmle as sly as any nerchant closing a deal.

'Please, let nme apol ogize for nmy son,' Marka said.

' Ch, no apol ogi es needed,' Evandar said. 'He nust be an unusual child, yes?
Difficult to handle, perhaps?

"Well, yes.'

"I"'mnot surprised. He's not really human, you see.'

'That's what my husband says!' Marka turned to Ebany. '| don't understand any
of this!'

'"No doubt.' Evandar bowed to her. 'But | see this interests you. Perhaps we
can discuss it?

Ebany nerely glared at him trenbling on the edge of rage.

' The Guardi ans,' Evandar hissed. 'Does that name mean anything to you?'

Al'l at once Ebany | aughed, rel axed, and began speaking to himin an

i nconmpr ehensi bl e | anguage. For a nmonent Marka felt |ike scream ng herself, but
the stranger seened to understand the words; he answered in the sanme tongue.
When she started to ask themwhat it was, Ebany silenced her with a wave.

"I"'msorry, ny love, and truly, I'mforgetting all my manners.' Ebany laid a
soft hand on her arm 'W have a guest, a stranger in our canp!'

'So we do.' She saw her chance for escape and took it. "We'Il all have a

| ovely breakfast. I'Il go attend to it.'

'"None for nme!l' Evandar broke in. 'l don't exactly eat, you see.' There seened

to be nothing to say to this announcenment. Marka hurried away, calling to her
daughters to cone help with the neal.

Inside the tent Sal amander offered his guest cushions, and they sat across
fromeach other on a flat-woven carpet of green and blue. Kw nto, dark and
graceful with his father's long fingers and slight build, sat cross-legged on
the floor cloth nearby. Wien Sal anander gl anced his way he found the boy's
face a tightly-controlled nmask.

"Did | ever tell you about the Guardi ans?' Sal amander sai d.

Kwi nt o shook his head.

They're a race of spirits, like the Elenentals, but far far nore advanced and
nore powerful than that. This fellow, sitting here? The nan you see is just an



illusion.'

"A bit nore than that, please,' Evandar said. 'I don't know what | make nysel f
out of, exactly, but it suffices.' He picked up a silk scarf, flicked it, then
tossed it to Kwinto. 'Illusions don't have hands that hold and touch.'

Kwinto smled briefly, then ducked his head to study the scarf as if perhaps
he could read the secrets of the universe fromthe pale gold silk. Marka and
the girls came in, set down plates of bread and fruit, cups, and a pitcher of
water laced with wine. Wien they started out, Sal amander call ed Marka back but
let the girls run off.

"Conme sit with ne, ny love,' he said. 'I think this news concerns you, too.
"\Where's Zandro?' Marka said. 'l should go see -'

Terrenz has him' Kw nto spoke up, his boy's voice cracking. ' They went out
t he back when we cane in.'

'Leave himbe, ny love,' Salamander said. 'Sit down.'

When he shoved a cushion her way she sank onto it. For a |ong nonment an
awkwar d silence held, as Evandar studied her and Kwi nto both, but neither
woul d I ook his way. Sal anander poured hinself a cup of water

"I should tell you why I'm here,' Evandar said at last. "Your father is
worried about you. He wants you to come hone.'

"My life lies here.'

"And it seens to be a busy one, | nust say.' Evandar gl anced around the tent.

" And prosperous. Your tents are much richer than your father's.'

"Bardek's a richer country than the Westl ands.'

"Just so, but your father's getting on in years. He desperately wants to see
you. He worries about you, too, off in this far country. And now | see that he
has grandchildren, and here he doesn't even knowit.'

At that Marka made a little whinpering sound, quickly stifled. Sal anander

gl anced her way.

"I'f he dies without seeing you,' Marka started, then | et her voice fade away.
"And then there's your brother.' Evandar |eaned forward, snmiling at Kninto, to
press his advantage. 'Did you know you have an uncle, boy? In far-off Deverry?
H s nanme is Rhodry Mael waedd, and he's a great warrior, one that poets make
songs about .’

Kwi nt o' s eyes wi dened. Sal anander held up a hand to keep himsilent.

"My father's concern,' Sal amander said, and he could hear the bitterness in
his own voice, 'ny father's concern conmes a bit late. Wien | rode with him at
hone all he ever felt for nme was contenpt.'

H's voice drained all the colour fromthe tent and the people in it. He saw
themall turn grey and as stiff as those little drawi ngs a scribe makes in the
margi ns of a scroll. The wind lifted the tent flap, and Devaberiel walked in
to stand with his thunbs hooked in his belt. Sal anander got to his feet.

"\What are you doi ng here?' he snapped. 'Evandar just said you were back in
Deverry.'

H s father ignored the question and stood | ooking around the tent with a
little twisted snmle. He was a handsone man, Devaberiel, in the elvish manner
wi th noon-beam pale hair, and tall, walking round with a warrior's swagger as
he | ooked over the tent and its contents.

"You could at least talk to ne!' Salamander took one step toward him
Devaberi el yawned in conplete indifference.

' Curse you!'

'Ch please!' Marka rose to her knees and grabbed the edge of his tunic.

' Ebany, stop it! There's no one there!’

She was right. His father had di sappeared. No - he'd never really been there,
had he? Sal amander turned toward Marka and found her weeping. He could think
of nothing to say, nothing at all, but he sat down next to her and reached out
a hand. She clasped it in both of hers while the tears ran down her face. In a
rustle of wind the Wldfolk crept into the tent and stood round the edge |ike
a circle of nourners. Am| dead then? he thought.

At the thought he felt his consciousness rise and drift free of his body.

Al t hough the light turned bluish and dim he could see his body slunp and fal



forward, spilling plates and cups alike. He could al so see that he now
occupi ed a strange silver flame-1ike shape, joined to that body by a m st of
silver cord. Marka clasped her hands to her nouth to stifle a scream Kw nto
leapt to his feet. Evandar got up nore slowy.

"Follow the cord,' he said, 'Follow the cord back."'

Wth a rush of dizzy fall Sal amander felt hinself descend and sl am back into
the flesh so hard he groaned aloud. He lay on his back amd spilled food and
stared at the peak of the tent's roof, which seemed to be slowy turning.
"This is terrible,' Evandar was saying. 'Wat's happened to hin®

'"He's gone mad,' Marka said. 'It's been conming on for a long tine, but now -
it's - it's taken himover.'

Sal amander wat ched the roof spin and tried to think. He could hear Marka and
Evandar tal king, but their words made no sense. Was he mad, then? Wre the
marvel s he'd been seeing signs of madness and naught nore?

"It's the curse,' he whispered. 'Wien Jill left us she cursed me. That nuch I
can renenber."’

Evandar dropped to one knee next to himand caught his hand.

"Try to renenber. Wy would Jill -’

"I don't know. Something about dweoner.'

The tent spun to match the roof and dropped himinto darkness.

Wth Kwinto's help Marka got Ebany settled, then left the boy there to watch
his father and foll owed Evandar out of the tent. Sun and air had never seened
so whol esome, nor a breeze so clean. Together they wal ked to the edge of the
caravanserai and stood in the shade of the rustling trees. Far bel ow them on
its rocks the ocean booned and hi ssed.

'Good sir," Marka said. "You seemto know a | ot about all these strange
things. Is Jill really working a curse agai nst ny husband?

"Hardly.' Evandar paused for a short bark of a |augh. 'She's dead.'

Marka felt hot blood rush into her face. She could think of no apol ogy that
woul d matter.

"I"mvery very sorry to see your husband in this state,' Evandar said after a

monent. '1'll have to do sonething about this.'

"Can you help hin? Ch, if you only could, I'd - well, | don't know how we'd
repay you, but we do have coin.'

"Hush! No paynment needed. | made his father a promise, and | intend to keep
it. I can't cure your husband, no. But | mght know soneone who can.'

Marka wept in sheer relief.

"But it's not going to be such an easy thing,' Evandar went on. "This person
is far away in your husband's honel and. The ki ngdom of Deverry. Do you know
about it?

"Well, alittle. It's supposed to be a horrible place where everyone's a
barbarian, and all the nen carry swords and get drunk and chop each other to
pi eces."'

"A slight exaggeration.' Evandar grinned at her. 'Be that as it may, Deverry's
al so a wetchedly I ong way away, across a nighty ocean and all that, and I'm
not truly sure of how we'll get there, or if she - the person |I'mthinking of
- can truly heal himonce we do.'

Hope sank and |l eft her exhausted. She rubbed her face with both hands and
tried to think.

"My apol ogies,' Evandar said. 'Il wish | could offer you a certainty. Although,
don't lose heart! If the person |I'mthinking of can't help, there nmay be
others.'

"If anyone could do sonmething - I'mjust so frightened.'

"No doubt. Well, I'Il be off then to see what | can find.'

Evandar bowed to her, then turned and began to walk toward the cliffs edge. He
st opped and gl anced back

Take care of ny horse, will you?" he called out. 'l won't be needing him'

He wal ked two paces nore, then set one foot on the air as if it were as solid
as a step, hauled hinmself up, and di sappeared.



PART ONE
Wnter, 1117 Deverry

Kings in their arrogance say, 'W were born to rule any |and we can conquer.'
| say to you, 'The universe holds | ands beyond our imagi ni ng and peopl es
beyond our conquering.' Be ye always m ndful that your sight is short and the
uni ver se, |ong.

The Secret Book of Cadwallon the Druid

In Dun Cengarn, up in the far northlands of Deverry, snow lay thick on field
and thatch. The |l azy sun stayed above the horizon a little | onger each day,

but still it seenmed that the servants had barely cl eared away the m dday neal
bef ore the darkness closed in again. On these frozen days the life of the dun
nmoved into the great hall. Servants, the nobleborn, the nen of the warband,

the dogs - they all clustered at one or the other of the two enornous hearths.
On the col dest days, when the wind how ed around the towers of the dun and
banged at the doors and gates, everyone stayed in bed as |ong as possible and
craw ed back into their blankets again as soon as they coul d.

At night, up in her tower room Dallandra and Rhodry huddl ed toget her under
all the blankets they owned between them They slept in their clothes for the
warnth, then stayed | ate a-bed as well.

"You're much nicer than a pair of dogs,' she remarked one norning. 'Wrner,
t0o.'

"I"'mglad | please ny lady,' Rhodry said, yawning. 'l was thinking nmuch the
same about you, actually. And no fleas.'

She | aughed and ki ssed him then rested her head on his chest with the bl anket
drawn up around her ears.

"Is it snowing out?" Rhodry said. 'Wth the | eather over the shutters, | can't
tell.'

" How woul d | know? Dweoner doesn't let you see through stone walls.'

"That's a cursed pity. | don't care enough to get up and see. | -' He paused,

listening. 'Soneone's at the door?

Dal | a poked her head out of the blankets. Sure enough, she could hear soneone
shuffling on the | anding outside, with the occasional deep sigh, as if whoever
it was feared to knock.

"Who's there? she called out.

"Jahdo, ny lady.' The boy's voice sounded of tears. '|I were wondering if you or
nmy |l ord shoul d be needi ng sonewhat.'
"Come in, lad. | think ne you're the one who needs a bit of conpany.'

Bundl ed up in a cl oak, Jahdo opened the door and slipped in, ducking his head
and rubbing his eyes with the back of one hand.

"Sit down at the end of the bed,' Dallandra said. There's enough roomto get
nost of you under the blankets.'

Jahdo did as he was told, sitting crosswise with the cloak around his back and
the bl ankets over his legs. Dalla could see the streaks of tears down his
dirty face.

"What's so wong?' she said.

"I be bereft, ny lady, a-missing my Mam and Da and mny sister and ny brother
and all our weasels.' Jahdo paused for a noist gulp. 'There be a |longing on ny
heart for hone.'

"Well, | understand. | mss ny honel and, too, and Evandar,' Dall andra said.
"My heart aches for you, but soon with the spring, we'll be riding west.'
"So | do hope.'

"Ch come now, lad,' Rhodry said. | made you a promise, didn't |?

"You did, but so did Jill, and then she -' His voice cracked. 'And then she
died.'

"True spoken, but |I'mtoo daft and nmean and ugly to die.' Rhodry sat up
grinning. 'At least when there's no war to ride, and truly, ny |lady Death
seens to be spurning nmy suit even then. Wien Arzosah flies back to Cerr



Cawnen, we'll be on our way. She knows the weather and the seasons better than
any sage or bard.'

Jahdo nodded, considering this. Privately Dallandra wondered if they'd ever
see the dragon again. Wrnkind was not known for its faithful ness.

"It won't be so long till spring,' she said to the boy. 'W're well past the
shortest day.'

"I know, ny lady. And truly do | think I could wait with good heart but for ny
worryi ng about ny kin. My Mam she be frail in the winter, and then my sister
she were to be married, and here I don't even know whi ch man they picked for
her.' Jahdo paused and took a deep breath. 'Uh, ny lady, | did wonder
somewhat, you see.'

"Could I scry your family out, you nean?

"Just that.' He was |ooking at her with begging eyes.

"Jahdo, I'mso sorry, but | can't. | can only scry soneone out if |I've seen
themin the flesh first.'

"Ch.' He gul ped back tears. 'Wy?

"It's just the way dweoner works. | don't truly know why. I'msorry. It's a
hard thing to be m ssing your kin and have no way to get news of them'

' That be true, sure enough, At |east Evandar cones and goes, and you do see
hi m now and again.' Jahdo paused to wipe his eyes with the back of a grubby
hand. 'l did wake so cold this nmorning, and | did think on howwarmit be at
hore, '

'"Ch come now' Dallandra said with a | augh. 'Cerr Cawnen's a good bit farther
north than we are. It must be even col der.'

" Ah, you know not about the | ake. Qur lake, it be warm my |lady, even in
winter. My Da did tell nme once that way down in the deeps of the lake lie
springs, where water bubbles up fromthe fire nountain, and it be as hot as
you' d heat for a bath, hotter even.'

"Fire mountain?' Rhodry said. 'Does your town lie near a fire mountain?

'Too near, some say. | nean, we sit not in its shadow, but it be close enough
One of our gods does live in it, you see. As long as we do honour him and
bring himgifts, he'll not harmus.'

Dal | andra had grave doubts, but she saw no use in worrying the |Iad when there
was naught to be done about it.

'So,"' she said instead. 'Your town stands on the shores of this warm | ake?
"On themand in them ny lady. You'll see, or so | do hope. But truly, | mght
not shiver so badly nowif my kin were here with nme. Rori, and what of your

ki n? Never have | heard you speak of them not once.'’

"Probably you never will,' Rhodry said. 'I've no idea if they ride above the
earth or under it, and | care even |less.’

Jahdo stared open- nout hed.

"A silver dagger can't afford a warm heart,' Rhodry went on. Think on Yraen
as much a friend as |I've ever had, and ye gods, | don't even know where he
lies buried, do 1? You learn, lad, after a while and all, to keep your heart
shut as tight as a miser's noneybox.'

' Mayhap so,' Jahdo said. 'But never could I be a silver dagger.'

'Good,' Rhodry said, smiling. You' re a lucky man, then. Although, truly,
there's one kinsman | do wonder over, just at times, and that's ny brother

Sal amander, as his name goes in this country.' He glanced at Dallandra. 'Did
you ever meet hin? In our father's country he's call ed Ebany Sal omanderi el
tran Devaberiel .’

"I"ve not,' Dallandra said. "Although Jill told me a | ot about him He seened
toirritate her beyond belief.'

'He takes sone people that way. Wiat's so wrong, Jahdo? You | ook |ike you' ve
just heard one of Evandar's riddles.'

'That be the | ongest nane that ever |'ve heard in ny life,' Jahdo said. 'How
do you renmenber such?

"Practice.' Rhodry suddenly |aughed. 'Let's get up, shall we? |I'm hungry
enough to eat a wolf, pelt and all."’

"So aml,' Dallandra said. 'And speaking of Evandar, | dreanmt about him]l ast



night, and I have an errand to run.'

Since the presence of iron caused hi magony, and the dun held an enornous
amount of the stuff, Evandar had taken to finding Dallandra in the Gatel ands
of Sleep. They would then arrange a neeting sonmewhere free of the denon netal
as he called it. In the brief afternoon, when the air felt not warm but
certainly less cold, Dalla wapped herself in a heavy cloak and trudged

t hrough Cengarn to the market hill. At its crest the open conmons |ay thick
with snow, crusted black with soot and ash from household fires. A group of
children ran and played, their young voices sharp as the wind as they dug
under the crust to find clean snow. Dallandra suppressed the urge to nake a
few snowbal | s hersel f and sl ogged across to a snmall copse of trees, where in
t he streaky shade of bare branches Evandar waited, wapped in his blue cloak
' There you are, ny love,' he said.

"I amindeed,' Dallandra said. 'Now what's this urgent matter?

"Rhodry's brother. Ebany, as his name goes in Bardek.'

' How very odd! W were just speaking of him Rhodry and I.'

"Not odd at all. You were feeling his approach, my |ove, through the mists of
the future.’

"Hi s approach?

"That's what |'ve cone to ask you about. You see, he's gone quite nad, and
don't have the slightest idea of what to do about it."'

"Ah. And | suppose you think I do.'

"Don't you?
Dal | a considered for a | ong nonent.
'Perhaps,' she said at last. 'I'mrenenbering some of the things Jill told me

about him He had a great talent for dweoner, so she said. He studied it for
many years, but then he just wal ked away fromit.

"WII that drive sonmeone nad?'

"Indeed it will. You can't just stop your studies once you' ve reached a
certain point.'

"Imph.' Evandar rubbed his chin with one hand. This world of yours, ny |ove.
Everything here seens so - so wetchedly irrevocable.'

'Not exactly.' Dallandra paused for a laugh. 'He could have |eft the dweoner,
certainly, if he'd wished. But he needed to go back to his teacher and have
her help him How to explain this - let ne think - well, | can't, really, but
there are rituals that seal things off properly, that stop certain processes
whi ch studyi ng dweoner starts in notion.'

Evandar blinked rapidly several tines.

"Ch well,' Dallandra went on. 'It doesn't particularly matter. | suppose you
want me to try to cure Ebany for you.'
"Not so rmuch for ne, but for his own self and his father. You see, | promn sed

Devaberiel that I'd bring his son home. And so | went |looking for himin
Bardek, and | found himquite deranged. His wife's frantic about it.'
'"He has a wife, then.'

"And children. Alot of children, actually. |I didn't get a chance to count
them'

"Well, you can't just snatch himaway fromhis famly.

"Here's a great marvel. | realized that all on ny own.' Evandar smled and

| eaned over to kiss her. '"So | thought I'd bring themall over.'

' Over where?' Dallandra grabbed his shoul ders and pushed himto arm s | ength.
" And when? There's not enough food in the dun for everyone who's already in
it. You'll have to wait until the first harvest - early sunmmer, that will be.’
"Well, then, you see? It's a grand thing that | thought to consult with you
first. Especially since there's also the little matter of his travelling
show. '

"Travel | i ng show?'

"His eldest son juggles. His eldest daughter and her brother wal k the slack
wire.' Evandar held up one hand and began counting things off on his fingers.
'"Then he's got friends who are jugglers and acrobats. Rather a | ot of those,
actually. Sone | asses rescued from sl avery who dance with scarves. Servants.



Horse handl ers, and of course, the horses and wagons. And then -'

'That's quite enough.’

"And then,' Evandar went inexorably on, 'the el ephant.’

Dal | andra goggl ed at him

"An el ephant, ny love,' Evandar said, grinning, 'is an enornous beast. Not
quite so big as a dragon, but large enough. It has a thick grey hide, a pair
of huge ears, and then a long nose that acts like a hand. It picks things up,"’
"I don't care about its nose. You can't bring it here.’

"I did cone to that conclusion.' He went on grinning. 'So where, ny |ove,

shall | bring it and all the rest of thenf

"I haven't the slightest idea. Let me think on it."' Dallandra paused for a
sigh that came out nore like a grow . |'m beginning to understand why the very
mention of Sal amander made Jill furious.'

"I ndeed? Here, Sal amander clainms that Jill cursed hi mwhen they parted, but
frankly, | can't believe it of her.'

"No nore can |. How very very odd! |I'll ask Rhodry what he thinks.'

"Do that, if you'd be so kind.' Evandar frowned down at the filthy snow 'And
now | 'd best be off again. |'ve a great nany concerns these days, and they

seemto have got thenselves all tangled in nmy mind.'

From Cengarn Evandar took to the nothers of all roads. It seemed to himthat
he wal ked on the north wind like a long grey path in the sky. Wen he
travel | ed between worlds, he heard now and again scattered words and snatches
of conversations, and at other tinmes he saw visions in brief glinpses, as if
he | ooked through wi ndows into the future, a vast shadowed room Today,
however, the omens shunned him The silence irked; he found hinself pausing to
listen, but all he ever heard was the whistle and churn of the air, and all he
saw were cl ouds.

When he left the north wind' s road, he found hinself at the edge of the forest
that marked the border of his own true country. Instead of crossing it, he
turned to his right and found a path that led into a scatter of boul ders. As
he strode along, the air grew colder; suddenly the sky turned grey, and snow
fell in a scatter of flakes. It seened that he was wal ki ng downhill; bel ow him
in the sunset light Loc Vaedd gl eaned, a green jewel set in snow Evandar took
anot her step and found hinmsel f standing on Citadel's peak ampong the

wi nd-twi sted trees, the highest point of Cerr Cawnen, a city of circles. In
the mddl e stood the rocky peak of Citadel Island. Around it stretched the

bl ue-green | ake, fed by hot springs and thus free of ice even in the dead of
winter. At the edge of the |ake on crannogs and shore stood the tangl ed houses
of the city proper, while around themran a huge circle of stone walls, where
the town mlitia guarded shut gates. Just the sumer before, Cerr Cawnen had
received a warning that the savage Horsekin tribes of the far north were on

t he nove, and such warnings were best attended to.

In fact, even though the town drowsed in bl essed ignhorance, a human being
lived anong them who spied for the Horsekin. Some twenty feet bel ow Evandar's
perch, on the east side of Citadel's peak a tunnel nmputh gaped anong tunbl ed
chunks of stone and broken masonry. It led to an ancient tenple, cracked and
hal f -buried by an earthquake a | ong while previous. Evandar started to go
down, but he saw the spy - Raena, her name was - clinbing up the path fromthe
town bel ow. He stepped back into the trees to avoid her. Even though she was
young and pretty in a fleshy sort of way, she wal ked bent over like an old
worman as she struggled up the slope in her long cloak. Wen at the tunne

mout h she paused to pull her dark hair back from her face, Evandar coul d see
the livid marks like bruises under her eyes and the pallor of her skin. Qite
possi bl y Shaetano was using her as wood to fuel his fires even as she thought
she was using himto serve her Horsekin masters.

Raena clinbed down into the tunnel. Evandar waited a | ong nonment, then shrank
his formand turned hinmself into a |large black dog. His nails clicked on stone
as he followed her in. After a few yards the tunnel turned dark enough to hide
him but ahead, through the big split in the wall that forned the entrance to
the tenple room he could see the silver glow of Raena's dweomer |ight. He



stopped to one side of the narrow entrance and |istened, head cocked to one
side, ears pricked, long tongue lolling. At first he heard nothing but Raena's
voi ce, chanting in a long wail and rise; then Shaetano joined her, speaking in
the dial ect of the Rhiddaer.

"What woul d you have of nme, O ny priestess?

"To worship thee, Lord Havoc, O great one, and beg for know edge.'

Evandar growl ed, then let himnmself expand until he could take back his nornma

el ven form

"Al'l my know edge shall be yours,' Shaetano was sayi ng. 'Wat woul dst thou

| earn?'

"One riddl e does make nmy heart burn within nme. \Were does she dwell now, ny

Al shandra? Wy will she not cone to me agai n? Why has she deserted ne, my own
true goddess, she whom | worship above all other gods?

"Ah, this be a matter nost recondite and admirable. Far far beyond what you
woul d call the world does she dwell, in an ineffable reful gence,’

Evandar stepped through the opening. Dressed all in black, one armraised in a
dramatic flourish, Shaetano stood before a kneeling Raena.

"You mght at |east speak clearly,' Evandar remarked. 'How is the poor woman
supposed to understand nonsense |ike that?

Raena screaned. Shaetano's formwavered, as if he were about to step onto a
Mot her -road and di sappear, then held steady as he held his ground. Evandar
turned to Raena with a sigh

' She never was a goddess, wonan!' Evandar snapped. 'And now she's dead. You
were there, you saw her die.'

"I saw naught of the sort!' Raena scranbled to her feet. 'She did but return
to her own country. And she be a goddess. | do ken this deep in ny heart, you
stinking blasphermer! And she lives, | do ken that she lives still. Wo are
you, that lies like maggots fall fromyour |ips?

"I am Lord Harnony,' Evandar said to her. 'And your Lord Havoc is ny brother
Flee this place! Leave us!’

Raena hesitated. Evandar raised a hand and cal |l ed down the blue etheric fire,

| eapi ng and flashing at his fingertips. Raena squeal ed, then edged past himto
squeeze through the entrance. He could hear her footsteps as she dashed down
the tunnel. Wen he turned back, Shaetano was | eaning insolently against the
wal I, arns crossed over his chest. In the shifting silver light he | ooked very
like a fox in man's clothing. Russet hair sprouted fromhis face; his ears
stood up sharply on the top of his head; his nose was black and shiny. Only
his eyes were fully elven, a shifting gold and green

'More and nore you becone your avatar, brother,' Evandar said.

Shaet ano swore. For a nmonment his inmage wavered; when it stabilized, his ears
had m grated back to the sides of his head, and his skin was smooth, with only

a roach of red hair plumng on his skull. Hi s shiny black nose, however,
seened permanently fox, twitching a little in the cold danp air.

"That's better,' Evandar said. 'Now then, | want a word with you. Though Il
admt to being surprised you'll stay and listen to it.'

"You can't kill me. Don't you remenber what you said, that day upon the battle
pl ai n? You and | were born joined. You were the candle flane and | the shadow
it cast? Well, elder brother,' Shaetano paused for a smle, "if you kill ne,
who knows what wi |l happen to you?

'Here! How do you know that? | was talking with Dalla, and you were | ong gone
by then,’

"I have my ways.' He curled a hand that was nore like a paw and smiled at his
bl ack claws. "And ny allies.'

"Ah, | see. Your little raven was spying even then, was she? Very well. Say it
| did. You learn your |essons well.'

"And haven't you been ny nost excellent teacher?' Again that smug smile. 'So
talk away. What is it that you want with ne now? I'll listen, though I may not
answer . '

Evandar restrained the inpulse to strangle himthere and then, even if his own
neck tw sted.



"Ask | shall,' Evandar said aloud. 'Wat are you doing to this woman,

pretending to be a god and filling her head with portentous words?
'"Doing to her? She's grateful. She begs ne for know edge.’
"And did she beg you to kill young Denet the weaver's son?

Shaet ano wi nced and | ooked down at the fl oor

"I didn't nmean to do that. Truly! He cane bursting in here with a sword in his
hand and iron cloth all over his chest. It stung nme like fire. | was halt-nmad
fromit.'

"And you did what ?

"I just wanted to make himgo away.' Shaetano's voice slipped and wavered. "I
shoved him and the iron stung nme, and so | threw hi mback against the wall."’
He | ooked up, and his eyes gleanmed green in the silver witch-light. 'l didn't
know how hard. His head - it hit the stone.’

"Way wasn't there a mark on himthen, where his skull got smashed?

Caught in his lie Shaetano snarled and flung up both hands. Evandar crossed
his arms over his chest and nmerely | ooked at him In a nmoment Shaetano | ooked
down.

"I don't know how I killed him | did somewhat, | waved my hands at him
because of the stinking iron. And rage flew out, and somehow his life - it
spilled awnay.'

"What did this rage | ook Iike?

"Naught. | nmean, it wasn't a thing you could see. But he screamed and fl ung
hi msel f back and - and died.'

"You truly don't know what killed hin'

"I don't.' Shaetano | ooked up, and suddenly he snarled again. 'Ch, and what's
it to you?

"My heart aches for his young widow Little Niffa. She nourns himevery day
still.'

Shaetano stared at him his nouth hal f-open, Wite fangs gl eaned.

"What's this, younger brother? Evandar said with a grin. 'l see the word
grief means naught to you. Let ne tell you an interesting thing. | now know a
great many things that you don't. | learn nore daily, and soon one of them
will be how | nmay di spose of you.'

Wth one | ast snarl, Shaetano vani shed. Evandar stood in the enpty tenple and
| aughed.

Councilman Verrarc was sitting at a table in his great room when Raena cane
hone. As a merchant's son, Verrarc had |l earned to read, but books to practise
upon, as opposed to merchants' agreenments and city | aws, were scarce in Cerr
Cawnen. He still read slowy, sounding words out one at a tine, pausing often
to look terms up in the home-made word list at his el bow He was glad enough
to lay his scroll aside at the distraction when, shivering in her thick green
cl oak, Raena hurried in. Wthout a word to him she rushed to the fire burning
in the hearth and held her hands out to the warnth.

"What be wong, ny sweet?' he said.

" Naught.' Raena busied herself in taking off the cloak

" Somewhat did turn you all pale and shivering.'

It be cold out there, Verro.'

"Not as cold as all that.'

Wth a toss of her long black hair, Raena turned her back on him She hung the
cloak on a peg on the wall, then wal ked over to | ook at his work.

"What be those squiggly things? she said.

'Wrds.' He paused, smling at her. 'Here, |ook! To read these out, you do
start here at the top on the right, and you do read straight across. At the
end of the row you do drop down and read back the other way.'

"Ah.' She nodded as if in understanding, but he knew that she could read none
of it. 'Wat does that scroll be saying, then?

"I"l'l not tell you unless you do tell me where you've been this long while.'
'Ch, be not a beast, Verro!'

Verrarc shoved his chair back and stood up

'"Rae, it be time we had a talk. | do be sick to my heart of all your secrets.



You do cone and go at whim and never will you tell me where you' ve been.'

"Ch here, you don't think | have another man or suchlike, do you?' Raena

| aughed, and easily. 'l do swear to you, ny love, that such be not true.'

"I believe you, but your secrets still vex nme. How can | but wonder where you
go?'

Raena considered himfor a nonment, then shrugged.

"To the tenple in the ruins,' she said. 'l do go there to sumon Lord Havoc.'
"Ah. So | thought. The fox spirit.’

'"He be nore than that. He does ken lore that | would have.'

When Verrarc said nothing, Raena sat down in a cushioned chair in front of the
fire.

"Wl l,' she said, 'and what about your half of our bargai n? What be this thing
you read?

"Some small part of a book of the witch lore.'

At that she twisted round in her chair to look up at him Smling, he rolled
up the scroll and tied it with a thong.

"What sort of lore? Raena said at |ast.

Tell me what sort of lore you do seek fromyour Lord Havoc, and I'Il tell you
what this be.’

"l be not so curious as all that.' She turned back round to face the fire.
Wth a sigh that was near a snarl, Verrarc sat down in the matching chair
opposite hers. For a long nonent the only sound in the roomwas the roar and
crackle of the fire.

'Soon, ny love.' Raena spoke abruptly. 'Soon, | prom se you, you shall hear
the secret | do guard so carefully. It be a grand thing, | prom se you, with
naught of harmin it. But there be one last thing that escapes me, and it
truly is needful for me to learn it before | may speak.'

"Well and good, then. But 1'll hold you to that "soon", Rae, | truly will.'
"Fair enough. Tell me somewhat, if you can. \Wat does this word nean:
refulgence, | think it were? 1've not the slightest idea.’

"I were afraid of that. And if you ken it not, | doubt ne if anyone in this
town does. A nuisance, but not nmore.' She turned to himand gave him a sl ow,
soft smle that warnmed himnore than the fire. "It be a good day to spend
a-bed, ny love.'

"Just so.'

Verrarc rose, caught her hand, and as she got up pulled her into his arms. She
kissed him let himtake another, and giggled Iike a | ass as she squirned
free. As he foll owed her, he knocked against the little table and swept the
scroll to the floor. Wth a soft curse he stooped and retrieved it, dusting a
bit of soot fromthe roll

'That be a val uable thing? Raena remarked.

"It is. | did pick it up in trade, this sunmer past. It has no proper
begi nning nor an end, so | do think it were torn apart some while past, but
still, the man who owned it did drive a hard bargain.'

"You did find it in a border village or suchlike?

"I didn't, but in a dwarven holt. It be about the telling of omens in the
signs of Earth.'

Raena tossed up her head and took a quick step back. Verrarc laid the scrol
onto the table.

'What be so wong?' he said.

' Ch, naught, naught.' Yet she laid a hand on her throat, and her face had

turned a bit pale. 'l did forget that you trade anong the Muntain Fol k.'
"Every summer, truly.' Verrarc caught her hand and drew her close. 'You | ook
frightened."'

'Be not so foolish!' Raena |aughed, but it was forced. 'Cone, ny |love, Kkiss
ne.'

It was an order he followed gladly, but later, when he had time to think, he
wonder ed why she'd | ooked so afraid of his going anong the Muntain Peopl e.
Was there sonething there she didn't want himto find? O could it be that
she'd sheltered anobng them during one of her strange di sappearances? Her



secrets again, her cursed wetched secrets!

Al his life Verrarc had craved the w tch-know edge and magi cal power. Wen he
t hought back, it seened to himthat he'd al ways known that such things

exi sted, even though logically there was no way he could have known. As a
child, he'd sought out the tales told in the market place or in the ancient
songs, passed down from one scop to another, that told of sorcery and the
strange powers of the witch road. Wen, as an older Boy, he'd travelled with
his father to Dwarveholt, he'd heard nore and | earned nore in the strange
l[ittle human villages on the borders of that country. Here and there he asked
guestions; once he grew into a nan, he'd been given a few cauti ous answers.
The nmen of Dwarveholt proper professed to know nothi ng about such things, but
the odd folk in the villages al ways had some tale or bit of lore to pass on
Finally his persistence brought success. On one journey a hal f-human trader
had of fered him a | eat her-bound book, witten in the | anguage of the Sl avers.
It was old, very old, or so the trader said, witten by a priest naned
Cadwal | on when the Slavers had first invaded the western | ands. The price was
steep, the witing faded and hard on the eyes - he'd paid over the jewels
demanded wit hout hesitating.

Toget her he and Raena had studi ed that book. He would read a passage al oud,;
they woul d puzzle over it until they forced some sense out of the lines. Both
of them showed a gift for the witch road, as Rhiddaer folk called the dweoner,
and together they learned a fewtricks and a fair bit of lore. The marriage
her parents arranged for her had interrupted them- for a while. On the
pretext of visiting her husband, Chief Speaker in the town of Penli, he'd

ri dden her way often and spent time with her, until their studies revived
their |ove-affair one drowsy summer afternoon. Her husband had di scovered the
truth and cast her out, setting her free to di sappear fromthe Rhiddaer for
two years.

Where had she gone? Verrarc could only wonder. She had never told him Now and
then she would visit him turning up suddenly from nowhere, it seened, as on
t hat norni ng when he'd ensorcell ed young Jahdo. She would drop a few hints
about strange gods and stranger mmgi cks, then be off once nore. Certainly
she'd | earned nore about wi tchery than he had thought possible. But this

know edge she refused to share

In the mddle of the night Verrarc woke to find Raena gone. On the hearthstone
a candl e stood burning in a punched tin lantern. He lay awake in their bed,
wat chi ng the candl e-thrown shadows dance on the ceiling. She had gone back to
the tenple, he supposed, and left the candl e burning agai nst her return. She
m ght take all night for her scrying, but try as he mght, he could not fal
asl eep with her gone. Although he tried to convince hinmself that he worried
about her, he knew that in truth he was jeal ous.

Verrarc got up and dressed. Fromthe stub of the dying candle he lit a fresh
taper and placed it in the lantern. Just what was she doing with that Lord
Havoc? If he wasn't truly a god, and Verrarc tended to believe his brother
Lord Harnony, on that point, then he was sone sort of powerful spirit, and
everyone knew that spirits took a fancy to flesh and bl ood wonmen on occasi on
The t hought made Verrarc's fists clench. He grabbed the lantern and left the
house by the back door

Qutside, the winter night [ay damp around him One of his watchdogs roused in
its kennel, but he whispered, 'Good dog, Grey, good dog,' and the big hound

| ay back down. He unlatched the gate and left the courtyard, then turned
uphill. By lantern Iight he picked his way across snowslick cobbl estones till
he reached the frozen path that led to the ruined tenple, directly above his
conpound on the east side of Citadel. Where the path |evelled out, he paused
in the shelter of a pair of huge boulders. If Raena should be | eaving and see
his light, she would throw a raging fit that he'd come spying on her. Let her
He wal ked on

At the entrance to the tunnel he hesitated. Although he could hear nothing, he
could see a faint silver glow down at the far end. She was working wtchery,
all right, and hiding it fromhimyet again. Wth a soft curse under his



breath, he clinbed through the narrow entrance. On the packed dry earth

i nside, his |eather boots made no sound. Slowy, a few steps at a tine,
stopping often to listen, Verrarc crept toward the silver glow, which spilled
out of the door to the inner chanmber. Although he considered bl owi ng out the
candl e, he had no way of lighting it again. He set the |antern down and edged
forward until he could peer round the broken doorway into the chanmber.

Naked to the cold Raena was kneeling on the cold dirt floor and staring at a
pool of silver light that seened to drip fromthe stone wall |ike water. Al

at once she flung her head back and began to chant in sone | anguage that he
didn't know. She raised her arnms and | et her body sway back and forth as her
voi ce sobbed and grow ed in a long sprung nel ody. Despite the cold she was
sweating; he could sec her face glistening in the silver light. Her black hair
hung in thick danp strands |ike snakes. Even though he coul dn't understand her
words, he could recognize her tone of voice. She was beggi ng sonmeone or
somet hi ng; now and again she wailed on the edge of tears as if she keened at a
wake.

The silver glare filled the corners of the chanber with night-dark shadows,
and as Raena's swayi ng body bl ocked the Iight, her own shadow swayed and
flickered on the far wall. Qut of the corner of his eye Verrarc saw creatures
standing in the dark, small things, half-human and hal f-beast, all blurred and
faint as if they were but shadows thensel ves. One stepped far enough forward
that he saw it clearly; the body of a wi zened old wonan, all bone and fl abby
skin, topped with the head of a drooling hound. It knelt down beside Raena's
piled clothing and fingered the edge of her cloak while it watched Raena sway
and sob. Involuntarily Verrarc shuddered in disgust. It |ooked up, saw him
and di sappeared. Locked in her chant, Raena never noticed either of them
Slowy, silently, Verrarc made his way out of the ruins. The air outside had
never snelled so sweet, despite its biting cold, and he realized that he had
felt close to vomiting, watching Raena plead with her spirits. For some while
he stood anong the tangl ed bl ocks of stone and | ooked down at the mists rising
fromthe warm | ake, Why was he waiting for her, he wondered? She would find
her own way home easily enough. Wth a shrug he picked his way back to the
path. By the tine he got back to the house, he was tired enough to go back to
bed, and this tine he slept through till norning.

When he woke, Raena lay next to him curled up on her side and breathing
softly. Around the shutters a gl eamof grey |light announced dawn. In her sleep
she smiled, a curve of her nouth that seened to hint of secrets. He left their
bed wi t hout waki ng her, and when sone while |later she joined himfor

br eakfast, he said nothing about the night just past.

Dressed in green she sat down across fromhimat the little table near the
fire. For a while they ate porridge in silence.

"My love?' Raena said at last. 'Is it that you nust be about council business
this afternoon?

"It's not, truly, unless some sort of nmessenger does cone fromthe Chief

Speaker .’

' That gl addens ny heart.'

"I ndeed? Way?

She shrugged, ate a few nore mouthfuls, then | aid her spoon down in the bow .
"I did wish to wal k about the town, tis all,' Raena said, "and | fear to do it

al one. The citizens, they do stare at me so, and | know they do whi sper about
me, too, behind ny back.'

"Well, curse themall! One day soon, Rae, | do pronise you, you'll be ny wife
and none will dare say one word.'
"But till then -’

"True spoken. It would do ne good to get out of this house, too. Well have our
strol | .’

In winter air Loc Vaedd steaned. From Citadel, the town below round its shore
lay hidden in white mists. On the public plaza that graced the peak of the

i sl and, the cobbles lay slick and treacherous. Bundled in their w nter cloaks,
Verrarc and Raena wal ked slowy, side by side. In the brief daylight a nunber



of other people were about, nostly servants of the wealthy and inportant souls
who lived on GCitadel. Sone hurried past with buckets of water, drawn fromthe
public well across fromthe Council House; others had been down in town,
judging fromthe market baskets and bundl es they carried.

About hal fway through their slow circuit, however, they net Chief Speaker
Adm , waddling along wapped in a streaky scarlet cloak much like Verrarc's
own - a mark of their position on the town council. Adm bobbed his head in
Raena's direction with a pleasant enough smile, but when he spoke, he spoke
only to Verrarc.

"And a good norrow to you, Councilman,' Adnmi said. 'There be luck upon ne this
nmorn, to meet up with you like this.'

"I ndeed?' Verrarc said. '"Here, if you wish to speak with nme, you be nost

wel comre at ny house.'’

"Ah well, ny thanks, but truly, just a word with you will do. | did speak | ast
night with sone of the townsfol k, and they be sore afraid still, due to young
Dermet's death. | did wonder if you m ght have sone new understandi ng of the
matter?

"Not yet, truly." Verrarc licked nervous lips. 'l did talk nost carefully
with Sergeant Gart and the nen who were on watch that night. Many a tine have
| returned to the ruins where he were slain, as well, but never have | found a
trace that mght lead us to his killer. To hear the nen tal k, Demet had not an
enenny in the world, nuch less in the town. Truly, | do wonder if the townsfolk
have the truth of it, when they whisper of evil spirits.’

Adm shuddered, drawi ng his cloak tighter around his enornous belly. Still
Verrarc was aware of how shrewdly Admi studied himbehind this little gesture
of fear. Verrarc glanced away, but he nmade sure he didn't | ook at Raena.

Tormorrow,' Adm said finally, "I think me we should call a nmeeting of the
council. Tomorrow, say?'

"Uh well, 1'll not be ready by then. The day after?

Very well. When the sun's at its highest. There's a need on the full five of
us to go over this matter and see what nmay be done to lay it to rest.’

"Well and good, then. Shall | go round to the others and tell them about the
neeti ng?'

"Ch, | be out for a stroll alone, and it be no trouble for me to stop by their

houses.' Adm patted his belly. "My wife, she does say | grow too stout, and
so she does turn ne out into the cold like a horse into pasture to trot sone
of the flesh away.'

Adm | aughed, but Verrarc found nerriment beyond him Raena stood watching the
pair of themw th eyes that reveal ed nothing. Adnmi nodded her way wi th anot her
smile.

"My farewell to you both,' Adm said. 'I'Il be off, then.'

For a nonent they stood watchi ng hi mwaddl e across the plaza, stepping
carefully on the slick cobblestones. He turned down the narrow path that |ed
to the western flank of Citadel, where the tenple of the |ocal gods and the
cottage belonging to Werda, the town's Spirit Tal ker, stood cl ose together

"My curse upon him' Raena snarled. '"WII no one in this stinking town even
speak nmy name?'

"Here, he did give you a greeting of a sort. Sone weeks past he'd not have
done that nuch. Patience, ny |ove.'

Raena tossed her head in such anger that the hood of her cloak fell back. Wth
a muffled oath she pulled it back up again.

"Patience!' she snarled. 'l be sick of that as well.’

"Well, no doubt, and | can't hold it to your blame. | did speak with sone of

t he townswonen and did ask themto intercede for us with the Spirit Talker. If
only she'd bl ess our narriage -'

Raena jerked her head around and spat on the cobbles. Two of the passing
servants stopped to consider her, and Verrarc could see the tw st of contenpt
on their faces.

"Shall we go honer!' Verrarc grabbed Raena's armthrough the nuffling cloak
I'd rather not!' She pulled away and strode off fast across the plaza, though



in but a few steps she nearly slipped. Wth anot her curse she slowed down to
let Verrarc catch up with her. \When he touched her arm she turned and suddenly
smiled at him

"My apol ogies, ny love,' she said. 'It does gripe ny heart, is all, to see
your fellow citizens | ook down |ong noses at ne.'

"It does gripe mne, too.'

They wal ked on, past the stone council house that graced the side of the plaza
opposite the tenple. At the stone well Verrarc paused. Wapped in her shabby
cl oak Dera was hauling up a bucket of water. He'd not heard that she'd nended
fromher |atest bout of winter rheum and her face seened thinner than ever,
framed by wi sps of grey hair.

"Here!' Verrarc called out. 'Let nme take that for you.'

He hurried over, |eaving Raena to follow after, and grabbed the heavy bucket's
handl e in both hands. Dera let it go with a sigh of thanks. Her face was pale,
as well as thin, and scored with deep winkles across her cheeks.

"You'll not be carrying such when |I'm about,' Verrarc said, snmling. 'l do ken
that Kiel be on watch, but surely your man or your daughter coul d have fetched
this.'

'Lael be off setting traps in the granary.' Dera's voice rasped, all parched.
"And Niffa? Well, the poor little thing be wapped in her grief. Sonetines she
does stay abed all through the daylight, only to sit up weeping in the night.'
"Ai!' Verrarc shook his head and sighed. That be a sad thing, truly, and her

so young.'

"It is. Well, good norrow, M stress Raena! Taking a bit of air with your man?
"I amindeed.' Raena had come up beside him 'And a good nmorrow to you,

M stress Dera.' She smiled, nearly radiant. 'It does gladden ny heart to see
you wel | .’

"My thanks,' Dera said. '"But |1'd best not stay out in this cold, alas.'

"I ndeed you shouldn't,' Verrarc said. '"I'll just be carrying this down for
you.'

"I"l'l be going back honme, then.' Raena glanced his way. This winter air, it
does cut like ice. But Mstress Dera, might | cone pay a call on your

daught er? Mayhap | could hel p cheer her.'

"Way, now, that woul d be nost kind of you!'

Dera sniled, Raena smiled, but Verrarc found hinself suddenly wondering if
Raena would harmthe lass. H's fear shamed him it seened such a foreign

t hought, dropped into his mnd by sone other person or perhaps even a spirit.
He carried the water bucket down the twisting path to Dera's roons behind the
public granary and saw her safely inside, then hurried back to the house. By
then the sun hung close to the horizon, and the winter night | ooned.

When he came in, Raena was sitting in her chair near the roaring fire. He hung
his cloak on the peg next to hers and joined her, stretching out grateful
hands to the warnth.

"Dera, she be a decent soul indeed,' Raena said.

"She is," Verrarc said, '"and | trust you'll remenber how highly I honour her
and hers. No harmto her kin, Rae. | nean it.'

"OfF course not! What do you think I mght do?

"l did wonder why you showed such interest in N ffa, naught nore.’

They consi dered each other, and once again Verrarc felt his old suspicion
rise. Had Raena sonehow nurdered N ffa's husband? She'd been worshi pping her
wr et ched Lord Havoc in the ruins when Denet had been slain, after all. Don't
be a fool, he told hinself. How could she possible have harnmed a strong young
| ad such as he? Lord Havoc, now - him he could believe a nurderer

"Ch come now, Verro.' Raena |owered her voice. 'Renenber you not the omen |
did see, that Niffa does have the gifts of the witch road? Twere a grand thing
if I did enlist her in our studies,"’

" Ah. True spoken.'

Yet the fear returned fromits hiding place, sonewhere deep in his nmind beyond
his rational understanding. He felt as if he were renmenbering sone incident,
some time when she'd done sonething to earn this distrust, but no matter how



hard he tried, the nmenory stayed stubbornly beyond his conscious m nd

A bow of dried apples preserved in honey made a generous gift, here in winter
when food was scarce, but Niffa felt like knocking it out of Raena's hands.
Dera, however, snmiled as she took it fromtheir guest. She set it on the
tabl e, then bent her knees in an awkward curtsey.

"This be so generous of you, Mstress Raena,' Dera said. 'It will do ny poor
raw t hroat good.'

If it doesn't poison you, Niffa thought. She wanted to snatch the bow and
hurl it to the floor so badly that her hands shook. She clasped themtightly
behi nd her and wondered if she were going daft, to believe that Verrarc's
woman neant them harm when she knew with equal certainty that the council man
woul d never allow anyone to injure Dera.

"My poor child!'" Raena said. You do | ook so wan. You'd best sit down and cl ose
to your hearth too.'

Ni ffa managed to munble a pleasantry and sat on the floor, |leaving their only
chair for the visitor and the bench for her nother. Raena sat down, opened her
cloak, and pulled it back, but she left it draped over her shoulders to ward
off the chill. Around her neck hung a silver ponmander; she raised it to her
nose and breat hed deeply.

"I do apol ogi ze,' Dera said. 'The ferrets, they have a strong stench about
themin winter. It be too cold, you see, to risk giving thema good wash."

"Ah well, | mean not to be rude,’ Raena sounded a bit faint. She raised the
pomander agai n.

"It be kind of you to visit the likes of us,' Dera said. 'It be a long while
since we've had a treat such as this.'

'Most wel come, |'msure. Verrarc did think the honey night ease your throat.'
'There, you see? Niffa told herself. If Verrarc sent it, then it nust be
har m ess.

"It mght at that,' Dera said. 'The herbwoman did suggest the same, but my man
couldn't find any honey to be had in town, not for trade or coin.'

"Ah, then it be a good thing that we did have sonme laid by,' Raena gl anced at
Ni ffa and gave her a sad-eyed | ook that was doubtless neant to be synpathetic.
‘"It be a great pity that there be no herb or sinple that m ght ease your
grief.'

Niffa rose, staring at her all the while. Abruptly Raena | ooked down at the

fl oor.

"Er, well," Raena went on, '|I mean not to press upon a wound or suchlike."’

"I be but sore surprised, is all." Niffa felt her voice turn to a snarl, 'that
you of all people would say such a thing.'

Raena went dead-white and crouched back in her chair.

'Now here!' Dera snapped. 'M nd your nmanners!’

Niffa turned and ran into the far chanmber. She slammed the door behind her and
| eaned against it, her shoul ders shaking. She could hear her nother's startled
voi ce, and Raena murmuring a frightened goodbye. In a nonent the voices

st opped, and Dera cane knocki ng on the door

"Niffal You conme out of therel’

Niffa did. Her nother was standing with her arns crossed over her chest.
"Never did | raise ny children to be as nasty as wild weasels,' Dera said.
"What neant you by -'

' She were there when nmy Denet died, and | wager she did kill himherself. | be
as sure as | can be of that, and here she was, the filthy nurderess, as bold
as brass in our own house.'

Dera stared, open-nouthed.

"I did see it in vision," Niffa went on. The night he were slain, that was,
and | did see her, gloating and |l aughing as he did lie there dead. Think, Man
Why el se does Verrarc drag his feet and refuse to | ook into the rmurder? Kiel
does agree with me. Ask himif you believe ne not!’

Wth a |l ong sigh Dera sat down on the bench by the fire.

"Well, now,' Dera said. Your visions, they be true things, by and | arge, hut



' But what ?'

'"This be too grave a charge to trust to vision, lass. | do believe you saw
what you say you saw, nmind. Never would | call you a liar. But | do wonder if
you did see the truth or only sone part of it. Here, you' ve not told anyone
el se this but Kiel, have you?

"I"ve not. There be fear in ny heart, Mam Wat if the townsfol k, they do
think ne the sort of witch who dabbles in evil things? Wuld they not drive ne
out of town into the snows?

'That be ny worst fear too.' Dera sat for a long while, staring silently into
the fire. 'Ah ye gods! Well, if Kiel does cone hone before your father, |'ll
be asking himabout all of this. Say naught to your father, lass, till I've
had a chance to speak with him

"I shan't. But you saw that Raena. She went as pale as mlk, didn't she? It
were her guilt taking the blood from her face.'

"If that be true, then it's a dangerous thing you' ve done.'

Niffa felt herself turn cold. She sat down next to her nother and held
trenbling hands out to the fire.

"So it was,' Niffa said. 'l do wish I'd thought of that before |I spoke, but
truly, the words wouldn't stay in ny nouth.'
"Well, there be little Raena could do to us, whether your charge be true or

false.' Dera turned, |ooking at the bow of honeyed apples. | did think she
nmeant us well.'

' That be safe enough to eat, comng fromour Verro,' Niffa said. But |I'd not
eat of any dish the bitch sends us from now on.'

Hush! Don't you be calling anyone names such as that! W ken it not if Raena
be guilty, and until we do, well then, let's not speak ill of her or anyone.'
Ni ffa nmerely nodded a hypocritical agreenent. She had | earned young that it
was futile to argue with her nmother's relentless desire to think the best of
everyone.

Verrarc was puzzling over a strange passage in his dweoner scroll when Raena
ran in, slammng the door behind her. She threw off her cloak and sank into
her chair by the fire, then covered her face with trenbling hands. For what
seened a long while she nerely sat and shook

'What be so wong?' Verrarc said at last. 'My |ove -'

'"That lass.' Raena let her hands fall into her lap and turned a dead-white
face his way. 'Niffa. She did come as close as close can be to saying

nmur dered her nman.'’

What ? How woul d -

"I ken it not! But she did let ne see, oh and so full of hate she were as
well, she did et me see that she thinks this ill lies at my door.'

Verrarc hesitated. Al her |life Raena had been prone to enbroidering her
truths to present themin the nost exciting possible light, but this tine
there was no denying her terror. He stood and took a few steps toward her
"Listen to me, Rae. The tine be here for the truth. There be naught | can do
to keep you safe without the truth.'

She | eaned back in her chair and | ooked up at him her |ips trenbling.

"Well, did you slay hin?' Verrarc said. You do have strong w tchery, Rae, and
| ken not its Iimts. Dd you slay Denet?

"Never!' Her eyes glazed with tears. 'l swear it to you, Verro. Never would I
do such a thing.'

" Then who di d? Your Lord Havoc?'

'"He were the one.' Raena started to get up, but she was shaking too hard.
'Demet did come blundering in. The silver light, it were so strong | never did
see nor hear himtill there he was. And Havoc - | ken not what he did. But the
| ad screaned and fell back dead.'

Verrarc realized that he'd been holding his breath and let it out in a long
sigh. Raena raised one hand as if she feared he would strike her. Sweat was
beadi ng on her upper lip and forehead.

"I do believe you,'" Verrarc said. 'But do you see what this neans? Your Lord
Havoc. He be no god, Rae, but an evil spirit indeed. It were best if never you



i nvoked hi m again.'

"I must! You don't understand! There be a need on nme to find out what he does
ken about -' Her voice caught and stunbled. 'About a certain matter.'

' Rae! These cursed secrets!’

She noaned and | et her head flop back, then forward. For a monent he stood
staring at her until he at last realized that she had fainted. He ran to the
door that led to the back of the house and called for his manservant.

"Harl! Come here!' Verrarc shouted. Your aid!'

Verrarc ran back to Raena, who lay sprawled in the chair. He knelt beside her
and caught her cold hand between both of his. Al at once her head jerked up
and she seened to be | ooking about her

'Rae?' he whi spered.

Her head turned toward the sound, but her eyes - he'd never seen eyes so bl ank
and dead. It seemed to himthat her soul had fled, yet left her body stil
alive to nove about and breathe |ike sonme m ndl ess ani mal.

"Master!' Young Harl cane running into the room 'Wat - Ye gods! Your |ady!’
Raena's head turned toward the sound of his voice, but her eyes stayed

dead- seem ng. Her nouth flopped open, and she began to nake noises, first a
sputter, then a gurgling ugly runble in her throat that nonethel ess had the
cadence of words. Harl gasped and stepped back fast.

"Run get the herbworman!' Verrarc snapped. 'I'll tend ny |ady.'

Harl nodded and raced out of the room Verrarc squeezed Raena's hand hard.
'Rae, Rae,' he whispered. 'Cone back!’

Her head fl opped back with a long noist sigh. Verrarc stood, then picked her
up, settling her head agai nst his shoul der. Once she'd been a solid young
worman, but now - he was shocked at how |ight she seemed. Wthout nuch
difficulty he carried her into their bed chanber and | aid her down on the bed-
In the small hearth, wood and kindling stood stacked and ready. Verrarc
hurried back into the reception chanber and grabbed a I ong splint fromthe
woodpi | e.

"Master?' O d Korla came shuffling in. 'Has Harl gone daft? He did come into
nmy kitchen babbling of evil spirits.'

Not daft in the least,' Verrarc heard his voice shaking. 'Did he go fetch
Guvra as | asked hin®

"He did, truly.'

'Good. My lady does lie in our chanber. Go sit with her whilst |I take some of
this fire.'

When Verrarc came in with the blazing splint, he saw that Korla had spread a
bl anket over Raena, who | ay unmoving, her open eyes staring at the ceiling.
For a horrible noment he thought her dead, but she npaned and stirred. He
knelt down by the hearth and touched the splint to the kindling, blew on the
tentative flames, and tossed the splint into the fire as it blazed up

"Well, Korla? Verrarc got up and wal ked over to the bedside. 'What might this
be but evil spirits?

" Ah, gods protect!' She crossed her fingers in the sign of warding off

wi tchcraft and stepped back fromthe bedside. '|I fear ne you be right, unless
Gni ra does ken some other thing it nmight be.'

But the herbwoman had no ot her explanation to offer when she at last arrived.
Wth Harl right behind, Gaira bustled in, carrying a big market basket crammed
with little packets of medi caments. She took off her cloak and tossed it over
a chair.

' Does she live?' Gwira snapped.

' She does,' Verrarc said. 'l did hold ny hand in front of her nmouth, and | did
feel her breath.'

Gnira set the basket down on the floor, then wapped one hand around her chin
and consi dered Raena, who | ay unmoving, her pale face and her hair soaked in
sweat. After a nonment she wal ked over to the side of the bed.

"Harl did tell ne that this came on all of a sudden, like." Ganra laid a hand
on Raena's face. 'Huh, | like not how cold she be.’

She | eaned over and pried open the lids of Raena's right eye. For a noment



nore Raena |ay wapped in her faint, but the fire crackled, a | og burned

t hrough and dropped, and a brief flood of light |eapt up and washed the room
Raena suddenly noaned. Gnira let her go and stepped back just as she woke

twi sting under the bl anket and mpani ng agai n. \Wen she opened her eyes,
Verrarc nearly wept with relief at seeing her soul |ook out of them Wen he
hel d out his hand, she worked hers free of the blanket and laid it in his
grasp. It felt as cold and wet as if she'd grasped snow

"The light upon the eye, it do work wonders,' Gaira said. 'It does drive the
spirit away.'

"Here!' Verrarc said. You too think her possessed!’

"I ken naught else that it might be.' Gamra glanced at Korla. 'Fetch nme water
if you please. | can brew her up somewhat with a bit of strength in it, but
after that, this be a matter for our Spirit Tal ker, not ne.'

Korl a shuddered and crossed her fingers again.

"So,' Verrarc whispered. 'So! | wonder, then, if it truly were a spirit who
did kill our Denet.'

"It may be,' Gnira said. "And if so, then it does threaten the town still.'
"Harl?' Verrarc turned to find himtrenbling in the doorway. 'CGo fetch

M stress Werda. It were best she knew of this and now. '

"Evil spirits,' Kiel said. 'Councilman Verrarc did say that he be as sure as
sure that evil spirits murdered your man. They did try to possess his |ady

| ast night, says he.'

Niffa snorted and rolled her eyes heavenward.

"GMra does say it be true,' Kiel went on, 'and Harl and Korla, too. You see
t he council man cane to nmy squad on the wall this dawn, and he did tell us al
about it.'

' That be hogwash!' N ffa snarled. 'l did see her, |I tell you, |aughing and
pranci ng over Denet's body.'

" Ah, but did you see her slay hinf Mayhap she did call up these spirits, but
they did the nmurdering, not her. O even, what if they did possess her that
ni ght, so she kenned not what she did?

Niffa felt |ike slapping him The whole fanmily had gathered round the table in
their main room Dera in the chair at the head, Lael on one bench, N ffa and
Kiel on the other. Dera sat twi sting and untwisting a bit of rag with both
hands. Lael |eaned forward, elbows on the table. The fire in the hearth
crackl ed and flared, sending a wash of |ight over Lael's worn face. Niffa
realized that she and Kiel both were waiting for their father to speak

"Did the Council of Five believe Verrarc?' Lael said at |ast.

'"They did. Ganira did speak before them but truly, what did make up their
mnds, it were the silver light that Gart and the watch saw that night. |
mean, who but a spirit could have nmade that |ight glow on G tadel ? The
sergeant, he did see it clear as clear, and he be not a fanciful nman.'

'"That be true a thousand tinmes.' Lael glanced her way. 'Niffa, you do | ook as
angry as a bal ked weasel !’

Well, if they do think it were a nurdering spirit, never will they try Raena
under our laws. Huh, if | did speak of visions and such, who woul d believe
nme?'

'"No one,' Lael said. 'And so you'd best not say one word.'

'Dal How can you -'

"Hush!' Lael held up a broad hand for silence. Think you | be happy with this
whol e thing? Denet's nother and I, we did speak together but the other norn,
and both of our hearts ache to see Demet's death |awfully avenged. Yet would
it gladden our hearts to |l ose you too? |'ve no heart to see you turned out of
the town because the citizens, they do think you the worst sort of witch.'

Ni ffa opened her mouth and shut it again. Wien Dera made a little sound, the
fam |y turned toward her.

Your father be right.' Dera w ped her eyes on the rag.

'"OF course | be so,' Lael snapped. 'Niffa, think! You be sure as sure the
worman' s a rmurderer, when the whole town, it does think the opposite. Wy?

Ni ffa opened her mouth to answer only to have her words desert her. But a



nmonent before she had known deep in her soul that Raena had nurdered Denet and

a host of other persons as well. She poisoned them The words rang in her
m nd, but faced with Lael's rational question, her mnd refused to say nore,
"I know not,' N ffa stamered. 'l just do.'

"Here, lass.' Lael nmade his voice gentle. 'Gief does put strange fancies in
our mnds. We all ken how well you |loved your Denmet. To | ose himwi th not even
a soul to blame - well, now'

Niffa felt tears burn her eyes. She tried to wi pe them away, but they spilled
over and ran. Kiel flung one arm around her shoul ders and pull ed her cl ose.
"Hush, hush!' he said. 'Even if Raena did hang in the market square, would it
bring our Demet back? Here, here, little sister! It aches ny heart to see you
so sad.'

Slowy the tears stopped. Niffa wi ped her face on her sleeve and grabbed a
twist of straw fromthe floor to blow her nose. She tossed the twist into the
fire and watched it flare. May Raena burn with shame just as the straw burns!
She | ooked up to find Lael watching her, one eyebrow raised, as if he knew she
wor ked a wi shing charm

"l do wonder one thing,' Dera said. 'Wat does Werda think of all this talk of
spirits?

"I know not,' Kiel said. "Afair bit, | should think.'

Later that sane day N ffa |l earned Wrda's opinions on the matter. Lael and
Niffa were sitting by their fire, while Dera lay tucked up in the big bed
across the roomto rest. Kiel had already gone to sleep in the other room
since he would be standing watch on the town walls again that night. At the
door soneone knocked in a loud quick drumming. Niffa ran to open it and found
Werda, followed by her apprentice. She was a tall wonman, Wrda, and |ean as
well, all long bones and sharp angles, nmuffled up that nmorning in her white
cerenoni al cloak. Athra, her apprentice, wore an ordinary grey cl oak, splashed
here and there with whitewash, doubtless fromthe | arge bucket of the stuff
that she was carrying. Athra's face gleanmed with ointment, thick snmears of
lard flecked with sone sort of herb fromthe snell of it. Blonde and round
Athra had the sort of rosy skin that chaps froma wong | ook.

"Come in quick,' Niffa said. 'Do take of the warnth of our fire.'

"My thanks,' Werda said. 'It be powerful cold still.’

Al three of themtrooped in. Athra set herself and her bucket down by the
fire, but Lael insisted that Werda take their only chair. She sat and for a
nmonent busied herself with untying the hood of her cloak and pulling it back
'How do you all fare? Werda said finally.

"W all be well at long last,' Lael said, glancing Dera's way. 'Thanks to the
gods and to Gara's herbs.’

Werda nodded unsmiling. For a nonment the silence held as she sat | ooking back
and forth twi xt Lael and N ffa.

"There be no use in polite chatter,' Wrda said finally. 'I did cone to see
you, young Niffa. No doubt you've heard of the evil spirit |loose in town?

"I have,' Niffa said. 'They say it did kill my Denet.'

'"Is it that you believe this?

Ni ffa hesitated, gauging the black | ook on her father's face. She was aware of
At hra wat ching her fromone side and Werda fromthe other

"I know not if |I believe or disbelieve,' N ffa said. Think you it be the
case?

"I do. | did see that woman of the councilman's with my own eyes, and | talked
along time with GMra and Korla about her faint. Truly, naught else could
have caused her trouble but spirit possession. And then | did wal k about the
counci | man's house and conmpound, and there be spirits there, sure enough.

did feel themlike a tingling in the air round the walls. Wth the

wi tch-vision the gods give ne, | did see an evil thing: a creature nuch like a
stork, but it had the arms and face of a nman.'

Lael swore under his breath. N ffa clasped her hands together so hard they
ached.

"Huh!' Werda said. "You' ve gone pale, lass, and | blame you not, quite



frankly. | did cone to ask if these spirits, they've been a-troubling you.'

' They' ve not.'

'Good.' Werda rose, gathering her cloak around her. 'If you do feel the
slightest alarm then come to ne straightaway. | care not if it be in the

m ddl e of the night, young Niffa. You find yourself a lantern, Lael, and bring
your daughter to my house. Do you understand ne?

"l do,' Lael said.

"But | don't understand,' Niffa said. 'Wy would they come pl agui ng ne"?

Werda nerely | ooked at her with a twist to her mouth, as if she were wondering
how Ni ffa could be so stupid. Lael sat l|like stone, but N ffa knew he was

wat chi ng her. Her mouth went so dry she couldn't force out one word.

"Ah well,' Werda said at last. 'The time will conme when you'll not be able to
deny the truth. Wen it does, you cone to ne, and we shall talk.' She turned
to Lael. 'Master Lael, | wish to paint a warding on the outside of your door

| do trust you'll not object.’

'"OF course not.' Lael got up and bowed to her. 'If there be aught | can do -'
"Nah, nah, nah. Today we'll do naught but prepare the door.' Wrda nodded at
At hra and the bucket. 'On the norrow we'll be back to work the charm once the

whi t ewash does dry.'

"Well and good, then. WIIl you be painting such on the entire town?

"W won't.' Werda paused for a significant look Niffa's way. 'Only on the
public places, the council house and suchlike, and then on those few hones
that | do deem vul nerable.’

They went out, and Lael closed the door and | atched it against the wind while
Ni ffa mended up the fire again. They could hear Werda through the door
instructing Athra, and the soft whisk of the brush. Until the holy wonan and
her apprentice had finished, no one said a word. At the sound of their

| eaving, Dera sat up in bed and ran her hands through her hair to push it back
from her face

"You did well, lass,' Lael said to Niffa.

Dera nodded her agreement. N ffa managed a brief smile and stood up

"I be weary again,' N ffa said. 'lI'd best go lie down.'

"Ai, my poor lass!' Dera said. 'It does seemthat all you do is sleep.’

' Mayhap. But this news - whose heart wouldn't it weary?

In the long weeks since Denmet's death, N ffa had i ndeed been hiding from her
grief in the refuge of her dreans. Since chil dhood she had spent her nights in
many- col our ed ki ngdons of sleep, had | onged for sleep and dreanms and treasured
t hose she renenbered upon waki ng. Now, however, the dreans had becone nore
urgent than the doings of the day. Wiile her parents talked in the great room
she crawl ed into her bl ankets, across the roomfromKiel, who was snoring
worse than the wind in the chimmey. In their wooden pen the weasels chirped to
her, but she | acked the strength to say a word to them

As soon as she lay down, she felt as if she'd stepped into a boat and gli ded
effortlessly out into a strange |ake, huge and rippled with waves. She dreant
as she often had, of Denet. Tonight she saw hi mstanding on the far shore of
the pal e turquoi se water. Her boat sailed steadily forward, but the shore just
as steadily receded. At |ast she saw himturn and wal k away into the white

m sts, and her dream faded.

In the mddle of the night she suddenly woke. Kiel's bed lay enpty. She could
guess that the noise he'd nade | eaving to go on watch had wakened her. She got
up, went to the tiny wi ndow, and pulled back the thick hide that kept the wi nd
out. By craning her neck she could just see over the rooftops of Citadel
falling away down to the | ake. A sliver of moon hung over the town, and she
realized that soon the moon would go into its dark tine. It had been full when
they'd | aid Denet's dead body out in the forest for the wild things. A half
turn of the nmoon gone, she thought, and nmy grief rules me still.

Al'l at once she heard soneone cone into the room She turned, smling,
expecting to see Kiel, returned for some forgotten bit of his gear. No one was
there. The cold draught fromthe wi ndow ran down her back and made her gasp,
but she held the hide up nonetheless for the little light the nmoon gave her



In their pens the ferrets suddenly began rustling the straw. She could
recogni ze Anbo's chuckl e of warning; as their hob he woul d defend his pack
Soneone, somnething stood in the doorway across the room She was sure of it,
could see nothing - but Anbo must have snelled it, whatever it was. He began
to hiss inlittle noist bursts of sound Iike a sucked-in breath.

Her danger-warning grew stronger. Hi s hissing turned into one |long threat. She
could hear himrushing around the pen and scattering straw as he searched for
thi s unseen intruder.

Suddenly the presence vani shed. Ambo stopped hissing. The other ferrets
chuckl ed, then fell silent; she could hear themall noving in the straw again.
The icy air fromthe wi ndow was maki ng her shiver so badly that she let the
oxhide fall. In the dark she made her way back to bed and | ay down, huddling
and shivering under the blankets. She knew that she shoul d wake the house and
run to Werda, but the cold had got into her bones, or so she felt, and she
couldn't make herself get out of the warmwap of her bed.

"The jeopard, it be gone.' The voice was Werda's, but Niffa heard it only in
her mind. 'You may sleep, child.’

Ni ffa sobbed once. Slowly the ferrets quieted. For a long while she |ay
shivering, sure that she would stay awake the entire night.

But suddenly she woke to norning and the sound of her nother and father
talking in the roomjust beyond her door. She sat up and | ooked around. The
ferrets lay piled on top of each other, asleep in the straw. Had she dreant
their ghostly visitor and Anbo's hiss?

"I do dream so nany strange things,' she nuttered to herself.

But Werda's voice, she knew, had been real, no matter how hard she tried to
explain it away. She said nothing to her kinsfolk, but all that norning she
noti ced them watching her as she sat in her corner by the hearth with one or
another of the ferrets in her lap

Werda returned near nid-day, her arnms full of bundles wapped in rough
sacking. Athra trailed after, carrying a big covered kettle. The kettle went
by the fire to warm whilst the bundl es got set down carefully on the plank
tabl e.

' The wardi ng black, it does contain pitch,' Wrda said, pointing at the
kettle. "In this cold weather, it does grow too stiff to use after a bit.' She
consi dered the bundles for a nmonent, then picked one up and handed it to
Niffa. This be for you. Set it at the head of your bed.'

The bundl e contai ned what at first glance seened to be an ordinary pottery
bowl. Wien Niffa took it, she could see that in truth it was a pair of bow s,
the outer stuck to the inner with nmore pitch. A thin black line of squiggly
decoration covered the inner bow, starting at the mddle of the flat bottom
then winding in a tight spiral out to the rim

"It does confuse the spirits,' Wrda said. That line of witing be a spell
and their curiosity does drive theminto the bow to read it, and then they
slip between the bow s and cannot find their way out again. Once every sone

days Athra will fetch the trap away and | eave another, that we may deal wth
the spirits in it once and for all.’

"My thanks,' Niffa said, stamering a little. 'I do ken that | need such.'’

"I ndeed?' Werda | ooked at her with a twist to her nouth. 'It gladdens ny heart
that you do.'

When the sun hung at the peak of the sky, Verrarc went to the stone counci
house, which stood on the north side of Citadel's plaza. In front of it rose a
line of stone colums, a remi nder of the trees that had surrounded the neeting
pl aces of the Ancestors, back before any of the Rhiddaer folk lived in cities.
Wth himVerrarc carried a lit candle in a tin l[antern, though the day was
bright through thin clouds. At the door he paused to exanmi ne the wardings
painted on its white-washed surface. Against the fresh white-wash the thick

bl ack lines of Werda's pitch and | anpbl ack concoction stood out sharp and
shiny. She had painted a design of two spiral nazes, one above the other, both
amazingly intricate, to fascinate the spirits and keep them out si de.

When Verrarc went inside, he closed the door carefully behind him The stone



room with its high ceiling and rank of wi ndows covered only by wooden
shutters, was as cold as the open plaza. Earlier, Harl had on his orders laid
a firein the hearth and arranged the council's round table and chairs in
front of it. Verrarc knelt down and used his candle to get the tinder started.

A few quick breaths and the kindling caught as well, but Verrarc kept his
cl oak wrapped around him The fire would do little but take off the chill.
Chi ef Speaker Admi joined himin but a few nonents, still wheezing fromhis

climb up the steep path to the plaza. He waddl ed across the room and stood in
front of the crackling fire.

' CGood norrow,' Verrarc said.

Adm nodded and funbled inside his cloak for a rag to nop his face. Wen
Verrarc pulled out a chair, Adm sank into it with a little nod of thanks in
his direction. Verrarc took a chair next to his.

"Ah, there, ny breath returns,' Adnm said finally. 'VWich does rem nd me. How
fares your poor wonan?'

"Better, ny thanks.' Verrarc shuddered as the nenory rose of Raena's dead
gaze. 'GnMra did fear that fever would set in, but Raena, she's been naught
but sl eepy. This sort of possession, Gara did tell me, exhausts the poor soul
who suffers it.'

"No doubt.' Admi's fingers twitched in the warding sign. 'It gladdens ny heart
that she cane to no harm'

"My thanks. | do appreciate your nicety of feeling.'

"Wl conme, |'msure.’

"If only -' Verrarc hesitated, but Adm's eyes were ail synpathy. 'If only ny
cursed father had et me marry Raena, back before her father did betroth her
el sewhere, none of this trouble would have fallen upon us.'

Adm nodded, considering.

"True spoken,' Adm said at last. 'He did think her beneath you -ah. Here he
Frie.'

The stocky bl acksnmith opened the door, then stood half in and half out while
he | ooked over the warding.

"No use in discussing your woman in front of him' Adnm whispered.

"I know,' Verrarc said, and as softly. "It be his wife, she did always hate ny
Raena. '

Adm rai sed one eyebrow, then forced out a bland smile. Frie had shut the
door; he strolled over, wapped in a thick grey cloak with his cerenoni al
scarl et draped on top. His thick dark noustache glittered with frozen breath.
'Cood norrow, Frie,' Adm said.

"And to you both.' Frie sat down across the table. 'l did stop at old Hennis's
house, and he be too ill to come out in this cold, or so his servants did tel
nme.'

"Huh!" Adm snorted. 'I'll wager | know what does sicken him He does hate to

hold his tongue and snmile when Werda tal ks of the gods and spirits.'

"Can't understand the man,' Frie said. 'Cursed obvious, it is, that the world
be full of gods and spirits. Makes you wonder, it does, if his long years be
muddl ing his mnd.'

"Weil, now,' Verrarc put in, 'he does know the city laws off by heart still.
H s m nd be sound enough on those matters.'

' True enough,' Adm said. 'Now, where be Burra? Late, no doubt, as always.'
Frie grunted his agreenent and wiped the nelting frost fromhis nmoustache with
the back of a soot-stained hand.

"I"d hoped for a little chat anmong us before the Spirit Tal ker arrived,' Adm

went on. '"Which we'll not have if he doesn't get hinself here soon. 1'd best
have a private word with him If he takes not his duty to the town seriously,
well, then, there are others who long for a council seat.'

Not |long after Burra did arrive, a skinny man with yellow hair, not mnuch ol der
than Verrarc and like him a nmerchant who traded in the east. The council nen
barely had a chance at two private words, however, before Wrda opened the
door and strode in. Her apprentice followed with her arns full of bundled
things. The Spirit Tal ker had bound her grey hair up into braids coiled round



her head, and she wore the white cloak that normally she kept for cerenonial
occasions. Wthout waiting to be asked, she pulled out a chair and sat down
with her back to the fire. Athra |aid her bundles down on the table, then
stood behind her master's chair.

'l see that Hennis, he deigns not to join us,' Wrda said.

"Er, just so,' Adm said. 'Hi s servants did say that he be somewhat ill."'
"Huh.' Werda rolled her eyes. 'It be a foolish thing to deny the power of the
gods. He does get his blasphem es fromthe Muntain Folk, no doubt. They do
nmock the spirits, calling thembut idle fancies.'

"Er, mayhap,' Adm said, 'but no matter. There be four of us here in

att endance upon the council, enough to nake our decidings official.' He
paused, glancing around the table. 'Now, then, by the power invested in ne as
Chi ef Speaker, | do open this meeting, cone together to discuss the death of

Dermet, the weaver's second son. Yesterday norn Verrarc, chief officer of the
town mlitia, did venture that evil spirits did slay the | ad. Does any here

di spute this finding?

Frie and Burra shook their heads in a no. Adm turned to Werda.

"I too agree with Council man Verrarc,' Wrda said. This night past have |

wal ked round Citadel, and in many a place did | find spirits lurking. These
were all weak little things, and | did invoke the gods upon them and they did
flee. No one of themcould have slain Denet, but together, in a pack, they
woul d be dangerous.'

"You have the thanks of the council,' Adm said, 'for sending themon their
way. '

"But will they cone right back again? Frie broke in. 'That's what | be
wanting to know.'

'"Wth spirits, it be a constant battle.' Wrda gestured at the bundles on the
table. 'l did bring spirit traps for each of you to take to your dwellings and
one to stay here in the council house.'

"You have our thanks,' Adm said.

' Mbst wel conme,’ Werda continued. 'And now | do ken that |1'd best stay on guard
agai nst the spirits, which kenning be a weapon in itself. | have nmy own ways
of standi ng watch.'

The council nmen all nodded as if they understood. Verrarc felt his stomach
clench cold. If Raena insisted upon invoking her Lord Havoc again, Wrda woul d
be sure to know.

Lael brought Niffa the news of the council's decision, when, |ate that
afternoon, he carried home the wi cker cage of ferrets fromtheir day's
ratting. Niffa took the cage into the other roomand rel eased the weasels into
their pen; Lael had already taken off their hunting hoods. She cane back out
to the great roomand found himladling hinmself a tankard of flat ale fromthe
barrel near the hearth. Dera sat at table, eating a few slices of honeyed

appl es.

'Do have some of this,' she was saying.

"I won't,' Lael said. 'It be your nedicanments, and |I'd have you eat the I|ot,
ny love.'

Niffa set the enpty cage down by the hearth. She was aware of her father

wat chi ng her with sad eyes.

"What be so wong, Da?" N ffa said

"Wll, when | were down in town, | did hear the crier. The council, they do
say that the matter of Denet's death be closed. Evil spirits, and Wrda, she
did sanction their decision.'

Niffa stared down at the straw on the floor and wondered if she were going to

weep.
"Here now,' Lael said softly. '"Had they ruled different, he still would have
been gone.'

"Ch, true spoken. But now |'ve naught left of him but ny nenories. Not even
vengeance - not so nuch as that for a keepsake.'

Still, she did have one thing nore, of course: her dreans. That evening and in
those that followed she turned to her chil dhood refuge, where she could see



Dermet and pretend that he lived again. In those dreans she woul d perhaps cone
into aroomand find himsitting there, l|aughing at her while she reproached
himfor pretending to die, or perhaps they would wal k together by the | ake and
talk of what they would do come spring. Yet she al ways knew that she was

dream ng, no matter how urgently she wanted the dreamto |ast forever. O her
times she would dream they were making love in their bed back in his fanmly's
house, and from those dreans she woke in tears. Yet as tinme went on, those
dreans faded, to be replaced by sonething far stranger

Many-towered cities rose in her nights, where she wandered with a lantern in
hand whil e she searched for something she'd | ost, though she could put no nane
toit. At other times she had walked in the city during a sunmer's day and
marvel l ed at the strange buildings and the people she saw anong them 1In the
centre of this city rose a hill, circled at intervals by five stone walls. At
the top, inside the highest wall, stood a fortress of sonme kind. In her dreans
all she could see were squat towers clustering behind the stone. Sonetines she
knew t hat she had to get into that fortress; in other dreans, she needed to
escape it - though paradoxically, she never dreant of being inside it.

When she woke of a norning, she would lie in bed and marvel at how clearly she
saw the dreamcity. Even though its central hill rem nded her of Citadel, the
rest of it - the buildings, the people's clothing - |ooked nothing Iike Cerr
Cawnen, the only city she'd ever seen. By brooding over the dreamimages this
way she reinforced them so that the city took a permanent form Wenever she
went back, the same houses and shops woul d occupy the sanme |ocations; the sane
hill would | oomover the famliar streets.

Finally Niffa turned bold. Wen in her dream she cane to its gate, she wal ked
through. All around the city |lay neadows where the grass grew as high as her
wai st, but narrow paths ran through them She followed one a little ways down
the road, stopping often to | ook back at the towered hill to keep within its
sight, but she woke before she'd gone far. Over the next few nights she woul d
walk a little way through these neadows, then rush back to the city before it
coul d di sappear. She had |learned, just lately, that things you |oved could

di sappear wi thout warning.

Eventual |y, as she wal ked through the grass she saw far off to one side
something gleaming like fire in the green, but no snoke rose. She left the
road and struggl ed through the grass under a sky growing dimw th twlight.

Of to her right a huge purple noon trenbled on the horizon as ni ght deepened.
When she | ooked back, the city walls still rose nearby, with here and there a
point of lantern |light upon them The sight gave her the courage to keep going
toward the fire-gleam a strange red glow Iike a beacon in the grass.

Two huge five-pointed stars, each taller than a man and tw ned of stranded red
and gold light, hung in the air just above a stretch of beaten-down grass.

Bet ween themthe earth opened into the nmouth of a tunnel sloping down into
some unseeabl e darkness. On the other side of the stars sonmeone was standi ng
in the grass - a woman, judging from her |ong ash-bl onde hair, but she wore
tight |eather trousers and a tunic rather than dresses.

"Here!' the worman called out. You're not Raena.'

"And | do thank every god in ny heart for that,' N ffa called back. 'Wo be
you?'

The wonman wal ked around the stars and stood | ooking her over with her hands on
her hips. N ffa had never seen anyone so beautiful, or so she thought at first
gl ance. She had silver blonde hair with silver eyes that matched it. Her
features were even and perfect - but her ears! They were |ong and strangely
furled Iike a new fern in spring.

"My nanme is Dallandra,’ the worman said at last. 'And | nade these wards to
keep Raena away from a thing she seeks. Wo are you?'

"Niffa be ny nane.’

'Jahdo' s sister!’

"And is it that you know our Jahdo?' In her joy Niffa forgot her fear. 'Fares
he well? Onh please, do tell ne,’

"Well and safe, truly, and you'll be seeing himin the spring.'



The joy rose like a wave of pure water. Al at once Niffa | ay awake, tucked
into her blankets with a ferret asleep on her chest and grey dawn flooding the
wi ndow.

' Tek-tek, whist!' She shook the ferret awake, then picked her up and put her

down on the bed next to her. "It's needful | tell Mam straightaway.'
She found Dera awake, kneeling by the hearth and |aying tw gs upon bl azing
tinder. In the big bed at the far side of the room Lael still slept, wapped

around a pillow and snoring. Dera was concentrating on the fire, but she'd
apparently heard her daughter approach
"Early for you to be up and about,' Dera said.

"Mam | did have the npbst wonderful dream and it be one of ny true ones, | do
know it deep ny heart. | did neet a woman who does know our Jahdo. He be safe
and well, she did tell ne, and he'll be returning in the spring.'

At that Dera did | ook up, and the warmth of her snmile glowed like the
spreading fire

"I"l'l look forward, then,' Dera said. 'It does ny heart no good, all this

| ooki ng back.'

"I"ve got sonewhat else for you to look forward to, Mam |'ve not had ny
nmont hl y bl eedi ng."

Dera rose, studying Niffa's face.

'Now here, don't you be getting your hopes up, lass. Gief will do strange
things to a woman; it well mght dry her up for a while, like.'

Niffa felt tears rise, choked them back, and turned away. She felt her

not her's gentl e hand on her shoul ders.

"I know how nuch you did | ove your Denet,' Dera said. 'Mayhap the goddesses
will bless you after all. There be a need on us to wait and see.'’

When Dal | andra woke in the nmorning, she lay in bed for a while, considering
Jahdo's sister. How had Niffa got into the Gatel ands of Sleep, and why did she
seem so at home there? Later in the day Dallandra tracked Jahdo down, finding
himat the servants' hearth in the great hall with Cae, an orphan boy who
worked in the kitchens. On the snooth stones in front of the fire, they were
playing with little wooden tops. For a nmoment she watched as each boy set his
top spinning with a flick that bunped it against another. She waited unti
Jahdo had | ost a match, then called himaway. They stood to one side where

t hey woul dn't be overheard.

"I want to ask you somewhat about your sister,' Dallandra said. "And it's a
very odd question.'

Very well, ny lady,' Jahdo said. 'Niffa be a very odd lass, so fair's fair.'

' dd? How do you rnean, odd?'

"Ch, all the folk in Cerr Cawnen, that's what they did always say. Qur Niffa,
she be an odd little soul.' Jahdo thought for a nonment. ' She did see things.
And she had dreans.'

"Tell me a bit nore about that.'

"W'd be sitting at our fire, and you'd |l ook at N ffa, and her eyes -they'd be
nmovi ng back and forth, and she'd smile, too, at whatever it was. O in the

| ake, she'd be seeing things. And the clouds sonetines too. And then there be
her dreanms. Mam stopped her fromtelling themafter a while, because when they
did come true, our neighbours and townsfol k woul d be ever so scared by it.'
'"No doubt! Well, ny thanks, Jahdo.'

"But ny | ady, what be your question?'

"You just answered it, lad. Now run along, go back to your gane. The other

| ads are waiting for you.'

Only later did Dallandra renmenber that Jahdo was desperate for news of his
famly. How selfish of nme! she thought. |'d best see what | can find out from
Niffa - well, if | ever see her again! Agirl little older than a child, with
a raw gift for dweoner, wandering unknowi ngly around the astral plane - she

m ght never stunble upon Dallandra's vigil again. And yet, as she thought
about it, Dallandra realized with an odd certainty that she would see Niffa
again in the |l ands of sleep. The thought was so clear that she knew it nust be
a nmessage fromthe Great Ones, Wy they'd sent the nessage was a question of



the sort they never answered directly, but Dallandra could venture a guess. No
doubt Raena was continuing to work her evil magicks. And no doubt, Dallandra
thought, it's fallen to me to stop her

"And just where, pray tell, have you been?' Verrarc felt his voice catch and
grow .
In the pool of lantern |ight Raena hal f-crouched agai nst the wall. Her cloak

dri pped wet snow onto the fl oor

"As if | knew not!' Verrarc went on. '"Up in the ruins, hain't, with that
cursed Havoc creature?

"And what's it to you?

"What be it to ne? Ye gods, have you gone daft? If the town should find out -
you up there, consorting with evil spirits - ye gods! | could be ruined! And
you- think, woman! They |ove you not as it is. If they thought you to bring
evil anmong them -'

Wth a toss of her head Raena tried to push past him Verrarc caught her wi st
in one hand and pulled her round to face him He held the lantern high and | et
the Iight shine down upon her. In the flickering glow her |ips seemed bruised,
her entire face swollen.

"And just what might be so cursed inportant, Rae, that you would risk so much

to have it? I'll have the truth, and I'll have it now.'
"Let me go!' She tried to pull her hand free, but he held on. 'Ch very well!
Truly, it were tine. Let ne go, and I'Il tell you.'

When he rel eased her she wal ked a few steps away, then took off the danp

cl oak. Except for the dancing gleamof his lantern, the great roomlay dark
around them silent in the dead of night.

"Come into our chanber,' Verrarc said. 'I'd not have the servants waking to
hear this.'

Raena threw the cl oak onto the floor and stonped off into the bedchamnber,
where a small fire burned in the hearth. She flopped down on the edge of the
bed like a sulky child and began to pull off her wet boots. He set the lantern
down on the nmantle and took a chair opposite her. Once the boots were off she
cal med. She set themcarefully to dry near the hearthstone, then perched on

t he bed agai n.

"Truly, | did promi se that you should know,' Raena said. '| were but angry
that you did snap at ne.'

"I be frightened, Rae. That's the sad truth of it.’

She stopped on the edge of speaking and considered him

"Not of you,'Verrarc went on, 'nor truly of what witchery you m ght work, but
of the town and for the town. |I'd not have any nore of ny fellow citizens

nmur dered by your treacherous little spirits.'

"Well, that be fair, and ny heart does ache for poor Niffa.' Raena sounded
surprisingly genuine. 'But there were a need on nme, a desperate need, Verro,
to learn a thing Havoc could tell ne.’

"It nust have been desperate, all right, to risk so rmuch for it.'

"It is, truly it is.' Raena |ooked at the fire and frowned, thinking. 'It be
such a hard tale to start, nmy love. Here - what would you say if | did tel
you that there be a new goddess in the worl d?'

For a long noment Verrarc could only stare at her

"A what?' he said at last. 'A goddess? This be the last thing | thought you'd

"No doubt.' Al at once Raena smiled in gathered confidence. "It cane as a
strike of lightning to me as well, such a strange and marvellous thing it
were. But she did reveal herself to nme, and she did mark nme out to be her
priestess, to serve her all nmy born days and to live with her ever after in
her glorious country beyond death.' She paused, and never had he seen her
smle this way, as if she | ooked through the dark snow night around themto
the warmlight of a spring day. 'Her nane, it be Al shandra.’

Verrarc felt like a sudden half-wit, stripped of words. Wiat?' he managed to
say. 'Wat do you mean? A new goddess? How can there be such a thing? The gods
did nake the world, and they've been in it always.'



Mayhap | speak wongly, then.' Raena considered the fire and nowned agai n.

' She were hidden before, you see. Always has she been in the world, off in her
own true country, but she never did show herself to the world.'

"Ah.' He felt his mind turn to an ugly thought: had Raena gone utterly nmad?
'But she did show herself to you. Somehow. '

"It be asinple tale. When | was still the wife of nmy pig of a husband | did
spend | ong hours weeping. You do renmenber that, |I'msure. And | would | eave
Penli and go wal k anbng the trees, and I would sit upon the ground and weep
some nore. One afternoon she did cone to ne and ask ne why | wept.' Raena's

voi ce dropped, heavy with awe. 'She were huge and tall, floating down fromthe
sky to stand before nme, and she were so beautiful, too, and so kind, | did
fall to my knees before her. That pleased her. She did tell ne howto call to
her, and when | would call, she would cone to ne.’

"Wait! Way did you not tell ne about her, back then?

"I did think you'd nock and say that she were but ny fancy, and truly, | see

naught but doubt upon your face now. '

'How could | not doubt, since you did never so nuch as nention her before?
Raena shrugged hi s objection away.

"She did call me her chosen one,' Raena continued. 'She did tell ne that she
had wat ched nme al ways, |ong before | were born, even. Onh, she did tell me so
many nmarvel |l ous things, and she did take me to her beautiful country, where
there were green neadows and a river like silver, and strange cities to wal k
within! Gone now, all of it but the nmeadows, because her enem es, and she does
have many, all of themevil in their very hearts, but they did destroy it to
spite her. But she has another country, she told ne, where there be no Tine
and no Death, and those that worship her shall travel there with her, to live
forever in joy.'

Her eyes seemed to glow fromwithin, all silver. She spoke so warmy, so
sincerely, that Verrarc found hinmself wondering if she could possibly be
speaki ng the truth.

"It would be a grand thing,' he said, 'never to die,’

"And with her there shall be no death, Verro. | have seen her country, and
have seen her miracles. | do nore than know these things, | ken them 1| tel
you. They be the deepest truth that ever a woman could see.’

"Here, think you that she'd show themto ne?

"Ah, that's the bitter thing. She has withdrawn to her own true country, and
she shows herself not to nen or -' She hesitated, stunbling on sone word, 'or
to wonmen either.’

The doubt rose up strong. Daft! he told hinself. Wat if she's gone daft?

"My love, ponder this.' Raena | eaned forward, suddenly urgent. 'In the past,
when we did study witchlore together, could | call down the silver |ight and
i nvoke mghty spirits?

"Truly, you couldn't. And | do wonder, Rae, just where you m ght have | earned
it.'

'"No doubt! It was Al shandra. She did teach nme, she did |ay her hands upon ne,
and she did give ne freely of her power, that | mght work magicks in the
worl d. And those that will see them well, then, they will believe what | say,
that Al shandra is a goddess who bl esses her worshippers. \Were else mght |
have | earned these things, Vcrro? Do you know a teacher somewhere in the

Rhi ddaer where | night have studi ed?

"I don't.’
"And would | lie to you, the man | |ove second only to her?
Verrarc was tenpted to say that after all, she'd lied to himoften enough

before. But this time she was | ooking himstraight in the face, her eyes
focused on his, as if she were w shing she could show hi mher goddess by
forcing the image into his mnd. Wat if, just what if this were true, that
her goddess woul d gi ve hi m magi cal power beyond any he'd hoped to have? And if
there would be no death -

"If only I could take you to her,' Raena said, and her voice stunbled in sheer
urgency, 'if only you could see her!’



"Truly, 1 do wish I could. Why has she -
"I know not.' Raena's voice shook, and she | ooked away.

There she was indeed lying; he recognized all the signs from past experience.
Par adoxi cal | y, however, this lie brought hone the truth of what she'd said
before, just by the contrast in her telling.

"It be the reason that forces me to sumon Lord Havoc,' Raena went on, staring
at the far wall. There be a need on ne to find out. Never have | felt such a
desperation, Verro! It be like - well, it be like |I were an orphan child,
starving on the streets, and she were the wife of a rich guildmaster. And she
did take nme up and bring ne to her home. She did feed nme, and she did teach ne
a craft so that never again would | be poor and starving. But then, sonmewhat
did anger her, and she cast ne out again.' Tears sprang up in her eyes. 'And
here | be, wailing and alone.' The tears ran, but silently, and she made no
nmove to wi pe them away.

"Ah,' Verrarc said. 'Then it were sonewhat you did that did drive her away?'

' Somewhat | did not, that | should have done.' The truth sprang out, as sudden
as the tears. 'She did lay upon me a sacred charge, and | did fail init. Ah
ye gods, that | should have been so weak and unworthy of her |ove!’

Verrarc noved to sit down with her on the bed. She turned into his arns and
sobbed, while he stroked her hair and whi spered 'there, there' over and over
again. At last she quieted, but she clung to him

"Well, now,' Verrarc said, 'this charge be best done, then, and mayhap she'l
return to you.'

"So | do hope, though it be not such an easy task. It were about a thing that
had been stolen fromher, you see, and it does lie nowin the nmidst of her
enem es. She did ask me to restore it to her.'

"What might this thing be?

She | ooked up, and he could feel her trenmbling in his arns.

"That | can never tell you, Verro,' she whispered. 'l beg you, demand not that
fromme. My secrets you shall have, when the tine be ripe for the telling of
them But it were a blaspheny were | to tell you her secrets.'

For a | ong nonment he studied her face. Was she lying or not? He sinply
couldn't tell.

"Well and good then,' Verrarc said at last. 'Wat |ies between you and your
goddess be not mne to neddle in, anyway.'

Once, long ago, in sonme i measurably ancient tine, Evandar and his peopl e,

Al shandra anobng them had dwelt between the stars as beings of pure energy and
no form Somehow, when the Light birthed the vast panoply of worlds, they had
been 'l eft behind' , as Evandar put it to hinself. How or why, he could no

| onger remenber. Yet, since they had been born to follow the path that al
soul s nust take into the physical plane and the world of matter, they had

I onged for a solid existence in the beauty of a world. To sate their hunger
for Iife he had built that area of the etheric plane he called the Lands, a
perfect illusion of the world of Annwn, with its grassy neadows and rivers,
its forests and hills - a shadow world so lovely that they had spurned the
real world waiting for themon the physical plane.

He had woven them bodi es, too, out of the astral substance, nodelling them on
the elven race he had conme to | ove. Over the aeons Evandar's dweoner had grown
so i mensely powerful that he had for a time thought hinself as powerful as a
god, until the destruction of the Seven Cities of the Far Wst had stri pped
hi m of his arrogance. No matter how rmuch raw dweomer power he expended, no
matter how hard he fought with every sort of weapon, in the end the Hordes had
won and destroyed every beauty of the elven world. The lesson lived with him
still, that as soon as he left his own | ands, he too was a slave of change and
deat h, even though his own being seemed i mune to both.

And now Time was pursuing him it seemed, determined to force the | esson hone
another tinme. After untold centuries of a perfect spring, the Lands |ay

besi eged by winter. Evandar returned to find his nmeadows frosted white, his
streans frozen, his trees stripped bare, and his peopl e huddl ed m serably
toget her by the bank of a silver river. Wen they saw himthey cried out.



'Bring back the spring! Gve us sunmer!’

"I did that before, and the winter returned to us anyway. Mayhap we'd best
just ride the winter out.'

In a scream ng pack they rushed forward and surrounded him yelling, begging,
weepi ng all at once. Evandar raised his arnms and shouted for silence. Slowy
t he babbl e di ed.

"Well and good, then,' Evandar said. 'Spring you shall have.'

In his mnd he visualized a gigantic silver horn, and in the Lands what
Evandar saw appeared for all to see. His folk gasped and noved back to give
himroomas the horn floated into the air, an apparition the size of a horse
and wagon. Through it Evandar called down the astral light. He saw it as a
gol den surge of raw power that flowed through the horn's tip and spread out
across the meadow ands and into the river. Suddenly the air turned warm the
grass sprang up green; the trees burst into full leaf. On the river bank a
cloth-of -gold pavilion sprang into existence.

"Let us feast,' Evandar cried out. 'Let us have nusic!'

The crowd | aughed, calling out his name and cheering him Yet once they were
settled at their feasting, Evandar slipped out of the pavilion. He ran a few
steps across the grass, let his elven formdissolve, and as a red hawk he
sprang into the air. As he flewin a vast spiral over the river and neadows,
he called down the astral light in a hawk's harsh voi ce.

Bel ow hi m snow nel ted, and grass sprang up, green and |lush. Flowers bl ooned in
an instant, dotting the lawns with white and yellow In every direction, as
far as he could see with a hawk's | ong sight, Spring returned, |aughing. The
hawk cried out once, then broke fromhis spiral and flew steadily toward the
forest at the neeting of the worlds. Shaetano was hi di ng somewhere, nost
likely in the part of the Lands that had once been his. Evandar intended to
find him

Down in Deverry, the same stormthat was casting its etheric shadow over
Evandar's Lands raged over the northern territories. For three days snow
trapped Dun Cengarn in a cage of white. The gwerbret's men spent their days in
the great hall near the two huge hearths and their ever-burning fires, though
they made brief forays into the stables to tend their horses. Sonme even
brought their blankets fromthe barracks and slept on the straw with the
servants.

Rhodry stayed nostly anong the conpany of Prince Daral anteriel's escort of ten
el ven archers, the last of the |large troop he'd assenbled for the past
sumer's war. Wth provisions so scarce at Cengarn, the prince had sent the
rest of them honme | ong before. Even though his kingdomlay in ruins in the
mount ai ns of the far west, by Deveny standards royal blood still ran in Dar's
veins, and he ate and sat at the honour table with Gaerbret Cadnar. Protocol
however, seated his nmen anong the warband, under the captaincy of a

pal e- hai red archer naned Vant al aber

Since the cold draughts bothered the Westfolk men less than it did the human
menbers of Gnerbret Cadmar's warband, they took the table nearest the back
door - they were farther fromthe human stink that way, too, as the archers
often remarked. Just |like the human nen, they diced to pass their tine,

al t hough the elven gane was a fair bit nore conplex. Each player took a
handf ul of brightly-col oured wood pi eces - cubes and pyram ds both - shook
them hard, then strewed themin a rough line. Counting the points anounted to
another gane in itself, with a |lot of argunent and token cursing fromthe
other players. At tines during these sessions one or another man fromthe

war band woul d stroll over to the elven tables and watch their gane, but they
never asked to join, and no one invited them either

Every now and then a servant girl would conme to the table to pour the nen ale
froma dented flagon or set out a meagre basket of bread. One particul ar

eveni ng, Rhodry realized that it was always the sane girl, a buxomlittle

bl onde, when she stopped for a monment to chat with one of the archers,

Mel i mal adar, a dark-haired fell ow whose eyes were a snoky sort of green
unusual even for one of the People. They whi spered together, head to head,



until sonmething he said nade her giggle, and she trotted off, still smling to
hersel f.

Vant al aber took a sip of the ale she'd brought and nearly spat it out.

'"Ye gods, it's watered!' the captain snarled, but in Elvish. "Thin as swill!"’

' The dun's running out,' Rhodry said in the sanme |anguage. ' Soon enough the
steward will be breaking out the vinegar.'

"What ? Why woul d anyone drink vi negar?

"You don't drink the stuff for itself. You just put a dollop in a tankard of
well water. To make it safe, like.'

"Well, the way these people live in filth, I'mnot surprised. But | don't nean
to insult all of humankind. Gmerbret Cadmar's a fine man in his way.'

"He is that,' Rhodry said. 'Though | worry about his health. He doesn't have a
son to inherit the rhan, and the last thing the Northlands can afford is a
cursed feud over rulership.'

' That doesn't make any sense. Wat about his daughters?

Van, they can't inherit. They're wonen. |f Cadmar were only a tieryn or a

| ord, maybe his vassals woul d back a daughter, but she could never rule as
gwer bret.'

Vant al aber rolled his eyes in disgust. Melinmaladar, who'd been watching his

bl onde as she served other tables, |eaned forward to join the conversation

' The daughters have got sons, right? Wat about thent

' Cadmar can designate a grandson as heir, yes,' Rhodry said. 'But the High

King will have to approve it.'

"Huh.' Mel paused, thinking. 'It's a strange place, Deverry. | don't like it.
| feel like riding out right now, snow or no snow.'

"W'll all be leaving in the spring,' Rhodry said. 'What's so wong?

Mel i mal adar exchanged a | ook with Vantal aber. All the archers at the table had
fallen silent, Rhodry realized, to listen

"Well, look," Van said. 'Here's our Prince Dar, and he is a prince; none of us
woul d deny it. But he's a prince of the People, not one of your |ords, and
before this he's al ways known what that neans and how he should take it. Now
ook at him He's learning to give hinself airs, isn't he? Wth all the

Round- ears bowi ng and scraping every tinme he walks into a room"'

Rhodry sl ewed round on the bench to | ook across the great hall. Near the
honour hearth Cadmar was sitting in his carved chair with Prince Dar at his
right hand and his favourite hounds lying at his feet. Once Cadmar had been a
power ful man, but now his hair was white and his face sonehow shrunken. Every
now and then he would rub his twisted leg and its old injury, as if it pained
hi m despite the warnth of the nearby fire.

By contrast Daral anteriel seemed all youth and strength, even though he sat
still, contenplating the enornmous scul pture of a dragon that curled around the
hearth with its stone back for a mantel. He was an exceptionally handsome nman
even for one of the Westfol k, and Rhodry could see how a young girl like Carra
woul d have foll owed hi manywhere once he'd been kind to her. Over the wi nter
his pale skin had turned even whiter, setting off his dark hair and viol et
eyes.

As they watched, Cadmar |eaned forward to bark an order at the boys playing by
the hearth. Two of them junped up and ran off to do their lord' s bidding, but
not before they'd bowed to both prince and gwerbret.

"That kind of grovelling around,' Vantal aber said, 'I don't like it. None of
us do.'

"Notice how the boys made their bowto Dar first? Melimladar put in. 'And
how he smil ed?

"And | ook at what he's wearing,' Vantal aber went on. 'All the tine now'
Rhodry obligingly | ooked, though it took hima nonent to see what Van neant.
Around his neck on a golden chain the prince wre a gold pendant. In the
firelight a jewel w nked and gl eaned.

"By the Dark Sun herself!' Rhodry whispered. 'It's Ranadar's Eye.'

"W all know he's royal,' Vantal aber said. 'He doesn't need to flaunt it.'
"Just so,' Rhodry said. "Huh. I'Il try to have a word with him You're right.



The People will never stand for this, not out on the grass.'

Despite the cold in the tower room Dallandra often stayed up late, reading
one or another of Jill's books by the silver light of the WIdfol k of Aethyr.
Usual |y her studies led straight to her sleep work, when she went to the
Gat el ands to renew the nagical wards that kept Rhodry's dreanms safe from
Raena. That particul ar evening she had just finished restoring the flaning
stars when Niffa joined her there.

For sone while they nmerely considered each other in the red and gold gl ow from
the wards. She was a little thing, to Dalla's elven way of thinking, not nmuch
nore than five feet tall and slender with | ong dark hair that she wore | oose
over her shoul ders.

'There be a need on ne to thank you,' Niffa said finally. "Your news about our
Jahdo did do my mami s heart nuch good.'

"I"'mglad to hear it,' Dallandra said. 'He worries about her and the rest of
you as well.'

"Well, if you'd be so good, do tell himthat Mamfares well, though in truth,
she be sick again. There be naught he can do, so far away, and |'d not have
himfret.'

"I"ll do that, then. Is there a good herbwoman in your town?

'One of the best, or else |I'd be sore troubled about my mam O herw se, there
be much troubl e upon us and our town. Tell nme if you would - Raena, is it that
she does cause grief to you and yours?

'She has in the past, truly. Wat's she done to you?

" Naught that | can prove.'

"I ndeed? What do you think she's done?'

"Murdered ny man, that's what. | did see her in vision, |like, |aughing and
| aughi ng when he | ay dead, but the council man, and he be her nan and not
likely to bring her to trial, is he now? But the councilman, he did say it was

evil spirits, and now t he whol e town does believe him'

"I have no idea of what you're talking about.' Dallandra paused for a smle
"Slowly now, lass. | don't know the council man nor much about your town. |
didn't even know you'd been married.’

Niffa's dream i mage bl ushed.

"My apologies,' the lass said. '|I do forget that you be your own self,

somehow, and not just some woman in ny dreans.'’

" And how do you know t hat ?

Niffa stared at her for a long nonment. Al at once her image wavered, turned
pal e, and faded away. No doubt Dallandra's call for rational thought had woken
her, because it takes |ong years of practice for dweonerworkers to stay lucid
and rational in their dreans. Dallandra could safely assume that Niffa held no
real control over her mmgical gifts. Someone should be teaching the |lass, she
t hought. When she | ooked at the ward-stars that heral ded her skill, she

| aughed at herself. Mst likely that 'soneone’ was her. Paths such as hers and
Niffa's never crossed by pure accident.

Wth the norning the clouds broke up under a cold north wind and | et sunlight
flood the dun. In her tower room Dall andra took the oxhides down fromthe

wi ndows to let in light for a task she'd been dreading. Jill's wooden chest
hel d those few things that could be said to be personally hers, as opposed to
t hi ngs, such as her nedicinals and dweomer books, which she had collected only
to help others. Anong the Westfolk, Jill's bl oodkin would have taken or given
away her bel ongings to those who should have them but Jill had no bl oodkin
left. The job had fallen to Dallandra, thanks nostly to their conmon devotion
to the dwconer, which nade them cl ans-wonen of a sort.

She pull ed over the chair, sat down, and lifted the lid of the chest. One
piece at a tine, she took out Jill's spare clothing - two shirts, a pair of
brigga, all much washed and patched, and a newi sh grey cloak - and laid them
on the table. The cloak would do for Jahdo, who grew taller daily, or so it
seened. The others? Dall andra supposed that the gwerbret's women woul d cut
theminto useful rags. At the bottom of the chest, however, she found things
of nore interest; two bundles of brown cloth and a brown cloth sack



The obl ong bundl e proved to be another book, a huge volume as |ong as her arm
fromfingertips to elbow. It snelled of mldew, and the |eather cover was
crunmbling at the edges. Wen Dall andra opened it, she found tidy scriba
witing, faded to brown, announcing that this book bel onged to Nevyn,
councillor to Maryn, Gnaerbret Cerrnor. No wonder, then, that Jill had kept it
apart fromthe other books on her small shelf. Carefully Dallandra turned a
few of the parchment |eaves, the witing faded, the sheets all ragged and
splitting at the edges, and cane to a diagram of concentric circles, each

| abel l ed to represent the nested spheres of the universe. The m | dew nade her
sneeze, and she shut the book with some care.

Dal | andra had net Nevyn once, towards the beginning of his unnaturally
prolonged life. Thanks to her long dwelling in Evandar's Lands, to her the
nmeeting seenmed to have happened no nore than a few years past, even though it
had been close to four hundred years as nen and el ves reckon Tinme. He had
brought the Westfol k books of dweoner |ore, and she remenbered sitting in the
war m sumer sun and turning each page, staring at the diagrams and at the
words she couldn't read. Later, of course, Aderyn had taught her the Deverry
al phabet. Aderyn, her husband, back then so |ong ago - she could stil

renmenber how it had felt to love him though the feeling was only a nmenory.

" Four hundred years ago.' She said the words aloud, but they carried little
meani ng, just as her own age neant nothing to her. She'd been born nore than
four hundred years ago, but of that what had she lived, truly lived in the
awar eness of tine passing? Thirty years perhaps, if that, because she had gone
to Evandar's country so young and stayed there so long. Did she regret it?
Since nothing could call the years back, regret would only be a waste of tine.
She returned to her inventory.

The I ong narrow bundle turned out to be a sword in a sheath of stained,
cracking |l eather, an odd thing for a dweonermaster to carry with her, as it
was no ritual weapon but solid Deverry steel. Dallandra drew the bl ade and saw
mar ks carved near the hilt: a stylized striking falcon, and just below, a lion
device that at one time had sported a touch of red pigment. Qut of curiosity
she held the blade up to sight along it, |looking for other marks. Wen in the
cold room her warm breath touched the steel, a little snake made of noisture
squirmed and ran down the blade. Startled, she nearly dropped it. She sheat hed
it and laid it on the table by the book, then opened the sack

I nside she found a silver dagger in a nuch newer |eather sheath, and a small
somet hing wapped in silk. She put the dagger on the table and unw apped the
silk to find a squarish bone plaque, a fewinches to a side, engraved with a
portrait of a Horsekin: a warrior, judging fromhis huge mane of hair and his
facial tattoos. The delicacy and realismof the engraving marked it as elven
wor k, and of great age.

' Meradan,' Dallandra said softly. 'Someone recorded what the invaders | ooked
like. I wonder how long the limer |ived afterwards.’

For a nonent she held the plaque in both hands, as if it were a talisnman that
could give her know edge of those ancient days. She felt nothing. She w apped
it up again inits silk and laid it by the other objects that Jill had
treasured enough to cany with her through her wandering life. What to do with
then®? Dal |l andra had no idea.

Dal | andra had known Jill only a brief tine, and Jill had not been an easy
person to understand. Her workings were so far beyond mne, Dallandra thought.
Her know edge of dweoner lore, too - gods, a thousand tines beyond m ne! On
the wall hung the small shelf of books that Dallandra had begun to study under

Jill's tutel age. Those, she knew, Jill would have wanted her to keep until the
time came to pass themon to another student of the lore. But what she would
never | earn from books was the way Jill |ived her dweomer, in conplete

surrender and service to the Light that shines beyond all the gods. Al though
her comnpassion had at tines been a cold and abstract thing, it had never

waver ed, not even when that service had demanded her life.

And what have | been doing? Dallandra thought. Chasing after glamours, living
far fromthe physical world, turning ny back on those I was born to serve! She



had come to despise the physical world, in fact, with all its stinks and pain
and filth. In Evandar's fair country life flowed |ike mead, snmooth and
intoxicating. Yet like the nead its illusions of pleasure wore off soon
enough, leaving the drinker nuddl ed and nore than a little sick

Qut in the corridor footsteps were coning toward the door. Dallandra stood
just as Rhodry opened it and wal ked in, glancing at the table.

"Jill"s things?' he said in Elvish

"Just that. Here, take a look at that sword, will you? I'm curious about those
marks on the bl ade."

Rhodry obligingly picked the sword up, drew it full out of the sheath, and
studi ed the devices. Wien he | ooked up, his eyes glistened with tears.

"This belonged to Jill's father, Cullyn of Cerrnor,' he said. 'She nust have
carried it with her for his menory's sake.'

The tears spilled and ran. For a noment he stood sobbing like a child, yet
still he held the sword in a practised grasp. |If someone had threatened them
Dal | andra felt, Rhodry would have killed himinstinctively through his tears.
Wth one last sob he laid the sword down on the table and w ped his eyes on
hi s sl eeve.

"My apologies,' he said. '"It's still hard, thinking that she's gone.’

"So it is," Dallandra said. Wuld you like that sword? |I'm sure she'd rat her
you had it than anyone el se.'

'"Most like she would.' He picked up the bl ade again and sheathed it before he
went on. 'But | own too many things already for a silver dagger. Here, | know
"Il give it to Dar for a wedding gift - a bit late, but then, he's cursed
lucky he's getting anything fromme at all,"’

Dal | andra | aughed.

"So he is,' she said, 'and what about the silver dagger?

Rhodry laid down the sword and picked up the dagger. When he slid it free of
its sheath, the silver blade flared with a strange bluish light. Rhodry

| aughed and held it up while the dagger seened to burn like an etheric torch.
"What in the nane of the gods?' Dallandra took a quick step hack

"It's a dwarven dweoner working.' Rhodry sheathed the bl ade again and put it
down on the table. "It gives warni ng when anyone with el ven bl ood touches it.
It would do the sanme for you. The Muntain Fol k consider us all thieves, you
see. '

"It would scare a thief away, all right, seeing the blade burn |like that! Huh
it's odd. I've always heard that the dwarven race shuns dweoner.'

"That's true. Ah, who knows?' Rhodry shrugged and consi dered the dagger for a
| ong nonment. That shoul d have been buried with Jill.'

"I"'msorry. | didn't realize.'
"Not that it matters to her any nmore, |I'd wager.' He | ooked up, his eyes
bleak. 'l could take it, or wait! Jahdo shall have it, because when we

captured himand Meer, he lost a knife that his grandfather had given him and
it's irked himever since.'

"It's rather too grand for him isn't it? Wat if the other boys or one of the
servants steals it from hin®

"He can keep it up here.' Rhodry picked up the sheathed dagger and gestured at
a heap of saddl ebags and bundl es stacked in the curve of the wall. "Along with
t he goods Meer left him'

"l suppose, but | don't understand. If it's inportant enough that it should
have been buried with her, why are you going to just give it away?

'Because what |'mreally doing is throwing it onto the river of Wrd.' Al at

once be laughed with a toss of his head. 'I lost ny silver dagger in Bardek
once, you see. But it came back to nme, twenty years later, and when it did, it
brought change with it. 1've been thinking, just now and agai n, about the
things you told nme, Dalla, |ast sumrer, about the way that a man m ght get
reborn - or a woman, since we're talking about Jill. And | wonder if she's
meant to have this dagger back. If so, it'll find its way, when the tine
cones. '

Rhodry | aughed again, his high berserk chortle. There were tinmes when



Dal | andra wondered how she could share her bed with a madman like him As if
he heard her thought, he w ped his daft grin away and | ooked at her sol emmly.
'"But you have the last word, on this dagger,' Rhodry said. 'Gve it el sewhere
if you'd like.'

"No, do give it to Jahdo. You may be right about it finding Jill again. 1"l
keep this book, because | doubt if anyone el se here could understand it."'
There renai ned the bone pl aque.

"Shall | give this to Carra?" Dallandra said. 'For a wedding gift?

"Why?' Rhodry snmiled briefly. 'l doubt if it would mean one thing to her
She's so wetchedly young.'

Dal | andra had to agree, but |ater that day, when she joined the dun's
worrenfol k in their private hall, she had a surprise com ng. As usual Carra -
or Princess Carranmaena of the Westlands, to give her full title - sat near the
fire with her infant daughter sleeping in her lap. Instead of being swaddl ed
in tight wappings, little Elessi wore only nappies and a | oose tunic while
she slept. At Carra's feet lay Lightning, her dog, though the animal | ooked
nore than half a wolf. Across the roomat an uncovered w ndow the gwerbret's
| ady, Labanna, and her serving woman, Lady COcradda, sat wapped in cloaks at a
big table frane. They wore fingerless gloves to enbroider upon a bed hangi ng,
stretched out tight between them

Dal | andra sat down opposite Carra and little Elessi. For a few nonents they
chatted about the child, but when conversation | agged, Dallandra thought of

t he bone pl aque, which she had carried with her, tucked into the coin pouch
she wore hi dden under her tunic.

"What do you think of this? Dallandra brought it out and handed it over.
"Don't let Elessi touch it. It's a good thousand years old.'

Carra took the plaque in both hands and stared at it with a fierce
concentration.

'That ol d?' she whispered. 'How amazing! It shows a Horsekin, doesn't it? \Wo
drew t hi s?'

'One of your husband's ancestors. Well, and mine too.' Dallandra paused for a
smle. "Alimer, an elven Iimer fromone of the Seven Gties.'
"Fascinating!' Carra let out her breath in a soft sigh and went on studying
the picture. 'To hold somewhat this old - ye gods, |I can't find words to tel
you how it makes ne feel .’

The ot her wonen left their enbroidery and cane over to see. Wen Carra
proffered it to Labanna, the gwerbret's |ady drew back.

"I"d be afraid to touch it,' Labanna said, smling. 'For fear 1'd drop it or
suchl i ke."'

"It's. . .'Ccradda hesitated, Very interesting. Awfully faded though, what a
pity.'

Wth polite snmiles they returned to their work. Carra turned the bit of bone
over and studied the back. 'No naker's mark or suchlike. | was rather hoping.'

"I never thought to | ook for one,' Dallandra said. 'But you're right, that
woul d have been inportant.'

"I love things like this.' Carra laid the plaque in her palmand held it out
to Dallandra. 'You'd best take it back before |I turn thief.’

"Wl l, now, here! You should have it since you love it.'

"Ch, | couldn't. It's too valuable.'

"My dear Carramaena! You're a princess now, and you should have a few
treasures in your possession.' Dallandra handed over the silk. 'Here's the
wap for it.'

"My thanks and a thousand nore!' Carra took the bit of fabric fromher. This

is so wonderful, Dalla! Wen you hold it, you feel like you hold the past
itself. As if this was a bit of Time, turned frozen or suchlike like ice.
Wll, that's a clumsy way of speaking, but do you understand?

"I certainly do. I'd no idea that things of the past mattered so nmuch to you.'

"Well, they do. Does that nake ne sound silly?
"What ? OF course not!'
"Well, ny thanks, but nmy sisters used to tease ne and suchlike, saying | was



such an odd duck! | always wanted to know the history of things, you see, and
| drove our chanberlain half-mad, when | was a child, asking where did this
cone fromand howold is that.' Carra paused to | ook at Dallandra's face, as
if searching for scorn. 'l do think that's one reason | fell in love with Dar
He never told ne he was a prince, but he did talk of the Seven Cities and the
ki ngdomthat had fallen to denons, all those ages ago. |'d never heard such
wonder ful stories, not even when a travelling bard came our way.'

"Well, it's a sweet sort of sadness,' Dallandra said, 'thinking of all that
vani shed spl endour and brave heroes fighting to the very end.’

"Ch, that too. But best of all it explained things. About the Wstfolk,

mean, why you al ways come and go on the border and live with your horse herds

instead of in towns and duns. |'d always wondered about that. Wen Dar tal ked
of the old days, it was |like clouds rolling back, and you could see a strange
new sky.'

Carra seened about to say nore, but El essi woke with a conplaint, wailing and
throwing her arnms into the air. Carra winkled her nose.

'Ch what a stink! I know what you need, mny bel oved poppet. Dalla, please hold
this picture for ne while | change her?

Dal | andra took the bone plaque and laid it on her knee while Carra took the
baby to the far side of the room where a table stood with a chanber pot ready
and a pile of rags for nappies. As she listened to Carra croon and chat to the
bahy, Dallandra felt ashamed of herself. Have | ever really |ooked at Carra
bef ore? she wondered. She had seen what everyone el se had seen in her: a young
| ass, besotted with love - pretty little Carra, with her heart-shaped face and
bl onde hair, her enornous blue eyes that stared up at her husband in |inpid
devoti on. None of us ever thought she had a brain in her head, Dalla thought.
More fool us!

|'ve got a legacy to deliver to you,' Rhodry said.

"A what?' Jahdo said. 'And who would be leaving a lowy lad such as ne a

t hi ng?'

"Jill, of course. Here. This is to take the place of your grandfather's knife,
the one | made you | ose.'

Jahdo pulled the silver dagger fromits sheath and stared at it for a |long
long tinme wthout speaking. They were standing outside in the | ate afternoon
sunlight, not far fromthe stables, where Jahdo had been shovelling snow with
one of the flat mucki ng-out shovels.

"Ch, it be so splendid!" Jahdo held the dagger up, and the bl ade caught the
light and flashed like a mirror. 'Here, | could never be taking this!'

"You can, and you shall,' Rhodry said, grinning. Though | think you' d best
keep it up in Dallandra's chanber where the other lads can't find it.'

' True spoken.' Jahdo ran a fingertip down the blade. There be a device on it,
alittle falcon, like.'

"That was Jill's father's mark, and she used it too, of course.’

'"He were a sorcerer, then, such as she?

"He wasn't, but the greatest swordsman in all Deverry.

" Ah.' Jahdo sheathed the bl ade, hefted the dagger for a monent, then handed it

back to Rhodry. 'l do hate to give it up, but truly, it had best wait for ne
up in the tower.'
"Il take it. And talking of Jill remnds nme, lad. | nmade you a prom se,

didn't 1? About teaching you letters. It's a fair way to spring yet, so let's
make a start.’

"Ch, my thanks! | did wonder, nmy lord, but | did hate to vex you or suchlike
"No harmin remnding me, and I'mno lord,’

"Wll, you be so to ne, as generous as any man could be.'

For a nonent Jahdo t hought Rhodry was about to cry, fromthe way he turned
away with a toss of his head.

"My thanks,' Rhodry said, and his voice was unsteady. 'Here, 1'll hunt up a
slate or suchlike. Cadnmar's scribe should have one. And we'll start today.'
Rhodry turned and hurried off across the ward. Jahdo watched hi mgo, then went



back to his work before the head groom caught hi m sl acki ng.

Jahdo was just |eaving the stables when he saw a small procession coning from
the broch conplex. At its head trotted Carra's dog, with Carra and Lady
Ccradda just behind, and two pages follow ng along after them Jahdo felt

hi nsel f blush. Here he was, with his clothes filthy on top and sweaty i nside,
and the princess was heading straight for him

"Jahdo!' Carra called out. "It gladdens my heart to see you.'

"And m ne to see you, your highness,' Jahdo said, stepping back. 'But er, | be
a bit rmucky right now, and so -'

'"Do you think that bothers nme?' Carra smiled at him 'I've conme to see how ny
horse fares. | thought I'd fetch himout for a bit of sun and wal k hi mround
the ward."'

Ccradda | ooked as sour as if she'd bitten into worny neat. Jahdo coul d guess
that the princess had fought a battle to be allowed to cone to the stables at
all.

"I'"l'l bring Gmerlas out for you,' Jahdo said. "You' d best not be going in

there with your long dresses and all. Sonme of the men, well, they be carel ess
when they do muck out their mounts' stalls.’

"Ch here! 1've always cared for my own horses, all the years that | -'

Your highness!' COcradda interrupted. 'The lad's right. Let himwait upon youl
Er, | nean, if you please.’

"Ch very well. But be careful. Gaer can be a bit bitey.'

More than a bit, or so Jahdo knew fromthe earlier tinmes when he'd cared for
the horse. Still, the big dun gelding seened to be in a good nood t hat
afternoon; he allowed Jahdo to tie a rope onto his halter and | ead hi m out

wi t hout showi ng so nuch as a tooth. Qut in the sun Gmerlas snorted and tossed
his mane, then spotted Carra and headed straight for her with Jahdo trotting
al ong at his side.

"There you are!' Carra crooned. 'My darling!'’

Wien she threw her arms around his neck, the horse snuffled at her cloak and
nudged her. Lady Ccradda rolled her eyes heavenward in something |ike despair.
For their wal k around the ward, Carra insisted on |eading the horse herself,
but she did all ow Jahdo to hold onto the | oose end of the rope for

appear ances' sake. A disgruntled Ccradda and the pages trail ed behind as they
foll owed the exercise path, a broad swathe next to the dun walls that had been
cl eared of the usual sheds and clutter

'"It's good to see you, Jahdo,' Carra said. 'How do you fare these days?

"Wl | enough, your highness.'

'The servitors seemto be finding you lots of work to do.'

' Ch, working be no bother to nme. It does make the tine pass quicker, like.'

' You must be | ooking forward to goi ng hone."'

' That be ever so true.'

For a few noments they wal ked in silence. Carra kept |aying her hand on

Gnerl as' neck, naking sure that he wasn't raising a sweat in this chilly air
fromlack of exercise. Jahdo barely felt the cold, as if wal king next to the
princess were in some mysterious way warnming his blood. If only he could think
of witty, courtly remarks that would inpress her! Instead, he found hinsel f
searching desperately for conversation

"Ah well,' Jahdo ventured finally. 'I did have a bit of news. | were talking
with Rhodry, and he did offer to teach nme howto read.’
"How splendid! | wish | could learn.'

"Well, why not ask him then?

Carra risked a quick glance over her shoul der. Ccradda and the pages were

pi cking their way through the snow a fair distance behind, but still, Carra
| owered her voice. 'l fear nme that the good wonmen of the dun would scream at
the horror of it all.’

"\What ? Why shouldn't you learn -
"Not the reading. It's Rhodry, he's a silver dagger. Lady Labanna classes him
with the dogs and the pigs, |ower even than the nen in her husband' s warband.'
Jahdo considered this as they wal ked past the cookhouses.



"I did forget about things such as that,' he said at last. 'But here, | know
Why not ask our sorceress if you mayn't learn? If the |lady Dall andra does
approve, no one will dare say a word about it.'

It was late in the evening before Dallandra went up to the wonen's hall. By
the Iight of candles the gwerbret's wife and her serving worman were | eani ng
close to their enbroidery to finish one | ast patch before their eyes grew too
weary to continue. Dallandra joined Carra at the hearth. El essi was awake,
propped up agai nst her nother's stomach.

"Elessi loves the fire,' Carra remarked. 'Not for the heat, | nmean, but when
she's awake, she'll stare into it for hours.'
"Well, it is a pretty thing, fire.'

Carra smiled and stroked her daughter's thin strands of pale hair. In the fire
Dal | andra coul d see sal ananders, craw ing along the | ogs, dancing anong the
enbers, or rubbing their backs on the iron grating. No doubt Elessi could see
them too. The WIldfolk would flock to a being such as her, one of Evandar's
ki nd and born into the world flesh for the first tine.

"I can hardly wait to show her the spring,' Carra went on, 'the flowers

bl ooming and the trees coming into leaf. Her first spring!’

"That will be lovely.'

"And then we'll be able to travel. The gwerbret and his | ady have been so
generous to us, and |I shall mss them but |I'mso eager to neet Dar's people
and see the grasslands.'

"It's not an easy life out on the grass.'

"It's not an easy life here, is it?

Well, that is nost certainly true.' Dalla | owered her voice. '"I'Il be glad to
| eave nysel f.'
"No doubt.' Carra smiled, briefly. "I"'mjust so glad Elessi got herself born

and we both lived. Wiilst | was carrying her? | truly did feel half-nmad.'

"It was worrisone to watch. Everything seened to frighten you.'

"Well, there was that small matter of the Horsekin army. | think me I had good
reason to be frightened.'

'The best in the world. No one could blane you.'

"Jill did.'
A d pain shivered in Carra's voice. Dallandra considered her answer carefully.
"Unfortunately, that's true,' Dallandra said. 'But Jill demanded their

absol ute best from everyone she met, you know. It wasn't only you. She was a
warrior in her soul, but not all of us can live up to that.'

"I can't, certainly. I'"'ma coward.'

"Truly?" Daliandra smled at her. 'You left your brother's dun behind forever
and fol |l owed Dar.'

"Ch, but | was frightened the whole tine.'

'So? Do you think warriors never feel fear"? Ask Rhodry about that, and see

what he says.'

Carra paused, thinking.

"Well, | know what you nean,' Carra said at last. 'But sometines | renenber
the way Jill used to look at me, and | cringe all over again.'

"I can understand that. Still, you have your own strengths, and the ol der you
grow, the nore you'll know them'

"l suppose. You know, that rem nds me, in an odd sort of way. | was talking

with little Jahdo earlier, and he told me that Rhodry was going to teach him
to read."'
'So | understand."’

"And well -' Carra hesitated for a |long nmonent; then her words came in a rush.
"Could | learn too? |I know it's above a woman's station, but | do so nuch want
to learn.'

' Above your - oh hogwash! O course you may learn, if you'd like. I'll speak

to Rhodry for you.'

Carra turned to her and smiled, a bright steady joy like sunlight that was
exactly the same snile she got when she saw her husband wal k into the room
That Carra burned with a passion to |l earn how to read shocked Daliandra al



over again, though as she thought about it she realized that anyone with a
strong interest in history would no doubt wi sh to read about the past.
Dal i andra had | aboured so long and hard to get Elessi born into the physica
world that in her mind Carra's role as Elessi's nother had absorbed the actual
person that Carra was. What an awful thing to do to someone! Daliandra told
hersel f. She nade herself pay strict attention to the girl as she tal ked on

"It's just so wonderful,' Carra was saying, 'to be able to think about things
i ke books and letters now. Sometimnmes | dream about Al shandra still, and the
Horsekin arny at our gates. Wien | wake up, | have to tell nyself that we're

safe at last.'

Dal | andra started to make some pl easantry, but a dweomner-warning |ike a sudden
bl ast of cold froze her lips, or so it seened. She felt fear run down her back
like the stroke of an icy hand. Carra turned to her in alarm but fortunately
t he baby woke, stretching tiny arns, and began to cry. Dallandra nurnured an
excuse, got up, and left.

As she hurried up to her tower room the dweoner cold went with her, hugging
her so tightly she found it hard to breathe. Twice on the staircase up it
forced her to stop and rest. While she | eaned agai nst stone walls and gasped,
she heard a strange rustle or nurnur, so loudly that at first she thought it
was sounding in the physical world. The sound, however, followed her into her
own quarters, swelling to a roar and babbl e of voices.

Safe at last? Far fromit, far far fromit! Dallandra nearly fell onto the
bed. She had just the presence of mnd to grab the blankets and pull them over
her before she sank into trance. It seened to her that she was awake in the
tower room but she lay paralysed in a light transfornmed into the silvery bl ue
of the etheric plane. Al around her swirled voices in a babble of |anguages;
some words she coul d understand, others escaped her entirely. The voices
seened to cone froma dozen speakers, some nale, sone female, others strangely
anbi guous. Whatever they were trying to say rang with urgency; she could hear
anger and terror, both, as they babbled on and on, |ouder and | ouder

Suddenly the harsh shriek of a raven silenced the voices. The raven cried
again, and it seenmed its huge bl ack shadow covered the room

Abruptly Dallandra woke, lying in sweat-soaked clothing in an icy dark room
She got up, staggered to the wi ndow, and | eaned agai nst the wall while she
fumbled with the | eather covering. Finally she managed to pull up one corner
Cold wind and a flurry of snow sl apped her in the face. Night |lay over the
dun, but how deep or early, she could not say. She let the hide fall again.
Heat, she thought. | must get out of here, go where it's warm

On her table stood a pitcher of water. She cracked the ice on top and drank
strai ght out of the spout. The water brought enough sensati on back to her body
to allow her to wal k across the room and open the door, but the dark |anding
and stairwell beyond made her hesitate. She called upon the WIdfol k of

Aet hyr, who materialized to surround her with a silvery glow In their safe
[ight she went down and reached the great hall at |ast.

Apparently the evening nmeal had just been cleared away. In firelight and
torchlight the household lingered at table, fromthe gwerbret and the

nobl e-born at the table of honour to the servants sitting by their fire and
eating the left-over bread. Al though Dar kept Carra conpany at the table of
honour, his archers sat together with Rhodry anmong themon the far side of the
hall. Although by the courtesy of the thing Dallandra should have gone to the
gwerbret's side, she wanted her own kind around her. She started toward the
archers' table only to find walking difficult. Half-afraid she'd fall, she
stopped again, swaying |like a drunken worman, but Rhodry had seen her. He swung
himsel f free of the bench and hurried over

"Dalla, ye gods!' Rhodry spoke in Elvish. '"Are you ill?

"No. Just exhausted. | did a working of sorts.'

Rhodry caught her arm and steadied her. Yelling for a servant |ass, he steered
her across the great hall and over to a table near the honour hearth, where he
made her sit with her back to the roaring fire. Wen Carra and Labanna started
to join them he hurried over to warn them off. Dallandra propped her el bows



on the table and supported her head with her hands whil st she watched him
speaki ng urgently.

"My | ady?

The voice made Dallandra yelp, but it was only a servant girl with a basket of
bread in one hand and a tankard in the other. Wen Dallandra took the tankard,
the yeasty scent of watered ale cleared her head.

"My thanks,' Dallandra said. 'My apologies if | startled you.'

The girl gave her a wan little smle and ran for the other side of the hall
Reing a sorcerer in Deverry must be a lonely sort of life, Dalla thought. She
tore a chunk of bread off the loaf and bit off a nmouthful. The taste made her
realize that she was ravenous. Rhodry cane back al ong and sat next to her

wat chi ng while she stuffed in the bread |like a beggar child.

You' d best wash that down with a bit of ale,' he remarked after a while. 'O
you' Il choke."

She nodded and had a | ong swal | ow.

"That's better,' Rhodry said, in Elvish this tine. 'Now, what by the Dark Sun
happened to you?

"I was overwhel ned by a visio.' Dallandra paused for another |ong swallow of
ale. "No, that's not the right word, but I"'mtoo tired to think of what you'd
call a lot of voices, all speaking onens.'

"Can | ask what they were telling you?

"I couldn't understand them actually.' She sat the tankard down and
considered him- if anyone in the dun could keep a secret, it would be Rhodry.
"It didn't matter. | also heard a raven caw, and that was the heart of the
onen. It had to be your old friend, Raena. She neans to harm Carra sonehow, or
nore probably the child.'

Rhodry swore in a mx of several |anguages. Dallandra w nced.

"Sorry,' he said. 'Raena takes ne that way. Why woul d she want to hurt then?
Her wretched fal se goddess is dead.'

' Does she believe that?

"Well, | was assumi ng she woul d."'

"Why?' Dal |l andra paused for another swallow of ale. 'She carried out

Al shandra's orders to raise an army. If it weren't for Arzosah, that arny

m ght have won, too, with Raena at their head. She's had glory and excitenent
both, a thousand tinmes nore than any other wonan, probably. What makes you

think she'll just meekly go back to her needl ework now?'

' True enough.' Rhodry hesitated, thinking. "Well, if she tries to harmeither
of them shell have to go through nme first.'

"Ch, I'msure she knows that. Wiy do you think | keep renewi ng the wards over
you?'

"Now there's a thought. In nmy vanity | was thinking she hated me for nyself,
but if she knows |I've sworn to guard the lass -'

You did swear a vow |like that? Right out loud, | nean.'

Yes, when Yraen and | nmet Carra on the road. | saw her, and |I knew | was bound
to her in sonme strange way. So | hired nyself out to her for a guard.'

"Ch! You nean you swore to guard Carra, not the baby.'

"Well, | suppose | neant the baby as well. | was stinking drunk at the tine,
and | don't renenber the details.'

'"No doubt.' Dallandra yawned, stifled it, then gave up and yawned again. 'I'm
sorry. I"'mjust so tired.'

"You' d best get sonme sleep. You still |look pale as death. 11l come upstairs
with you.'

Ye gods, |'ve slept all day!'

Yet Rhodry insisted, and once she was tucked up in the blankets with him

besi de her, radiating welcone warnth, Dallandra fell asleep straightaway.

For sonme while she slept in a normal oblivion, but eventually she woke and
renenbered the wards in the Gatelands. This tinme when she sl ept again, her

m nd went straight to the etheric and her stars. After she tended them she
stood in the tall grass and considered the swollen purple nmoon that hung, huge
and nenaci ng, over the neadow. She wanted to talk with Niffa, but since she



knew only the girl's dreamimage, rather than her physical presence, she could
no nmore scry her out on the etheric than she could in the material world.
Fortunately, Niffa seened to want to talk with her, as well, because in what
seened a brief space of tinme, Niffa joined her. As they sat in the tall grass
and tal ked, Niffa's lack of rational control over her sleep-visions nmade it
difficult to hold an organi zed conversation, but a bit at a time Dalla pieced
together the girl's story of her nurdered husband and of Council man Verrarc.
"But here,' Dallandra said at last. 'You didn't truly see Raena nurder your
man, did you?'

Ni ffa shook her head.

"And so you can't be sure she -'

' That be what they both say!' N ffa snapped. 'My mam and da, | do nean by

that .’

"Well, who do they think killed him then?

"Evil spirits,' N ffa said. The councilnman, he did say this, and even our

her bwormman and our Spirit Tal ker, they do believe himnow.'

"What about the rest of the town?

"The town? Well, the folk do be terrified and talk of witchcraft and dark
things. They do but wish it forgotten, so they night pretend that naught were
am ss, "'

"I see. You' d best be careful, you know. They might turn on you eventually.'
"My mam she do say the sane. She be powerful frightened.'

Niffa's image was growing thin, stretched out Iike a figure painted on cloth
hel d agai nst the | andscape. Dallandra had to think quickly.

You're right to mistrust Raena,' Daliandra said, 'but be careful! She's very
dangerous, and -'

Niffa's imge winked out. | wonder if she heard ne? Dallandra thought. Well,
no doubt 1'Il see her here again.

When she woke that norning, Niffa heard voices out in the great room- her

not her's and another woman's. That best not be that m serable Raena! As she
dressed, she snarled like a ferret. She found her clogs, slipped themon, then
stonped into the other room only to see EmMa, Denet's nother, sitting
confortably by the fire.

"Well, there you are,' Ema said. 'l did conme to see how you fare, lass. W' ve
not seen you since -' Her voice choked with tears. 'Since the funeral rites.'
"I"ve not been out rmuch,' Niffa said. 'Going out into the town does ache ny
heart.'

Ni ffa sat down on the bench next to Dera, who slipped an arm around her

shoul ders. Despite the grey that grew in her blonde hair, Em a | ooked so |ike
her son that seeing her nade Niffa's grief double in her heart.

' Sooner or later,' Dera said, 'you'll have to begin living again. | doubt ne
if Em a would begrudge you.'

"Not in the least.' Em a | eaned forward in her chair. "You be young, Niffa. In
time there'll be another nman, and |1'd not have you thinking I'd take of fence
at your happi ness.'

"Il never marry again!’

The ol der wonen exchanged gl ances - sad-eyed, but with a hint of a snile

Ni ffa got up, took a wooden bowl fromthe table, and busied herself wth
filling it with porridge fromthe kettle by the hearth.

"And there be another matter,' Emla went on. 'Your mamand | did discuss this
matter of Councilman Verrarc's woman. He does wish to marry her, all right and
proper like, but Werda refuses to performthe rites.'

'No doubt she kens what's best,' Niffa snapped. 'She al ways does.'

"When it comes to spirits, no one would argue with that,' Ema said, snmling a
little. 'But flesh and blood - well, that be another matter, bain't? And we
all ken the history of the thing. Verro would have married his Raena years
hence, had his wetched fool of a father but allowed. It does seemright to
put it right, as it were.'

Ni ffa sat down on the bench at the far side of the table and concentrated on
her porridge. How could Em a think such a thing, that Raena should be all owed



into the citizenry as a redeened wonan and a proper w fe?

"I do wonder, though,' Dera was choosing each word carefully, 'what sort of

i nfl uence Raena ni ght have on the councilman, if it be wholly good, that is.'
'"Now that be a true question.' Em a nodded her agreenent. 'But once they were
married, he would have the dominion over her, bain't?

"True, true.'

"I do think she be the sort of woman who does need a firm hand to gui de her,’
EmM a went on. 'And Verrarc, he be a stubborn sort of man.'

'That too be a true speaking.' Dera hesitated for a |long nmoment. ' You do know
wel | that Verrarc, his happiness does nean nuch to ne, ever since he did run
to ne for refuge when he were but a tiny lad. | do wi sh naught but the best
for him'

Ni ffa caught her mother's eye and scowl ed. Dera turned away and | ooked only at
En a.

"Just so,' Emla said. You do doubt, then, that Raena woul d make hima proper
sort of wfe?

"I do,' Dera said. 'Here, she be barren for one thing. It be no fault of her
own, but a man like Verrarc, with property to | eave - he does need sons,
bain't? O a daughter to dower at |east.’

"Huh! 1'd not thought of that. But truly, she did stay with her husband for a
year, and then she and Verrarc did give the gods plenty of chances to bl ess
them'

"Just so.'
Em a sucked her teeth for a thoughtful while. 'Verrarc be a stubborn sort of
man,' she said at last. 'He'll not be giving her up easily."’

' True spoken.'

"But you know what they do say, Dera. Sometines a man nmust needs get what he
wants before he can see that he wants it not.'

'"Now that be a very true thing,' Dera paused, considering. 'The nore that the
town speaks ill of her, the nore loyal he'll be.’

Ni ffa | ooked up fromher bowl and glared. Emla waggled a I ong finger in her
direction.

' That porridge nust be sour stuff,' Ema said, '"if | were to judge by the | ook
on your face. What does ache your heart so badly, |ass?

Caught - Niffa could hardly tell Em a about her visions and suspicions. She

| ai d her spoon down in the enpty bow,

"Ah well," Niffa said at last. 'Never have | |liked Raena, truly. She does seem
so sly, and who can ken where she's been hiding herself this while past? She
did show up in winter out of nowhere, bain't?

'Ch, that be sinple enough.' Ema was smling. 'She did return to her father's
farm when her husband cast her out. No doubt the old man's rubbed her raw with
the shame of it. He always was that sort, all |ong nose for the |ooking down.'
' That be enough to drive anyone out into the snows,' Dera put in. The poor
wonman! '

If her nother's conpassion had been kindled, N ffa knew, there was no use in
argui ng further.

"Well, Mstress EmMa,' Dera went on, '"if you go to speak with Werda, then ||
be going with you to put in a word, like.'

"My thanks. The nore of us, the better. 1'Il be off to speak with sone few

ot hers of the wonen here.'

When Em a was | eaving, Niffa managed to force out a reasonably pleasant
farewel |, but she spoke not another word. Dera shut the door behind their
departing guest and latched it for good measure. She sat down opposite Niffa.

' Mam How coul d you!'

"Hush, now! You do think that Raena had somewhat to do with Denet's death, but
| be not so sure. Werda did say evil spirits, and would you be telling ne that
you do ken nore of these matters than Werda?

"Well, | wouldn't. But she |aughed, Raena | nean, |aughed at himlying dead.’
'Be you so certain of that? There be tines, when a woman or a man too for that
matter, when she does see some great horror, and while it does seemthat she



| aughs, truly there be no mirth in it, just a ghastly sort of sobbing w thout
tears.'

Niffa started to answer, but her mother's quiet voice caught her and made her
think. What if she were accusing Raena fal sely? That would be a terrible

t hi ng.

'\What ever you say, Mam Mayhap you and Em a have the right of it.’

"My thanks.' Dera allowed herself a small smile. "And I'd not worry just yet.
Changi ng Werda's mind about any matter be a |long hard task.'

It was a few days later that Dallandra heard the truth of Demet's death, when
she net Evandar on the crest of Market Hill. They found each other just at
nightfall under a sky so clear and cold that the stars seemed chips of ice
glittering in the silver fire of the rising moon. Wapped in his blue cloak
Evandar glowed to match the noonlight.

" And how does Sal amander fare?' Dallandra asked hi m

'Who? Ah, Rhodry's brother.'

"Indeed. | asked Rhodry if he knew anything about a curse Jill put on him and
Rhodry swears up and down that she'd never have done such a thing. He did say,
t hough, that she m ght have sworn like a silver dagger at him and in his
madness he might be remenbering it and misinterpreting.'

"Now that makes a great deal of sense. I'Il try to visit himagain.' Evandar
frowned up at the stars. 'I've not had a nonment to spare, ny |ove, what with
the troubl e Shaetano's causing.'

"I'n Jahdo's city? |'ve heard another nasty tale nmyself, about Raena and the
way she nurdered a man there.'

"The young militiaman? It wasn't her who killed him It was Shaetano.'
Dal | andra found herself with nothing to say. Evandar | aughed at her shock

t hen sobered fast.

"It's an evil thing,' he said, '"And I've no idea how he did it. Wrse yet,
neither does he. He's been calling hinself Lord Havoc, and he seens to be
l[iving up to his nane.’

"Things are even worse than | thought, then. 1'd better go have a | ook at al
of this in the spring.'

"I'f you wanted to go straightaway, | could take you there by the nothers of
all roads."'

"I can't leave Carra and the baby.'

"W could all go, Jahdo and Rhodry too.'
"True, but Rhodry won't |eave until spring, because he's waiting for Arzosah
Not that she's likely to return.’

"It was foolish of himto break that binding spell, truly. The great wyrnmns
have devious little hearts.'

'"But here, he knows - we all know, truly - her true name. Shouldn't that -

"It's not enough. | don't care what the old tales say, but merely knowi ng a
dragon's name is no protection for an ordi nary nan. Someone who can put
dweoner behi nd speaking the name - well, that's different.'

"I see. Well, dragon or no, in the spring I'd better get nyself to Cerr
Cawnen. '

"Shall | bring Rhodry's brother there to meet you?

Dal | andra considered this for a nonent.

"I don't think so,' she said at last. 'I think he'd be better off in the

Westl ands, nearer his father. But for the | ove of every god, don't bring him
anywhere just yet, will you? |I've got enough on my mnd as it is.'

" True spoken, so I'll leave himbe for now It's not Iike his poor wife has to

handl e hi mon her own.'

"That's one good thing about all those wetched acrobats.' Dallandra gl anced
around and realized that ail the houses she could see had gone dark, 'Ye gods,
I'd better get nyself back to the dun! The gatekeeper won't wait for ne
forever.'

"Il walk with you. | don't trust these streets at night. Wich rem nds ne.
Does Rhodry still have that bronze knife?

It took Dallandra a nonent to renmenber which knife he neant.



' The anci ent one?' she said. The one that has some strange dweoner on it?
"That's the one. He mght need it with Al shandra's pack still on the | oose.'
'"He keeps it on his belt with the silver dagger.'

'Good. Tell himto stay on guard, too.'

Toget her they hurried back to the dun, but at the iron-bound gates Evandar
left her. Dallandra gave the ol d gatekeeper a coin for his patience, then

wal ked into the main ward, where torchlight danced and threw fitful shadows on
stone. Not far fromthe back door to the great hall she saw a crowd of the
gwerbret's riders, all arguing about sone inconprehensible thing. Qut of
curiosity she drifted over and found a place to stand on the steps of one of

t he side-brochs.

From there she could see the trouble. In the centre of a ring of Cadmar's
sworn nen stood a nman of the Westfolk and one of Cadmar's riders, both of them
trenbling with fury while Cadmar's captain and Prince Daral anteriel talked
urgently together. Nearby a blonde servant girl stood weeping into the hem of
her apron.

At the edge of the crowd stood Rhodry, his hands dangling easily by his sides.
The sooty torches cast nore shadow than |ight, but she could see himsmling
with a tight twist of his mouth. Wen a torch flared and washed his face with
light, the ook in his eyes turned her cold; they were as blank and hard as a
hawk's. All at once he stepped forward; it seemed the argunent between Prince
Daral anteriel and the gwerbret's captain was heating up. Soneone in the crowd
yelled, 'Filthy thieves, all of you - thieves and silver daggers!'

Rhodry noved, struck, had the fellow by the neck wi th both hands.

' Rhodry!' Dallandra screanmed. 'Don't!’

Rhodry threw his prey to the ground and twi sted free. Hands reached down and
haul ed the fellow to his feet; he was choking and shaki ng but nostly unhar med.
Rhodry turned toward her and | aughed in a high-pitched shriek of nerrinent.
"My thanks!' he called out. 'l would have killed himif it weren't for you.'
"So | thought,' Dallandra nuttered, but too quietly for himto hear. "You
berserk bastard.'’

The riders all turned to | ook at her, and she saw nost of them hol di ng up
crossed fingers in the gesture of wardi ng agai nst witchcraft. Some stepped
backwards into shadows, then turned and ran; others slipped away nore slowy,
hut they got thensel ves gone nonethel ess until only Rhodry and Draudd, one of
the gwerbret's sworn nmen, stood alone in the snoke-stained torch |ight.
"I"mblasted gl ad you canme along.' Draudd bowed to Dallandra. Ye gods, the
l[ittle slut's not worth a man's lifel!’

' That bl onde |lass - she was the cause of this, then? Dallandra asked.

' She was,' Draudd said. 'Keeping two hearths warm at once, if you take ny
nmeani ng, |ike.’

"WII there be nore trouble over this? Dallandra said to Draudd.

"Not fromany of us. Since it never came to drawn steel, the gwerbret doesn't
have to know. Well, unless he heard the scuffle?

When Dal |l andra went to the door of the great hall and | ooked in, she found the
gwerbret's chair safely enpty. Jahdo cane running and told her that his grace
had gone early to bed.

"His leg's bothering him' the boy said. The tw sted one.'

'"No doubt, in this cold and danp,' Dallandra said. '"Well, 1'll brew himup
some poultices in the norning.'
For a nonent she stood watching the men filing back into the hall. \Wen she

turned back, Rhodry had gone.

She found himup in their tower room feeding twigs by candlelight into the
charcoal braizer. She shut the door, but he ignored her and bent down to bl ow
upon the coals. Finally the tinder caught; he added a few thin tw gs of
charcoal , then some bigger chunks.

"I think that'll take,' he said.

"Looks like it, truly.'

In the candlelight and faint glow fromthe brazier, his face was unreadabl e.
Wth an irritable snarl, Dallandra called on the Wldfolk of Aethyr. A silver



ball of |ight appeared, hovering over the table. Rhodry | ooked up. His eyes
seened huge, his dark brows straight above them but his soft nouth hung

sl ack; he could have been thinking rmurder or nothing at all

"Wuld you really have killed that fell ow?' she said.

"Most likely." Wth a shrug he turned away fromthe brazier and w ped his
hands on his brigga. 'I've never been a patient man. And it's been too |ong
since | sent ny Lady Death a courting-gift. She's even | ess patient than I
am'

"I wish you wouldn't go on like that about your Lady Death. It's such a daft
fancy!'

"Is it? Wwy?' Al at once he was grinning, his eyes narrow with delight.
"Haven't | served her faithfully all these years? You'd think a true |over
woul d have had his reward by now, wouldn't you?

She could only stare at him Ye gods! she thought. Is this the evil Wrd that
Jill saw? That he'd go mad - if it is madness? H s snmile faded.

"What is this?' Dallandra said suddenly. 'Are you saying you want to die?
"Who woul dn't, after the life |I've | ed?" Rhodry turned his back on her and
wal ked a few steps away.

Wien she wal ked over and | aid her hands on his shoul ders, she could feel hard
muscl e, tensed and ready to spring. She |let her hands fall

' There's naught you can say to that, is there? H's voice was |ow and | evel.

' There's naught anyone can say.'

' True enough.’

Around themthe WIdfol k began to appear, sprites and gnones, and in the gl ow
of the brazier, she saw a sal amander |ounging on the coals.

"You're not thinking of killing yourself, are you?' Dallandra said.

"I"'mnot. Not while the raven wonan |ives, at |east.’

' Ah ye gods! Pronmise ne you won't -'

"Win't what? Take a knife to my own throat or suchlike? Rhodry turned around
at last, and he was smling. 'l won't. I'll swear it to you on ny silver
dagger. That's the one oath you know I'd never break."'

'How can you smile like that?

He cocked his head to one side and considered her for a | ong nonment, then

wi ped the smle away.

"True enough. It's no jest, is it?" He grabbed his cloak fromthe chair's
back. '"I"Il not be able to sleep. Don't wait up for ne.'

He strode out of the roomwith the Wldfolk following himin a swirl of little
lives. She sat down on the chair and held out her hands. She wasn't in the

| east surprised to find them shaking.

Al t hough the gwerbret had seen nothing, Prince Daral anteriel proved unwilling
to let the matter drop. When Rhodry wal ked into the great hall, the prince
rose fromhis chair at the honour hearth and hailed him Rhodry stood where he
was and waved vaguely in Dar's direction. For a |ong nmoment, while every nman
in the great hall watched, the stalemate held; then with a shrug Dar grabbed
his cloak fromhis chair and strode across the hall to join Rhodry at the
door.

"You wanted to speak with ne?" Rhodry said. 'Wat about?

'Things.' Dar busied hinself with draping his cloak over his shoulders. 'W'd
best tal k outside, anyway.'

Around back of the main broch they found a spot out of the wi nd, where
flickering light fromthe fires inside spilled out onto the frozen nud. Both
of themcould see in far less light than any ordi nary man, but the gl ow seened
somehow conforting agai nst the night.

"That fellow called ne a thief,' Dar said abruptly. 'Should I challenge himto
an honour duel ?'

'"Do you want to?' Rhodry said.

"I don't, no. It would be stupid, and you ve already given himthe scare of
his [ife. But what will the men here think of ne if | don't?

"Ah. You're starting to think like a Deverry lord."'

Dar flushed scarlet. Rhodry | ooked himin the face and refused to flinch



After a nmonent, Dar | ooked down.

"Maybe | am | wish to all the gods that we could just ride out of here, but
in this weather -'

'"We'd never nake it home. Your nen are getting worried, Dar. They | ook at you
sitting with the gwerbret and wonder if your head's getting too big for your
hel m'

Dar stared at the nmuddy ground for a long noment, then turned on his heel and
strode of f. Rhodry foll owed himas ducked back inside the great hall. Dar
hesitated briefly, then wal ked over to the table where the other nmen of the
Westfolk were sitting. He spoke a few brief words to Vantal aber, then sat down
on the bench at his captain's right hand. Smiling to hinself, Rhodry strolled
over and joined them

In the norning Dallandra woke to find Rhodry still gone. Wen she went
downstairs, she found himrolled in his cloak and asleep in the straw near the
riders' hearth, with a couple of dogs at his back and Jahdo asl eep nearby. As
she hovered there, wondering whether to wake him he solved the probl em by
sitting up and yawni ng.

'Good nmorrow, fair sorceress,' he said, grinning. 'l got too drunk |ast night
to manage the stairs, Dar had squirrelled Sway sone nead in his chanber, and
he brought it down for us.'

"Ah. | see.’

Yawni ng, shaki ng his head, he rubbed his face with both hands.

"I need to shave,' be said. 'l hate getting shaggy, wi nter or no. Have you
eaten yet?

"I'"ve not.'

Rhodry got up, shaking out his cloak

"I"ve made a bit of a fool of nyself, haven't 17?2

"Not truly.' Dallandra spoke in Elvish. '"No nore than the rest of the nen
have, at least, and I'mincluding the prince in that. You know, you should al
get out of the dun nore. Go hunting, maybe - the gods know we could use the
nmeat if there's any deer left to bring down.'

' Cood idea,' he answered her in Elvish as well. "I1"Il talk with Dar. You're
right. We're all going nore than a little mad, shut up like this.'

Wth that he bowed and wandered off, nuttering about finding hot water to wash
in. While Dallandra waited for a servant to bring her bread, the man whom
Rhodry had nearly killed cane hurrying over, a narroweyed blond fellowwith a
freshly split lip and bruises on his neck just the size of Rhodry's fingers.
When he bowed to her, she could see himtrenbling.

"I owe you ny life," he blurted. 'MWy thanks, ny lady.'

"Well, nost welcone you are. I'mjust glad Rhodry listened to ne.'

"Listened?" He laid a hand over the bruises. We all figured you cast a spell
Naught el se could reach him we figured, when he has one of his fits.'
Dal | andra started to tell himotherw se, then decided that |ong expl anations
of how Rhodry's m nd worked would |ie beyond him

"You seemto bear himno ill-will," she said instead

'"OF course | don't. He's one of the god-touched.' The rider shrugged, hands
out as if he were holding sone truth before him That trial by conbat he
fought - renenber? It showed all of us how much the gods favour him So it's
all ny owmn fault, what happened | ast night. | was drunk, | don't remenber what
| said, but it's no matter. You don't prod one of the god-touched.'

"I see. Well, I'mglad you cane to no real harm But you know, you'd best

apol ogi ze to the prince for the things you called his nen.'

"You're right. I'll do it the nmoment he cones down.' By the noontide the
squabbl e had snoothed itself over, and as far as Dall andra knew, the gwerbret
never heard of it. She hoped the spring would cone early that year. The sooner
they were all out of the stone tents once and for all, the better

For several nights Niffa tried to return to the neadow under the purple nmoon
and talk with the woman who called herself Dallandra. Her dreams, however,
like ill-trained horses wandered where the road | ooked easiest and avoi ded the
city that once had appeared so faithfully. Finally Niffa realized that nere



hope woul d al ways fail her. She began trying to picture the purple noon and
Dal | andra as she was falling asleep, and this technique brought success. One
ni ght when the wi nds how ed round G tadel and shut out the world, N ffa fel
strai ght asleep and found herself wal ki ng across the neadow toward the great
wardi ng stars, burning red and gold. Dallandra sat waiting next to them

"It's good to see you,' the sorceress said. '|I was afraid you' d decided not to
return.’

"Ch, no such thing. It were the dreans that turned stubborn when | did try to
force them Tonight | let the noon rise in nmy mnd, like, and it brought ne
here.’

"Very good indeed! Now, | need to talk with you about somewhat inportant, but
it won't make much sense at first. Tell nme - you see the WIldfolk, don't you?
The little creatures in the air, or in fires and runni ng water?

"I do, truly. How were you guessing that?

"Jahdo told ne you al ways watched things that no one else could see.’

"Ah,' Niffa smled, remenbering, 'He did tease ne over that until at tines |

did feel like giving hima good clout. There be not nuch that our Jahdo does
m ss.'
'"He's a sharp lad. Well, there are other spirits in the world, bigger ones,

much nore |ike nen and wonen, and very nmuch nore powerful indeed. They appear
here and there and | ook just |ike ordinary people until of all a sudden they
do somewhat strange or just disappear.’

' Be those gods?'

"They're not, but a race called the Guardians.' Dallandra hesitated and seened
to be considering what to say next. 'One of them has nmade a bargain wth
Raena. He's teaching her magi cks, and she's - well, howto say - well, she's
doing himlittle favours in return.'

"l don't understand.’

"Neither do I." Al at once Dallandra |aughed. 'Not conpletely. But this
creature can appear as a fox or a man. He calls hinself Lord Havoc.'

"That be an ill-omened nane!’

"He's an ill-omened creature. |'mas sure as | can be that he'll bring trouble
to Cerr Cawnen if soneone doesn't stop him Raena - well, she's nostly

del uded. She thinks he's a god, and he's not. It's not truly her fault.'

Ni ffa considered for a nonent.

"Well, even so,' Niffa said at last, "would this Lord Havoc fox creature be
a-troubling us if that whoring slut of a Raena hadn't brought him here?

You truly hate her, don't you?

Ni ffa paused on the edge of a retort. She could see that Dall andra was
studying her face as she waited for a reply.

"I do," Niffa said. "And truly, you do touch upon a riddle. At first, before
my man died, | knew not why | did hate her so. Fromthe day she cane to Cerr
Cawnen, and | did see her walking toward the gates, | did feel - well, it be
so strange - but | did feel she'd be the ruination of us all, that sonme great
evil walked in with her.’

"Ch, did you now? Jahdo's told ne that when you have these feelings, you're
usual ly right."’

"It's happened.' Niffa shrugged and | ooked away. 'Over the years | did learn
to keep my mouth cl osed tight when the onmens did beat against my lips. It did
troubl e everyone around us.'

'No doubt. Say naught about that onmen to anyone until | get there.'

"You do plan on comng to Cerr Cawnen?

'l do indeed, in the spring when we - Rhodry and | - bring your Jahdo hone.
Raena i s sonewhat of an eneny of mne, after all. I'd rather like a few words
with her, not that she'll enjoy hearing them'

For a monment the dreamthreatened to waver and dissolve in a flood of sheer
relief, but Niffa focused her mnd on Dallandra's face, thought of nothing but
that inmage, and slowy the dream grew strong and cl ear agai n.

Very good,' Dallandra said, smling. 'For a nonent | thought 1'd |ost you.'

"I did think I were about to go, truly. But it gladdens my heart, hearing that



you be conming to Cerr Cawnen.'

"I"'mglad you trust me.'

"Well, | do, though I know not why. Mayhap it's because you do hate Raena
t0o.'

"Hate her | don't. She's but a tool in the hands of lying spirits."'

What about the councilmn? Be it that he worship this fox spirit too?

"I have no idea. Now listen carefully. It's not Raena that nurdered your man.
It was Lord Havoc.'

The surprise hit like a blow and flung Niffa out of the dream She woke to a
roomsilver with dawn and knew that she'd not be falling asl eep again, not
this late in a winter's day. Her body ached, too; for a nonment, she wondered
if she'd somehow hurt herself by waking so fast. Then she recogni zed a

fam liar pain. Her nmonthly bleeding had finally begun. She sat up in bed and
stared at her cold little room

"I did want Denet's child,' she whispered. 'I did want his child so very much.
Ah ye gods!'

She twi sted round and grabbed the pillow, then lay down to sob into it unti
she ached too badly to weep the nore.

"Master!' Ad Korla came shuffling into the great room The Spirit Tal ker, she
be at our door.'

"Then let her in, for the gods' sake!' Verrarc said. 'Did you think |I'd be
turning her away or suchlike?

Korla set her mouth in a tight line, shrugged, and shuffled back down the
corridor.

Verrarc rose fromhis little table by the hearth. He'd been puzzling over his
dweoner scroll again, and he rolled it up to hide its subject matter. Wth
Korla foll owi ng, Werda canme striding in, draped in her white cl oak.

"This be an honour indeed.' Verrarc bowed to her. 'Do come sit by nmy fire.'
"I'"ll not be staying but a noment,' Werda said. | be here to tell you but one
thing. If you wish to marry your worman, |'Il performthe proper rite.'

"My thanks!' Verrarc was stammering, and he felt tears rising behind his eyes.
"My hunbl e thanks! | -'
' Some of the good wonen of this town did come to argue with ne,' Werda went

on. 'Pay your thanks to them not ne. | did listen to themwth care, and with
care did | think the matter through. | do suggest, councilnman, that you put as
much care into your choice of a wife. Think on this for seven nights. Then, if
you still wish to marry Raena daughter of Marga, cone to ne at the tenple, and

"Il cast the onmens to find a propitious phase of the noon.'

Before Verrarc could say another word, Werda turned on her heel and strode
out, with Korla hurrying after

' The haughty bitch!' Raena snarled from behind him

Verrarc spun round to see her wal king out of their bed chanber. She was
wearing a green overdress, and she'd done her hair in thick braids, falling
one on either side of her face.

"I"d not speak ill of Werda, if | were you,' he said.

"I ndeed?' Raena was scowl ing. 'Huh! Some priestess she is, her and her little
gods! Here, ny love - do you not scorn ny Lord Havoc and claimhimbut a fox
spirit or suchlike? Wll, the gods Wrda tends are no better than that, the
spirit of a mountain, the spirit of a tree!' Her nouth twisted. 'Did they give
her the power to call forth silver light, as the great Al shandra gave to ne?
'They didn't, truly. But Rae, when it comes to life in this town, there be
gods that Werda tends who have true power indeed.'

'Ch? And who may they be?'

"Rurmmour, for one.' \Verrarc |ooked steadily at her. 'And the gods of a happy
hearth and a good reputation, for others.'

Raena bl ushed, | ooked away, then sat down in her chair by the hearth. Verrarc
went to the fire and knelt down to add the |last of the wood fromthe big
basket near the hearth. The flames leapt up in a swirl of gol den sparks.
"This be the second happiest day of ny life.' Verrarc reached for the poker
"The first, well - truly, it will always be the day ny father died.'



Raena | aughed. ' Never would | begrudge you that, my |ove,' she said. 'It gives

nmy heart joy, too, thinking I'll be your wife.'
Verrarc gl anced over his shoulder and sniled at her just as Korla returned,
her mouth still tight, her eyes narrow with what seenmed to be anger. No doubt

she wasn't | ooking forward to having anot her woman give her orders in her

ki tchen, not after so many years of keeping house for Verrarc al one. He would
have to do sonmewhat to soften the bl ow, he decided

"Korla?" he said. 'Do tell Harl to bring in nore wood, will you? And it would
behoove you and Magpie to be thinking of what sort of grand present | can make
you to celebrate ny marriage.'

Korl a rel ented enough to smile, but all she said was, 'Harl, he be out in the
woodshed now. I'Il be telling him

Raena wat ched her unspeaking as the old worman crossed the room and di sappeared
t hrough the door that led to the kitchen. Verrarc rose, dusting the ashes off
t he knees of his brigga.

"W shall have a feast on our wedding day, ny love,' he said, 'the best that

wi nter can offer us, and then in the spring when the crops conme in, we'll have
a proper celebration at the same tinme of the nmoon that nmarks our wedding.'
"That will be splendid, Verro. Truly, this day gl addens ny heart. | did hear
what Werda said about the townswonmen. There be a need on ne to go and thank
them'

'"There is, at that.' Verrarc sat down in his facing chair. 'l ken not al
their names, but I'll wager that Dera and Eml a be anong them | do owe them
t hanks mysel f, and we'll pay our calls together.'

Raena nodded, staring into the fire with a small snmile. Verrarc | eaned back in
his chair and stretched out his legs to the warnth.

"It will be splendid," Raena said at last, 'to have a name again. | did get so
sick to my heart of their snubs! Now, mayhap | can gain their trust, so that
they'Il listen to ne.'

"Whose trust?

' The wonen of the town, of course. | do think that they'll hear about

Al shandra with nmore joy than the nen.'

"What ? Just what be you planning to do?

' Spread the word of ny goddess's conming.' Raena was |ooking at himwth a
slight from, as if she were puzzled by his obtuseness. Think you | be a

m ser, to keep such joy to nmyself? | did swear to her that ever and al ways
would I tell of her doings to all whom | would nmeet. Cerr Cawnen, it be a fine
pl ace to take up her charge again.'

Verrarc started to speak, then thought better of it. Al at once he felt a
cold that the leaping fire was powerless to dispel

"I shall spread the word,' Raena went on, her voice soft, alnost dreany. 'I
shal | set her name upon Cerr Cawnen and make it a place of her altars. Al the
peopl e shall rejoice in her name, and she will send them strength.'

Once again Verrarc opened his mouth, and once again Held his tongue. The cold
around hi m deepened. Had she gone nad, his bel oved Raena? O could she be
speaking the truth and truly serve a goddess who could set nmen free fromthe
chai ns of death? She turned to him her eyes thoughtful

"Fear not, ny love. Intinme I'll be showing you nore of her marvels, and til
then, I'lIl not speak a word to anyone else. | do ken better than any how the

i gnorant will mock and scorn some new thought. | shall be all caution and soft
wor ds. '

"Well and good, then. Rae, please, you do see that | be not nocking what you
say, bain't?

"I do. Fear not! Wth her there be only courage.'

Verrarc smled, but the cold had turned to a wild animal, it seenmed, sinking
claws of warning into his heart. Raena returned to staring into the fire and
smling to herself, as if she were hearing sonme grand jest. For a nonent he
wondered if indeed he should marry her. If she were mad and babbling of false
gods, wouldn't she be a threat to his beloved city? But he could remenber his
father's face, flushed with drink and sneering, and hear again the insults



he'd hurled at Raena and her kin. Arich pig farner be a pig farner still -
that was the |east of them

"Well, | ken not the truth of such things as gods,' Yen-arc said, 'but | do
ken that | love you with all ny heart, and that be enough for ne.'

"Wll, now,' Dera said. 'l do have sonme news from young Harl. Verrarc and
Raena will marry in three nights, when the noon turns fromdark to the first
sliver in the sky.'

"It were tine that he did nmake an honest worman of her,' Lael said.

Ki el nodded his agreenent. After their md-day neal, the famly was sitting at
the long table in front of their hearth. Niffa realized that they were al

| ooki ng at her. She got up and began picking up the enpty wooden bow s and
spoons.

"Harl did say that Verrarc wished us to be there,' Dera continued in a few
nonent s.

"I shan't go!' Niffa snapped.

She | ooked up to find the famly still watching her. She carried the bows to
t he washtub by the door and set theminside to wait until Kiel fetched water.
Ever since Dallandra's warnings, Niffa had been trying to watch her words
about the council man's wonan.

"It's not that | do blane Raena,' she said at last. 'To see a wedding - it
woul d pierce ny heart with grief.’

Dera's eyes filled with tears.

"Ch,' Lael said. '"Wll, then, well let your mam and brother go to represent
us, like, and 1'll be staying here with you.'

Ni ffa covered her face with both hands and wept. She heard her father getting
up, felt his arm around her shoul der

'"Here, lass, here,' he nurnured. 'You have a good cry, like. | do ken how hard
it be to believe this, but in tine, the pain will heal up.'
"I do hope you be right," Niffa sobbed. 'l do hope so.'

On the day of Verrarc's wedding, Kiel and Dera went off to the cel ebration

Ni ffa and Lael passed the time by working. Since the wicker rat traps and the
cage to carry the ferrets wore out fast, Lael always kept a supply of withies
and | eat her thongs on hand. That day Niffa set sonme of the withies to soak in
t he washtub whil st Lael inspected the traps and set the broken ones onto the
table. The ferrets, of course, offered their version of help, capturing any
t hong that noved, chewing on the wet wthies, knocking over the traps, and
chasi ng each other around the table. Laughing at them N ffa could for a
little while feel happy.

Dera and Kiel cane honme |aden with food - |oaves of bread, dried apples, a big
chunk of fresh roasted pork, a skin of nead, and an entire raw pork liver for
the weasels - all bounty fromVerrarc. After Niffa cleared off the nmended
traps, they laid the food on the table, but neither of them spoke until they'd
fini shed.
'"He did pay a farnmer to fatten up a hog.' Kiel gestured at the chunk of roast
meat. 'So that the guests would have a proper neal.'

'He be a generous man, Verrarc,' Lael said. 'Here, wonan, what be so wrong
with you?

Ni ffa had expected Dera to come honme chattering and happy after such an event,
but in truth, her nother |ooked sol etm enough for a funeral. Dera took off her
cloak and hung it on a wall peg before she answered.

"The wedding fire wouldn't light,' Dera said at last. 'Young Artha tried and
tried, but no matter how many sparks she did strike, the tinder, it did
smoul der, but it did refuse to burn.'

Ye gods!' Lael said. 'Be they not narried, then?

'"Ch, they are,' Kiel muttered. Verro, he'd not let the thing be stopped.'

"It did light, you see,' Dera added. 'In the end. Harl did help Artha, and
they did get the tinder burning in the end.'

Ni ffa caught her breath in an audi bl e gasp

"Truly,' Dera said, nodding her way. 'It be a terrible, terrible onen. A
this food? It were few of the guests who stayed for the feasting, so Verrarc,



he did pile our arms high with it.'

"Huh,' Lael said. 'Bad omens tw ce over. Nah, thrice, 1'd say, and three tines
thrice at that.’

As winter turned toward spring, Evandar began to visit Cengarn and Dal | andra
nore often. In back of the kitchen hut he'd spotted the herb garden, dead
under the last of the snow, lying at sonme distance fromany iron. Toward dawn
on one frosty nmorning he sent her a dream and once the sun rose, they net
there, well out of sight of the main broch.

"I"'mso glad you're here,' Dallandra said.

"I ndeed?' Evandar said. Wat's so wong?

"I"'mworried about Elessario. |'ve just spent a long night trying to get her
to go to sleep so Carra could get sone rest.'
"I's she ill?

'No, but she will be if the baby keeps running her ragged.'

"l neant Elessi.’

"Ah. No, not at all.' Dallandra hesitated for a nmonent, thinking. 'But she's
not - she's not quite right. I don't know how to explain it, but while she

| ooks like a normal infant, she's not. Her nmind works very differently.
"Like little Zandro?

' Vho?'
"My apologies. | forgot you wouldn't know. Sal anander's youngest child. He's
one of Alshandra's people, but born, | nean, into a human body now. His

mother's in despair over him

"What ? How could he -'

"I"ve been thinking about that very thing. Wien we were scheming to get our
magi cal child born, didn't Alshandra the Hag try to stop us? She set her spies
to watching and follow ng El essi everywhere she went. And then, when you were
teaching the child what it mght nean to be born into this world, didn't you
take her to Bardek? The spies obviously followed you.'

'So they nust have. | suppose it's possible, that one of them got fascinated
with the place and its people, but -'

"Not fascinated with Bardek, my |ove. Fascinated with Sal amander. Spirits
swarm around himall the time. It's like his soul is a lantern burning out on
the astral, and they're the noths.'

'"Ch.' Dallandra considered this with a small frown. 'Well, that would explain
it, all right. Now, what about the rest of Alshandra's pack? Have you taken
theminto yours yet?

"I have not, and | shan't, either, the ugly little spawm! It's bad enough that
|'ve saddled nyself with Shaetano's creatures.’

"But if you | eave themrunning |oose in the world, they'll be working

m schi ef .’

"I don't care. Let them fade away into naught!'’

"You can't just -'

Evandar ki ssed her to silence her, then turned away with a | augh

"We' || speak of these things later, ny love. |I'd best see to Sal amander's
troubles.’

' Cone back here!l We need to tal k about this.'

Evandar wal ked over to the wall round the garden. In a shimer of early |ight
he could just see a |link between the worlds.

"Evandar!' Dalla sounded furious. 'You can't |eave those creatures to their
own devi ces!’

Wth a smile in her direction, he sprang to the top of the wall and stepped

t hrough the Iink. Sure enough, one of the nother roads lay waiting. He wal ked
onto it and followed a | ong shaft of sunlight south.

Al t hough Evandar set out for Bardek, in a few nonents he | ooked around him
saw pine-forested hills, and realized that he was headi ng north. He turned
around and started to wal k south again only to find hinmself circling back
round, as if the road were nmoving under his feet. In the wind he heard a

voi ce, whi spering 'danger, grave danger' over and over again.

"Should I go to Cerr Cawnen instead?' he asked al oud.



The wi nd hi ssed out a yes.

"Ch very well then!'

The road seened to fly of its own accord, speeding him along. He stepped down
onto the peak of Citadel, then picked his way through the boul ders and down
into the tunnel. If there were danger in this city, he was willing to wager
that Raena was bringing it, but the ruined underground tenple stood enpty.
Evandar hurried back out. He spread his arns wide, then took off running wth
a sudden leap into the air. He felt his wings grow as the wi nd caught them
and his body shrink and change,

Wth a chirp a sparrow fl ew over Citadel, banking into the cold wind. In this
form he could search for Raena unnoticed. For sonme |ong while he hovered over
the town and the | ake, flying this way and that, perching on windowsills to
peer in or listen. Finally he renenbered Councilman Verrarc's fine house near
the crest of the hilt. Wen he settled on the outer wall of the conpound, he
found the council man outside, bundled in a cloak and arguing with an old woman
who stood in the doorway.

"I be sick to nmy heart with worry,' Verrarc was saying. 'Not one soul in the
town has seen her. |'ve asked everywhere.'

"Huh, and where woul d she be going, anyway?' the old wonan said.
seen her since last night.'

'Ye gods. Ah ye gods!'’

Wher e, indeed? Evandar thought to hinself. Either to my lands or to Deverry,
that's where, and the one |l eads to the other

Wth a flap of wings the sparrow | eapt fromthe wall, but as he flew, circling
hi gher, he transformed hinself into the red hawk. On | ong wi ngs he flew fast,
heading to his country and the magi cal roads.

' Those wards of yours must be powerful things,' Rhodry said.
of Raena in a long tine now,'

"CGood,' Dallandra said. 'l set themfresh every night.' She paused, gl ancing
around the great hall. 'Wich reminds me. How |l ong do you plan on being away
fromthe dun?

"Just the short day. The prince is no fool, and we shan't ride far.' Rhodry
foll omed her gl ance: sure enough, Daral anteriel was waving at himfromthe
mai n door. 'I'd best be gone.'

Qut in the main ward the prince had assenbled his hunting party. The nmen of
his personal guard carried short curved bows and their shorter hunting arrows.
Behi nd them stood a kennel man, surrounded by his pack of black and tan hounds,
and a couple of servants with a pack mule to carry home their kill, though in
truth they had little hope of finding ganme. During |last sumrer's seige the

Hor seki n i nvaders had overhunted the countryside.

"I"ve told the nen that they're not to bring down any does or yearlings,' Dar
said. 'We need to let the herds build up again. |I'm hoping we can find a buck
or two. The does should all be carrying fawns by now, and one male won't be

m ssed. '

I've not

|'ve not dreant

"It'll be nore neat than none,' Rhodry said. "And it'll get us out of Cengarn
for an afternoon's ride."'

Dar flashed himone of his brilliant smles.

"I hope | never have to cone back to the stone tents again,' Dar said. 'The
way they stink! But it'll be spring soon, and we'll be gone, and in the

neantinme, let's ride!’

Despite the snow on the ground and the danp wi nd, the horses pranced and
snorted, glad to be free of their stalls. The hounds raced this way and that,
barking and sniffing the wind, tails wagging hard. As they left the dun, the
men sang in el aborate elvcn harnonies, and on the streets of the town, the
folk came to door and window to listen as they rode past. At the town gates
they let the horses trot for a mle or so, then slowed themto a wal k | est
they sweat in the icy air. For sone long while they rode north, |eaving the
settled farm ands behind, but the dogs raised nothing nore than rabbits.

The sun had clinmbed to zenith when at |long | ast the dogs flushed a deer, a
button buck and thus no loss to its herd. Wth the dogs yappi nhg behind, it



cane crashing through the sparse wi nter underbrush to fall dead froma few
wel | -placed arrows. On the spot the servants butchered it, throwing the liver
and other entrails to the hal f-starved pack

"It's a good fat one,' Rhodry said. Tin surprised.’

"Don't be,' the kennelman said. The fewer the deer, the nore winter fodder to

go round, like.'

"Well, true spoken.'

"Save a bit of that liver, will you?" Dar put in. 'For ny |ady's dog."'

They left the servants with the kill and rode out again. Since the gwerbret's

farmers cut this stretch of forest for fuel and tinber, the trees thinned out
to scrubby grassland. Snow lay thick in the hollows, but on the side of a hil
the wind had scoured it away to expose dead grass and tw ggy shrubs, a
veritabl e banquet for deer. The kennelman called in the dogs and trotted with
them on foot as they put nose to the ground and headed up the hill.

Rhodry saw the stag first, standing between two trees and watching. Wth a yap
and a bay the dogs sighted it next and raced uphill. The stag | eapt and ran
boundi ng across the hillside, heading up to the crest and forest cover. Rhodry
yelled at the others to follow and ki cked his horse forward. The stag was a
fat one and pure white, an onen of good fortune as well as food. He was

t hi nki ng of nothing but turning it back to the waiting archers when Dar's

voi ce reached himon the w nd.

' Come back! Don't! Dweoner, Rhodry! Come back!'’

Instinctively he slowed his horse and | ooked ahead. Tangled in the trees at
the crest of the hill hung a pale | avender mst, shot through with

opal escence. Like a gigantic wave from sone unseen ocean it rose up, towering
above him Wth a yelp he jerked his horse's head around so fast the poor
beast stunbl ed. Rhodry kicked his feet out of the stirrups and threw hinsel f
clear as his horse went down, rolling. He scranbled up to see the horse,
unhurt, doing the same. Around themthe sunlight darkened. Wen he | ooked up,
he saw the m st breaking like a wave and plungi ng down. He took one step back
then it hit, pouring over himwith a blinding glitter of nulti-coloured light.
By yelling curses and orders at the top of his lungs, Prince Daralanteriel
managed to get all of his nen, all of the dogs, and the kennel man down from
the hillside and back to safety on the flat. Rhodry's gelding, reins trailing
fromthe bridle, trotted down to join them The kennel man caught the reins and
tossed themup to Dar.

"It | ooks cal menough,' Dar said. 'It rmust not have been able to see - well,
what ever that was.'

The archers nodded grimy. At the top of the hill the dweoner m st had

vani shed, except for a few scant shreds caught like tufts of wool on the
trees, but for all he knew the wetched fog woul d reappear and devour them
all.

Your highness!' The kennel man was shaking so hard that he could barely speak
"What - by the gods - where's the silver dagger?

The elven archers were staring at himwi th the sane question in their eyes.
Dar merely shrugged and turned in the saddle to watch the torn msts.

Mel i mal adar urged his horse up beside the prince's.

"That stag!' Mel said, in Deverrian for the kennel man's sake.

"It wasn't real,' Dar said. 'l've seen it before, last sumer it was, just
before the siege. | took some of nmy men out hunting, and the cursed stag |ed
us too far away to get back that night.' Dar's voice tightened at the nmenory.
"And then the Meradan caught us by our canpfire.'

'That's where Farendar died?

"It is, and too many other good men.' Dar rose in his stirrups and shaded his
eyes with one hand. 'It's dissolving, that's the last of it. Ah horseshit! W
could ride around here all day and not find a trace or track of Rhodry!

"But we can't just |eave himhere!' Ml said.

"He isn't here for us to |eave.'

Mel started to speak, then nerely shuddered- As if to agree one of the dogs
whi ned,



"Well, what can we do?' Mel said at last. 'We can't stay here all night. W'l
freeze.'

"I know that,' Dar snapped. 'l - well, ah hy the black hairy ass of the Lord
of Hell! | don't have one cursed idea of what we do next.'

"Ye gods, | wish Dalla was here! She'd know.'

"Wait! Maybe | can reach her.’

"But it'll take us a long tinme to ride back.'

"I didn't nmean by riding.' Dar shot hima dark gl ance. 'Hear ne out!’

"I will. My apologies.'

Very well, then.' Dar paused, thinking. You know ny bl oodlines as well as |

do. But the princes of the Vale of Roses were supposed to have dweoner of
their own, weren't they? A kind of inborn thing that they passed on to their

heirs. Well, I've got a touch of it. It was the sane night | was just speaking
of f when the Meradan laid a trap for us. Jill came to me in a sort of vision
or sending or somewhat like that. | don't understand it, but | heard her and

saw her, and she warned us about the trap. So hold your tongues, all of you.
|'"ve got sone hard thinking to do.'

Dar gl anced at the sky. Already the sun was hanging |l ow in the cloudy west,
sendi ng streaks of gold across the sky like spears, aimed at their hearts. He
would try to contact Dallandra, but then he would have to |lead his nen hone to
the warnm h and safety of the dun, no matter how rmuch it ached his heart to
abandon Rhodry.

Dal | andra was sitting in her tower roomw th one of Jill's books open on the
table in front of her. Her mind kept drifting fromthe particul ar passage she
was reading, which in the event proved a fortunate thing. Qut of a daydream
she heard Daral anteriel's voice, so clear and close that she turned round in
her chair, expecting to see himstanding in the doorway.

"Dalla! W need help. Dalla, | hope you hear nel' Al at once a flock of

W1 dfolk swept into manifestation. Sprites hovered round her in the air,
hol di ng out translucent little hands. Warty grey gnomes nobbed her, grabbing
her tunic's hem pulling on her sleeves,

"What is this?' Dallandra said. 'Is the prince in danger?

They shook their heads, but apparently soneone was facing a threat. Sonme of

t he gnomes pantom nmed the act of |oosing arrows; others pretended to attack an
i nvi si bl e foe.

"Who is it? Dallandra |l eapt to her feet. 'Rhodry?

This time they nodded yes.

'Do you know where he is? Can you take me to hinf?'

They nodded and caught her hands. As she hurried to the w ndow, she was

t hi nki ng of Evandar, picturing himin her mnd and calling out to himwi th her
t houghts. No answer - she could only pray that he'd heard her. She pulled off
her clothes, tossed themon the bed, then yanked the | eather covering fromthe
wi ndow in a cloud of dust and nmildew. Icy w nd slapped her and pushed past
into the chanmber. She ignored it and perched naked and shivering on the broad
stone wi ndowsill.'

In her mnd she sumoned her bird form a thought picture only, but she'd
trained her nmind through |ong years of this working to nake thoughts that had
areality of their own. In an instant she first imagined, then saw the
construct perched beside her on the window sill. It was strangely featurel ess,
a smooth grey creature with a song-bird' s beak and the general shape of a
linnet. Wen she transferred her consciousness over, first she heard the usua
rushy click; then she was aware of warmth. The linnet's feathers kept off the
cold a fair bit better than her elven skin could. She shook her wings and with
a hop leapt into the air. The linnet could fly fast when she needed to.
Dal | andra wi nged her way north with the sprites to guide her

When the dweoner nist cleared away, Rhodry found hinmsel f standing on a dusty
pl ai n under a copper-col oured sky. Overhead dark cl ouds churned and roil ed;
of f at the horizon snoke billowed in front of an enornous sun, turned

bl ood-red and swollen. He'd seen the place once before, during the |ast
sumer's war, when Evandar's magi ¢ had brought him here.



'Evandar!' Rhodry yelled it as loudly as he could. 'Evandar! Are you here?
Not hi ng but silence answered him He realized that he was hol ding his silver
dagger, though he couldn't remenber drawing it. Sonething about it struck him
as odd, but when he exanined the blade, it |ooked perfectly nornmal, except
perhaps for the oily way the netal reflected the unnatural light. Finally he
realized that the heft felt wong, perhaps twi ce as heavy as it should have
been. Wth a shrug, he heathed it and drew the bronze knife instead. The
triangul ar wedge of the blade, bound into a cleft stick with thongs, caught
the Iight and gl eamed as bright as a candle-flane. He waved it in the air and
saw | ong red sparks fly fromthe point.

"Huh, you |l ook a cursed sight nore dangerous here than in ny world. It's a
pity you're not a spear. |'ve got an ugly feeling I'mgoing to need a dweoner
weapon soon enough.'

In his hand the bronze knife suddenly twisted Iike a living thing. The wood
stick turned slippery, or so it seenmed, and sped through his fingers. Wth a
yel p he nearly dropped it, caught it again in both hands, and by then he
needed both hands. The knife had transformed itself into a spear about six
feet long, made of solid wood. When he hefted his new weapon, the bronze point
still flashed with red fire

"Well, then,' Rhodry said aloud, '"If | wish for a warband, will | get that

t 00?'

He heard not hing but the wi nd, scouring dust over the coppery plain, and the
spear stayed a single spear. Apparently he'd used all its dweoner. d utching

the spear, he turned around in a slowcircle. Of in the direction of the
perpetual ly setting sun, he saw a plune of what |ooked like dust. At first he
thought it mght nerely be nore snoke, but the plume grew taller, thicker -
and faster, travelling straight for him Slowy it resolved itself into a pair
of riders, one on a black horse, the other on a bl ood bay. He had nowhere to
hi de and no speed to outrun them He took the spear two-handed and held it
ready across his body. The riders came closer, slowing to an easy walk, as if
to tenpt himto run.

" Ah ye gods!' Rhodry snarled. 'l mght have known.'

Raena rode up on a gl ossy bl ood bay gel di ng. She was wearing unusual nen's
clothing, a shirt and tight brigga of rusty black cloth. Around her neck hung
a leather thong bristling with talisnmans, which Rhodry recogni zed as Horsekin
work. In her right hand she held a | ong black whip with a gold handl e, mnuch

i ke the ones Horsekin officers carried as a nark of rank. Beside her on a

bl ack horse rode a creature that seenmed nore fox than man, though he was
wearing bl ack arnour and held a bl ack plumed hel mtucked in his left arm His
poi nted ears pricked like a fox's, and his shiny black nose presided over a
face covered with russet fur

' So, Rhodry Mael waedd!' Raena spoke in the rough border patois of Deverrian
"I"ve got you good and proper now'

' Maybe so,' Rhodry said. 'If you live to take ne.’

Raena | aughed and cracked her whip in the air. As if it heard the sound, the
spear point flamed like a torch and hissed. Her horse flung up its head and
danced backwards. Rhodry could see how hard it was for her to get it back
under control, what with her holding both reins in one hand. She |ashed the
whi p agai n.

"And how long will you hold onto that bit of wood?" Raena said. '|l do wonder.'
Raena lifted her whip and snapped it right at his face. Rhodry flung up his
spear in a parry. Wen the whip curled round the spear point, the braided

t hongs thrashed |ike a dying snake and hissed |like one, too. Wth a scream
Raena pulled it back, but a severed length of the lash fell, tw tching, on the
ground at her horse's feet. The bay whickered and threatened to rear. Wth a
nmuttered oath the fox rider drew his black sword.

"Let himbe!l' Raena snarled. 'He's mne!’

The fox rider ignored her and spurred his horse forward. Rhodry had just tinme
to junp to one side and swing the spear at his horse's head. The bl ack

whi ckered and fought the bit, but the fox rider wenched its head around hard.



Rhodry swung and smacked the bl ack across the nose. A calculated risk - the
fox rider's sword was sl ashing down, straight at him but the horse squeal ed
and reared, its forelegs pawing the air, and the rider's stroke m ssed.
Cursing a steady stream Raena was trying to force her horse toward Rhodry,
but it too balked and tossed its head so violently she nearly | ost the reins.
Rhodry how ed out a berserker cry and rushed straight for the bl ood bay, He
could hear the fox-man yelling sonething i nconprehensi bl e at Raena, who was
trying to lash the whip with one hand whil st hanging onto the reins with the
ot her. Wen her gelding saw the flam ng spear heading straight for its eyes,
it reared, cane down hard, and kicked out. Raena tunbl ed inelegantly over its
neck into the dirt. Wth one | ast whicker of panic, the horse bolted,
gal l oping off toward the perpetual sunset.

Hooves sounded behind him- Rhodry spun round just in tine to parry a sword
slash as the fox rider charged him The spear point slid off the sword bl ade
as if by its own will. Rhodry snapped his wists and swng the spear behind
the fox-man's futile slash. The bl azing bronze point smacked the fox rider's
back - a gl ancing touch that should have done no harm but the black arnour
shattered with a sizzle like burning fat. Wth a clunsy back-hand swi ng Rhodry
brought the spear back round as the fox-nman struggled to turn his horse.

Anot her clunsy strike with his spear - this tine it glanced off his eneny's
bl ack greave. Red fire shot out. The greave broke in half with a puff of black
snoke and the stink of burning fur. The fox-nman screamed in agony and spurred
his horse hard. The horse | eapt forward, and they gall oped away, right past
Rhodry and over the plain.

Rhodry howl ed in berserk |aughter, so lost to the world that Raena nearly
caught him She'd got to her feet, and with a curse she | ashed out with her
whi p. The tip seared down his back, but the pain only nade himlaugh the
harder as he swng to face her. The black braid flashed down; he flung up the
spear and twi sted, caught the whip and pulled. The spear point burned through
the leather and let her pull what little was left of the |lash free.

"Lord Havoc!' she cried out. 'Cone back!’

She turned her head to | ook for the fleeing fox-rider, just for an instant,
but an instant was all Rhodry needed. He junped forward and stabbed with a
heft of the spear. The blade struck her flat between the breasts and fl aned.
Wth a scream of agony she dropped the whip and staggered back

'So, you slut of a whoring bitch,' Rhodry said. Wio's got who good and proper
now?'

She flung her arnms into the air and junped, a gesture that caught him so much
by surprise that he stared, paralysed. Wth a shriek that turned hoarse in

m d-cry, an enornous raven flapped into the air and flew, circling round him
once with one nore cry of contenpt. He stood open-nouthed and watched as the
bird flew away in the general direction of the fox rider

"By the black hairy arse of the Lord of Hell!' Rhodry mnuttered.

On the ground lay the remains of her black whip. Rather than touch it w thout
knowi ng what it might do to his hands, he slid the spear point under it,
meaning to pick it up, but the handle bubbled Iike bitumen in a pit and nelted
into a puff of ill-smelling snoke. Raena woul dn't be using that weapon again.
"That's all very well,' Rhodry said aloud. 'But how by all the ice in the
hells do | get back honer?

When he | ooked up into the sky, he swore aloud. Unnaturally |arge birds were
flying straight for him a pair of themthis tinme. Apparently Raena and her
strange ally had cone back for more. He let his knees bend and crouched,
waiting, spear held in front of him as they flew closer and closer. But they
proved to be no ravens - he could recognize a red hawk. The other was sone
strange grey bird that rem nded himof a linnet.

'"There he is!' The linnet sang out with Dallandra's voice. 'Thank every god in
the stars!’

Rhodry | aughed and waved the spear in greeting. The linnet dipped her w ng,
then turned with a graceful flap and headed after the raven. The hawk sl owed,
circled, and dropped down. As it sank it changed, shinmrering with blue |ight



as feather snoothed into flesh. For a noment Rhodry saw Evandar hovering naked
in md-air buoyed up by huge wings. Wth one last flap Evandar's feet hit the

ground; the wi ngs di sappeared into arnms. Dressed in his usual elven tunic and

trousers Evandar stood before him

"My apol ogies,' Evandar said. 'W tried to find you before Raena did, but you

seemto have dealt with her easily enough.'

"It was luck, nostly,' Rhodry said. 'She didn't have a battl e-steady horse,

and then this spear - it started life as the bronze knife you gave ne, al
t hose years ago.'
' Spear or knife - it doesn't matter to the thing. It will become one or the

ot her as you wi sh.'

"Handy of it. Neither Raena or her vulpine friend |iked the taste of the
point, especially when it caught fire.'

' Shaet ano was here?

"Who? This fellow | ooked nore like a fox than a man, and she called himLord
Havoc.

' Shaetano it was, then. My brother.'

"And here | thought Rhys Mael waedd was nui sance enough as a brother! Can we
get back to the real world?

"What makes you think this world isn't as real as yours?

"My apol ogies, then, but it's not as cosy, is it now?

Evandar | aughed. "I'll grant you that. We'll leave it behind, then.'

"How? | can't fly like you can, and | left my horse behind sonewhere.'
"Dar's got your horse. Dalla and |I flew over himand his men on our way here.
"Il call us up a pair of mounts, and we'll ride back in style.'

"Splendid! And whilst we're riding, I'd Iike an explanation, thank you very
much, of what all this cursed dweoner neans.'

Wth the long sight of the magical linnet, Dallandra had seen Rhodry strike
Raena with the dweoner spear. Wile normally the raven could outfly her, she
was counting on that wound to sl ow her quarry down. Sure enough, she'd not
gone far before she saw the raven flying lowto the ground on w ngs that
trenbl ed and beat an unsteady rhythm Al though Raena was headi ng toward the
forest that marked the boundary of Evandar's Lands, she was tiring too badly
to reach it. The trees were still a dark swell on the horizon when the raven
screeched once, then settled to the dusty earth.

In human form Raena appeared, staggering as she wal ked a few steps toward a
flat grey boulder, lying half-buried in the earth. In a near-faint she flopped
down upon it. Dallandra circled overhead, then | anded not far fromthe

boul der. She transforned her image into her usual elven body, conplete with
clothing, an easy job here on the astral plane. Raena saw her, started to

ri se, then sank back onto the stone.

"Lord Havoc!' Raena threw back her head and how ed the nane. 'Lord Havoc! Cone
back!’

As Dal | andra wal ked over, she noticed Raena's eyes, studying her in a glitter
of malice. The raven was perhaps not as spent as she chose to | ook. She
stopped a safe di stance away.

"Lprd Havoc's deserted you,' Dallandra said. 'He's a coward.'

"I ndeed? Think you |I know that not? He be so, but of use to me and my holy
lady all the same.'’

Dal | andra started to answer, thought better of it. For a | ong nonent they
consi dered each other in silence.

'"Here!' Raena said abruptly. 'l do know you. You be the elven wtch that
stands guard over the cursed silver dagger.'

'"The very one. It was a foolish thing you did here today. Rhodry could have
killed you, you know.'

"That | do see and nost clear, |ike. Wat does nove you to warn ne so?
"I"'mnot really sure. | feel sorry for you, mayhap.'

'Ch, do you now?' Raena tossed her head like a startled horse. 'And why?

' Because you' ve been duped by lying spirits. They're not gods, Raena, not
Shaet ano, not Al shandra either. Wen they claimto be gods, they -'



' Bl aspheme you not ny Lady's nane!' Raena rose to her feet. '"Or I'll scratch
your eyes out,'

"Your "lady" is dead.’

"Not! She liveth still and someday will conme to us again, no matter how you
ply your foul false magics.'

"The matter's not in ny hands.'

"At last you speak a true thing. She will return when she chooses, and she
al one will choose. The Horsekin did prove thensel ves cowards, and so she hid
herself fromthem Wen they prove worthy, then will she reappear in all her

glory. And | did fail her in the holy charge she laid upon me, and so | be no
better than they, and no nore worthy of her.'

You don't understand. She's gone. Well and truly gone.'

"Not! | say to you, not!' Raena shook her head in fury. 'Someday she will [|ead
us to our heritage, that which she did prom se us.'

"The Sl avers' country?

"Just that. And at her return, neither you nor any other nortal shall stand
agai nst her. She be not dead but withdrawn fromthis world.'

She's gone mad! Dallandra thought to herself. But she's the nore dangerous for
it, no doubt.

"Listen to nme, please!' Dallandra said aloud. 'If you keep using dweoner this
way, it'll cause you great harm You don't know how to use the power Shaetano
gi ves you. He's leading you to your ruin.'

"I'l'l not hear this no nore, elven witch.'

Abruptly Raena turned and ran, dodging round the boul der and headi ng toward
the forest. Although Dalla took out after her, panic |lent her quarry speed.
Raena t ook one |ast step, then di sappeared as suddenly as if she'd run through
an invisible door and slamed it behind her

"Ah ye gods!' Dallandra said. 'Wll, at least | tried to warn her. On her own
head be it!"’

She stepped up onto the boul der and transformed herself back to the linnet.
Wth a mournful cry she leapt into the air and flew off, heading for Dun
Cengarn and Rhodry.

For three days and on into a fourth Raena stayed mssing. Wth sone of the
mlitiamen Verrarc hunted for her in the farm ands surrounding Cerr Cawnen

but no one had seen her, and they found no tracks. He searched all through the
city as well; again, he discovered no trace. At night he would |ie awake,
alone in their bed, and curse her for sham ng himso. Al though no one said a
mean thing to his face, he knew perfectly well that behind his back the gossip
was flying like the feathers when a farmer slaughters chickens.

Finally, on the fourth afternoon Verrarc went into the ruins of the tenple and
tried to invoke Lord Havoc; no one answered or canme. He stood in the dark room
and wept with both hands over his face, as if he could shove his sobs back
into his throat. The sun was setting by the time he left the tenple ruins. He
stood for a nonent at the peak of Citadel and watched the night, gathering
stormclouds to cover the stars. If it snowed, and Raena were out sonewhere in
the countryside - he couldn't finish the thought. Far bel ow the | ake steaned
around its rocks. For a monent he considered throwing hinself to his death;

t hen he shook the evil thought away and headed downhill to his conpound.

When he came in, Korla was laying nmore tinder on the fire in the hearth. She

| ooked up and made a grunting sound that did for a wel cone, then went back to
her work. Verrarc hung his cloak up near the fire to dry, then walked into his
bedchanmber to take off his boots. Raena was |ying naked on the bed, spraw ed
on her back. For a noment he could only stare gape-nouthed. Wth a little npan
she rai sed her head, then fell back against the pillow

" Ah ye gods!' Verrarc rushed over and sat down beside her. Wen he laid a hand
al ong her cheek, he found it cold and a little danp. He could hear her breath
wheezi ng and gurgling in her chest.

"Ch ny love!' He was stammering through tears. 'Wat befell you? Were have
you been?

Raena opened her eyes and tried to speak, then fainted. Yelling for Korla,



Verrarc went to the hearth and began laying a fire. The old worman cane
shuffling in, saw Raena, and screaned

"Wtcheraft!' Korla hissed. 'How did she get in here?

"I know not and | care not,' Verrarc snapped. 'Bring ne sone fire fromthe

ot her hearth! Then send Harl to town to fetch the her bworman!’

Al that day Gaira fussed over her patient. She made Raena breathe steam from
simering herb water, made her drink decoctions of some green muck, m xed up
still a third preparation to forminto a poultice for her chest. Raena coughed
and nopaned, swore and spat up great |unps of greenish rheum then | apsed into
sl eep whenever Gnira all owed her. Wile the herbwoman worked, Verrarc paced
back and forth in the great roomby the fire. He was renmenbering another visit
of Gura' s to this house, when his nother lay dying fromher husband's
brutality. Grra had seened old as the nmoon then, too. Korla had taken hi m out
of the house down to the lake to distract him a little |lad then - how ol d? He
could not renenber, and it didn't matter. Korla he remenbered as being stil

vi gorous, a stout woman with grey hair and a ready snile

' Counci | man?' Gwira spoke from behind him

Verrarc spun around, his heart hammering in sudden fear

"I do think ne she'll live,' GdMra went on, 'be | able to keep her chest
clear.'

"My thanks to every god!’

" Ah, but no easy hopes, lad! There be a need on us for caution. This be no

light chill, cast off with a few sneezes. It will take many a day of
physicking to get her well.’
'Do whatever you can, and I'll reward you tw ce.'

"Hush, lad! The matter nmay be out of ny hands. | do think you' d best send Harl
for Werda again. The evil spirits, they did carry her off, or so I'd think
Werda, she will ken the truth of that.'

Later that evening Verrarc was allowed to see Raena, tucked up in bed with a
mound of pillows under her. He pulled up a chair and caught her hand between
both of his, kissed her fingers, and held her hand just for the confort of her
[iving touch. She sighed and turned her head to snmile at him

"What befell you?' Verrarc said. 'Wiere did you go?

'None of your affair.' Her voice was the barest whisper

"Well, ye gods, worry's half-eaten ny soul! There be a want on ne to know
where you went.'

She turned her head away and cl osed her eyes. Verrarc laid her hand gently
down on the blankets, then sat back in his chair and considered her. Now that
she was safe, he could realize just how furious he was. Evil spirits! he

t hought. Not by half! Did she have another man sonewhere? He was sick to his
guts of her disappearing on him Wen she's well, he told hinself, then will |
have the truth of this! If she'll not tell me, then I'Il - Well, and just what
woul d you do? he asked hinsel f. Throw her out? Lose her forever?

He sobbed once, then choked back tears. The shame of the thing, he knew, was
eating himfar nore than his fear of |osing her

Evandar returned to his own true country to find that wi nter had won the
battle with its artificial sunmer yet once again. In his absence the snow had
stayed gone, but a freezing wind had brought ice to replace it. He swore al oud
in rage and stood on the hill to survey the damage. Every tree glistened in
the cold sun, each branch and twi g hung sheathed in silver ice. The reeds
along the river bank glittered as sharp as spear points. \Wen he wal ked down
the hill, the grass crunched and crackl ed under his feet. He | ooked back to
see his footsteps, black marks on a silver carpet.

Near the riverbank his people huddled in the tattered pavilion. Men and wonen
al i ke had wrapped thensel ves in cloaks and cloths and every bit of stuff that
m ght warmthem Wen Evandar strode up, Menw rose and ran to nmeet him

"The ice, ny lord,' Menw said. 'It cuts and stings.'

H s peopl e nbpaned and stretched out pal e hands. Wen he'd been meking the
illusions of the bodies they wore, Evandar had nodell ed t hem upon the el ves,
tall and slender with pale skin, though some of the fol k had chosen richly



dark skins like those that humans wore in Bardek. He'd given themthe
illusions of clothing, too, long dresses for the wonen, tunics for the nen,
but now everyone had w apped thenselves in their heavy cl oaks; they clung

t oget her agai nst the col d.

"My lord!" they cried out. 'Bring back the spring!’

"And if | do, howlong will it endure? Evandar said.

Everyone began tal king at once while he listened, aware only of their pain,
not of the meaning of the words, with his rage troubling his m nd. Wat could
he do? No matter how often he restored the spring, the nmoment he left, this
wr et ched wi nter would sneak in behind himand take over again. Yet how coul d
he stay on guard? Rhodry, Dallandra, all his schemes in the physical world -
they demanded himas well. He snarled aloud Iike a wolf. Menw junped back
'Have we of fended you, ny |ord?

'Nah nah nah, and ny apologies. | don't know what to do, that's all.’
Everyone gasped, staring at him Never before had they seen himthwarted Iike
this. And what will happen to them once |I'm gone? he thought.

Apparently the winter had laid ice all through the Lands, because he suddenly
heard di stant horns. Wth Menw right behind himEvandar ran out of the
pavilion. The rest of his folk hurried after and stood blinking in the

i ce-bright sun. Across the glittering meadow anot her armnmy cane riding, wavi ng
bits of white cloth to signal peace and surrender

"The Unseelie Host, it is!' Evandar said. 'Shaetano's pack!’

"No, nmy lord," Menw said. They're your vassals now.'

"Just so. I'd forgotten.'

The riders were both nmale and femal e, dressed in black arnmour nmade of
enanel | ed copper. Long ago Shaetano had made t hem cl unsy bodi es, a m x of
beast and human, some furred and snouted |ike Westl ands bears, others sporting
glittery little eyes and warty flesh Iike a Bardek crocodile. A few of the
riders seened al nost human until they raised a paw, not a hand, in salute;
others were |like great wolves, running behind the horses. A fair nunber seened
stitched together fromthree or four creatures - the head of a boar w th human

hands and a dog's tail, perhaps, or dwarven torsos on animl |egs, human
heads, cat heads, dog faces, braided nanes, like the Horsekin, dwarven hands,
el ven hands, ears like nules, hair striped like tigers or stippled |like

| eopar ds.

At their head, carrying a herald' s staff wound round with ribands, rode an old
man, a hunchback, his face all swollen and pouched, his skin hanging in great
folds of warty flesh round his neck.

"My lord Evandar!' the herald cried out. 'W've cone to beg your aid! Qur
Lands are cold, and we hunger as well. Please, take us in to your feast!'’

' Come and be wel cone,' Evandar said. 'Disnmount, all of you, and we'll go to
the pavilion.'

H s peopl e screaned and swore; they drew back, they wapped their cloaks tight
around them as they shrank away fromthe pack. They all began to shout
insults, nost of which ambunted to 'They're too ugly, don't let them near us!'
The old herald and all his foll owers began to weep in a cacophony of nobans and
wai |l s. At that noment Evandar saw what he nust do, the only thing he could do,
truly.

' Peace!' Evandar raised both hands. 'Hear me out!’

Slowmy both Hosts fell silent.

"Along while ago,' Evandar said, 'l prom sed you and yours a reward, good
heral d. New bodi es, bodies fair and true - do you remenber?

"W do, nmy lord," the herald said. 'And we |ong for them

Very well, but there's only one way that | can do what | prom sed, and only
one place | can do it in.' He turned to the Seelie Host. 'If we go there,
you'll be free of this sorcerous winter. WIlIl you all follow nme?

Unseelie and Seelie Host both joined together in a wordl ess shout of joy.
Evandar spread his hands and | ooked at them- it seemed to himthat his
fingers should wear gloves of ice, he felt so cold in his heart. The Hosts
fell silent and waited, watching him



"It's time for you all to follow El essario,' Evandar called out. 'Tine to be
born in the world of Tine.'

They shouted again, but this time he heard fear sing am dst the rejoicing.

" And what of you, ny lord?" Menw said.

"I shall stay here and nake you a safe place in that world.'

"And then will you foll ow?

'"OF course.' The lie cane easily. 'Once everything is ready, 1'll follow'
The two Hosts cheered himfor a third tine.

On his golden stallion Evandar |ed his people in one last circuit of the
Lands, the |long green neadows, the twi sted ancient forest, the ruins of

pal aces, the dead cities of forgotten kings. As they rode their circle it
seened that the Lands changed under them and above them The sky turned silver
with mst; then the mist turned to a sullen purple, streaked here and there
with violet light. The trees and the ice di sappeared, and they rode through
fields of purple flowers. Wen they returned to where the river should have
been, it had di sappeared. Evandar called for the halt and the dismount. As
soon as they stood upon ground, their horses vani shed.

"Foll ow nme!' Evandar called out. '"It's not far.'

Evandar |l ed themthrough a field of white flowers, nodding in a light the
colour of silver but tinged with violet. On the far side of the flower neadow
lay a river of shifting nmists, not quite water, not quite air. Overhead a huge
vi ol et moon hung in an indigo sky, but no stars shone. Behind himthe
chattering Hosts fell silent. When he gl anced back, he found themall stil
followi ng, their heads turning this way and that as they stared at the
marvel s. He stopped on the riverbank and turned to face them

"To this place,' Evandar said, 'did Dallandra bring ne and El essario, when it
was her time to go down to the world of Tinme and be born. Nowit's the gate

t hrough whi ch you nust pass. You nust wade through the river and walk into
that mst.'

"I see, nmy lord." Menw s voice trenbl ed.

When Evandar | ooked at him he found his |ieutenant standing naked, his

sl ender body as white as al abaster and. as translucent. The rest of the souls
who followed himhad becone the sanme: pale, shimering, and stripped of the
fal se features he had given them

H s brother's pack had lost their fur and fangs, transforned their snouts and
paws; they stood straight and | aughed in joy at the new i mages of thensel ves.
The old herald - a stately and white-haired envoy now, cane forward to speak
for themall.

"Qur thanks! You have given us what you prom sed us, so |ong ago.'

But Evandar knew that he hinself had done nothing. He felt the wind pick up, a
cold wind that slapped at himin a flood and surge of raw power. Through the
meadow bei ngs were conming, all clothed in golden Iight, huge and towering
above the mists and death-pale flowers. Wre they human? He could not tell in
the glow of their conmng. One raised a hand; they had no need of words.

"To the river!' Evandar called to his people. '"Into the river and beyond!’

For the last time the Hosts obeyed him It seened they flew, rising above the
flowers and swirling |like dead | eaves caught in the rising wind. The G eat
Ones flewwith themin a huge waft of golden Iight that washed over them
swirled themaround one last tine, and carried theminto the mst on the far
side of the white river. Three enornous knocks |ike thunder boomed over the
meadow. Wt hout thinking Evandar sank to his knees and flung up his arns.

For a nonent the river m st shone in a burst of gold; then slowy the col our
faded away. The white river ran once nore under the white mst. The white
flowers trembl ed once, then held still. Evandar rose and turned to see one
last figure walking toward him a human being with dark skin and curly white
hair, dressed in a coarse brown robe and carrying an apple in one hand and a
knife in the other.

"You're here?" Evandar said to him

"I am' The old man paused to cut off a slice of apple. 'l turn up in the nost
cursed strange places, don't 1?" He handed Evandar the slice. "You' ve done



splendidly."'

"Have |?' Evandar put the slice in his nouth and found it tasted wonderfully
sweet, far better even than the nmead fromhis own stores.

"Just so: splendidly well. Wat about you, now?

Evandar nerely | ooked at him

"A while back we traded questions,' the old man said. "And | laid up a fewin
store. You owe ne sone answers.'
"So | do, good sir. Well then, here's one of them | have too nmuch work af oot

inthe world of Time to follow my people.'
"Wirk can always be jobbed out. Do you want to go across?

"I don't! Never shall | be born in the world of slime and bl ood and decay!
Better to fade away than that!"’

"Ah.' The old man considered himfor a nonment. 'You know, | wonder if you
could be born, even if you wanted to. | doubt it.'

"What do you nean?'

"You're a man of great power. Look at you, still whole and dressed all fancy,

even here in this place.’

Evandar gl anced down to see his famliar green tunic and buckskin | eggings.
"The m sts usually dissolve such things clean away,' the old man went on
"You're a marvel, you are, but I'll wager there's one thing you' re too weak to
do. No doubt you could never strip yourself of enough power to cross that
river.'

"I ndeed:' Evandar heard his voice snarl. '"Wll, then, it's a good thing

don't want to, isn't it now?

"It is at that.' The old man was snmiling at him 'But if you're ever of a nind
to, we could neet here and lay a wager on it.'

"If I ever have time to, we could at that. Not, of course, that | want to do
any such thing. Be born, | nean.'

'O course.’

For a nonent they considered each other; then the old nman turned away; Evandar
suspected himof hiding a snile.

"Wll, a good day to you, then. 1'd best be getting back.'

Wt hout another word he strolled off. Evandar glowered after him then strode
off in the opposite direction to head for the nothers of all roads and hone.
When he returned to his country, he found it white, wapped in a silence of

snow. For a long tine he stood on the hill top and | ooked, nerely | ooked, at
the ruin of what he'd created, the garden dead, the |ong neadows w apped in
frost, the river frozen and still. Although he knew he should be gone hunting

his brother down, he had no heart for it.

And whil e Evandar nmourned the death and birth of his people, Tinme passed in
the world of nmen and el ves bel ow.

On her nother's bed, Elessi lay face down, trying to turn herself over. She

fl oundered, rocked back and forth, tipped her head back and gl ared as she beat
at the blanket with one chubby hand. All at once she let out a high, thin
wai | ; her face reddened, and the wail turned to a how of sheer rage.
Scream ng, she arched her back and swayed so hard that she turned herself
over, but she lay waving her arns and | egs and screeching at the top of her

l ungs. Carra perched on the edge of the bed and smiled at her daughter

"You did it!" Carra said. 'You did it! Look, look! You' re on your back!’

El essi ignored her and went on scream ng until Carra picked her up and cradl ed
her agai nst one shoulder. In her nmothers arns she fell silent, then grabbed a
strand of Carra's hair in one fist. She sucked on the golden strand while
Carra murnmured to her and rocked back and forth. Dallandra and Lady Ccradda,
standi ng nearby at the foot of the bed, exchanged gl ances.

"Ch you can say it,' Carra snapped. 'She's got an awful tenper. | know it
better than you do.'

"I"msure you do, your highness,' Ccradda said.

' She absolutely hates to be thwarted. If she can't have sonewhat she wants the
very noment she wants it, she screans like this and carries on so. |'ve not
been around many babies. |Is she all right, do you think?



"Well, ny dear princess,' COcradda said, smling. 'She's a bit young to learn
patience.'’

Dal | andra nodded her agreenent, but she was renenbering the things Evandar had
been telling her about Salamander's little son. She was seeing a hideous
simlarity between himand Elessi - the utter frustrations of a soul to whom
everything in the world was first-time new

For sone days, in fact, she'd been trying to reach Evandar, both by form ng

i mges of himin her mnd and, when that failed, sending the Wldfolk in
search of him Finally, on a norning when the sunlight actually felt warm and
the snow lay thin and streaky, he appeared, neeting her in the copse on Market
H1l. He seemed dreadfully thin to her, that nmorning, and so pale that the
sour cherry colour of his lips flamed scarlet. Wthout thinking she laid a
hand al ong his face, which felt as cool and silky as al ways.

"What are you doi ng?' Evandar said.

"I thought you m ght be feverish or suchlike, that's all. Have you been ill?
O is that a silly question for the likes of you?

"I don't knowif it is or not. |I've done some strange things since | ast we
nmet .

"I ndeed? What ?

"I learned that I'mnot the naster of nmy own Lands, for one, and an evil thing
that was - though a good did cone out of it.'

"I ndeed? What do you nean, or is this one of your tedious riddles?

"It's not. But it was just a little thing. Perhaps you' d not be interested.'

' Evandar, please don't tease ne!’

Al'l at once he | aughed al oud.

"It's come true, your wish for ny people.' He was grinning at her. They've
crossed the white river. They chose life, and | gave it to them'

Dal  andra |l et her hand drop and stared at himlike a lackwit. H's smled
faded, and he cocked his head to one side.

"Aren't you pl eased?’

'"OF course.' She found her voice at last. You just took me utterly by
surprise. That's wonderful, ny love. I'mso happy for them And |I'm so proud
of you.'

Hs smle returned in force, and he strutted a little, wal king back and forth
through the dirty snow. Dallandra heard her own thoughts as a distant runble
of thunder; why now? Why, just when she'd realized that all her scheming to
get these souls born mght be dangerous to them and those around them why now
had he finally done what she'd been begging himto do for four hundred years?
But what el se was there to be done?

'They have their birthright at last,' she said aloud. They ride the wheel of
Ti me now. '

"And they' Il not fade away when they die?

"Never. They'll have life again and again, round and round. But what of you,
ny |ove? Wn't you -'
"Hush!' He held up one hand flat for silence. '"I'll not discuss it any nore.'

Dal | andra set her hands on her hips and glared at him while he considered her
with all traces of feeling stripped fromhis face. All at once it seened to
her that someone was standi ng behind her. She spun round to find no one there,
but the feeling of a presence remained.

'I's Shaetano nearby?' she said.

"What? He isn't, no. | always know when he's around.'’
' But soneone's watching us.'
Fromhigh up in a leafless tree she heard a faint wail, a ghost of a cry

rather than a real sound. She glanced up and saw, clinging to the branches, a
withered little creature with a face like bark and hands like twigs. Wth huge
dark eyes it stared at her, then vani shed.

'"One of Alshandra's pack,' Evandar said. 'Naught nore. There's nothing there
to worry us.'

"Isn't there? | gather you left them behind.'

"Quite right. They're too ugly to bother with.' He hesitated briefly. 'Ch now



here! You're not expecting ne to help them are you?

' mnot expecting you to do anything.' Al at once Dallandra felt profoundly
tired. '"No doubt I'd best just try to do it nyself.'

Wth a toss of her long hair she strode off, fumi ng. What had she expected,
she asked hersel f? Sonme gl orious nonment of victory, she supposed, when she
could I ook back at all her efforts to give Evandar's people life and think how
wort hwhil e the troubl e had been. Sonehow in her fancy for this nonent there
had been an admiring crowd, too, all nmarvelling at what she'd done. |nstead,
she had a flawed triunph, an irritating success, and not one shred of honest

gl oating to enjoy.

"Ah well,' she nuttered. "That's what life is like, here beneath the noon! Wy
am| even surprised?

And then and only then did she hear, in some deep recess of her soul, an echo
of those three great knocks and know that the Great Ones were pl eased. She
burst out |aughing and strode off to the dun, smiling to herself. Trouble
there woul d be, no doubt, for those souls so suddenly brought into life, but

she woul d deal with it when it happened and not worry herself till then.
Al t hough she eventually recovered, Raena's illness - a deep rheum of the
chest, a fever that burned in her face - |lasted weeks. In the boredom of

wi nter, Cerr Cawnen gossiped endl essly. Wiy had she been out, wandering round
in the snows? Sone said that Verrarc's new wi fe probably had sonme ot her nan;
after all, a wonan who'd betray one man woul d doubt| ess cheat on the next.

O hers whi spered of things nore sinister, black witchcraft and evil spirits.
The spirits had come to Raena twi ce now, had they not? And why woul d they do
such a thing unless she were attracting thenf?

Ni ffa, of course, knew perfectly well that the latter tale was the true one,
but she refused to cause her nother grief by telling that truth.

Dera, in her loyalty to Council man Verrarc, had decided that the third theory
goi ng round was the correct one, that Raena was subject to sudden fits of
madness and thus deserved pity, not censure.

' She never had a child, poor thing,' Dera would say. "And truly, it be not
likely now that she will. It nust have been preying on her mind, |ike, her
just married and all.’

Ni ffa woul d hold her tongue and snmile, but in her heart she hated Raena as
much as ever, even though she knew now that the wonman hadn't killed Demet
hersel f. She woul d wonder, though, in softer nonents, just where her hatred
sprang from Little could she know that this poisoned tree had its roots back
inatime when the evil dweoners Raena worked had had grave consequences,
destroying lives and threatening the entire kingdom of Deverry long after the
actual death of the body and the personality she'd then worn. And to Niffa,
her daughter in that life, had fallen the ill-omened task of setting right her
W ongs.

PART TWO
Deverry

The year 849. Autumm canme. Evil portents troubled our High Priest Retyc. W
wondered if Prince Maryn were truly meant to be king. But then a wonan on
tenple | ands gave birth to twins, and one died. Retyc declared this a good
onen.

The Holy Chronicles of Lughcarn

In sumer, the fog fromthe Southern Sea crept in daily at sunset and covered
Dun Cerrnor with grey mist, swirling so thick along the ground that one could
see it move. On the evening before she gave birth to her second son, Princess
Bel lyra stood at a wi ndow in the wonen's hall, high up in the royal broch, and
wat ched the fog advance. The setting sun off to the west turned the first
ranks to gold, prom sing splendour, but once the mist invested the town, the
gold faded to a cold, relentless light.



"Your highness?' Elyssa cane up beside her. 'Wat's wong? You | ook so

di stressed.’

"I was watching the fog. Did you see it turn fromgold to grey?

"It always does that, your highness, this time of year.'

"I know, but | was just thinking that ny life's rather been like that, al

gold when | married, and now . '

El yssa stared, her dark blue eyes narrowed in puzzlenment. Al though the serving
woman was the older by a few years, they had been friends since chil dhood, but
now, Bellyra supposed, Elyssa hardly knew what to nake of her. She hardly knew
what to make of herself at tines.

It's just the baby,' Elyssa said at last. 'It should come soon.'

Very soon.' Bellyra laid both hands on her swollen belly. "He feels ready to
nove down.'

"You're so sure it's a lad.' Elyssa snmiled at her. '|I hope you're not

di sappoi nted.'

"I won't be. No lass would kick her nother's guts as hard as this little beast
has."'

'Let's hope, anyway.' Elyssa considered her, the snile gone. 'Are you

fri ght ened?

Very, but not of the labour or suchlike. It's what came after.’

El yssa reached out and caught the princess's hand tw xt both of hers.

"You'll do splendidly this time. | swear it. |I've nade ever so nany prayers to
t he Goddess.'

"But did the Goddess give you an answer back? Ch, I'msorry, Lyss, please,
don't | ook so distressed. W'll deal with what cones if it cones.'

In the middle of the night Bellyra woke sopping wet and in pain. Her water had
br oken. She got out of bed, stood for a nonent considering her contraction -
not too bad, but strong - then flung open her bedroom door and yelled to her
servi ng wonen.

"It's begun. Send for the mdw fe!’

She sat down on a wooden chest and let herself spraw, legs akinbo. In a few
nonents Elyssa and Degwa canme hurrying in, carrying candle | anterns. Degwa's
dark hair hung in two tidy braids, while Elyssa's fair hair tunbled down her
back, all tousl ed.

"Let me just put a dress over this nightgown,' Degwa said, 'and then I'll go
down and wake the pages.'
' Send young Donno,' Elyssa said. 'He knows the town well. And get a couple of

serving lasses up here to light a fire and suchli ke,

Panting fromthe pain, Bellyra | eaned back against the wall and let their
concern cover her like a warmquilt. Servant girls came soon, and after them
the mdwife. By the tine the dawn broke, her labour filled her world. She
clung to the birthing rope and t hought of naught else but the child fighting
within her to get out. The pain, oddly enough, hel ped keep the fear at bay.
When the sun was well over the horizon, the baby cane with one huge squall of
rage at being shoved into the |ight,

"Alad!" the mdw fe crowed. 'Ah, the Goddess has favoured you again, your

hi ghness."

"I told you,' Bellyra whispered. 'Gve ne sonme water.'

The afterbirth cane clean and whole. Only then did she truly feel safe. Once
again, she'd had an easy birth, or so the nidwife told her. Laughing and
chattering, her wonmen washed her and brought her dry nightclothes, then tucked
her up in her freshly-nmade bed. By the tinme they'd drawn the hangi ngs around
her, she was asl eep.

Inalittle while they woke her. Wi en Degwa brought the new prince to her
bed, he mewled like a kitten. Bellyra took himw th unsteady hands and settl ed
himat her breast. He grabbed the nipple in his nouth and began to suck the
false mlk so hard that her breast ached.

'"Ch, he's so beautiful,' Degwa crooned. 'What a little love, isn't he?

"Just so,' Elyssa said. '"What lovely little hands he has!'’

In truth, Bellyra thought, Marro was red, winkled, and squashed-I| ooki ng about



the face still. His sprinkling of pale hair lay coarsely on his skull. She |ay
back on the nmounded pillows and stared up at the bed hangi ngs, enbroidered
with a repeating design of three ships bound round with interlacenents. The
shi ps were brown, the waves blue, and the interlacenents red. She could
renenber enbroidering them back when she was first married and still happy.
You nust be so proud,' Degwa said. Two sons for your lord!’

"I'"d hoped for a daughter, in truth,' Bellyra said. 'But you remind me. How is
Casyl ? Jeal ous?'

'"OF course.' Elyssa was smiling. 'But | explained to himthat he'll always be
the ol dest and the Marked Prince, while his brother will have to make do with
a lordship. I don't think he truly understood, but he was the happier for it.'
Bellyra smled, and at that nmonent her new son opened his cl oudy-blue eyes and
| ooked up at her with such an intense animal devotion that she |aughed.

You are precious!'

He shut his eyes tight and slept. Wen Bellyra handed hi m back to Degwa, she
could read the profound relief in her dark eyes. Elyssa too was smling.

"W need to send the prince the news,' Bellyra said.

"I thought we'd best wait a few days,' Elyssa said, hesitating. 'Just to make
sure that little Marro |lives.'

"True spoken. Unfortunately. Still, Casyl was healthy enough, so | have hope."'
Bel lyra spent the next few days in a pleasant sort of exhaustion. Although al
the inmportant nen in the ki ngdom had followed the prince off to war, the

nobl ewonen who lived within a day's ride all cane to see the new princeling
and to offer her their congratulations. Al norning she would sit with the
guests and gossip. In the niddle of the day the sun poured into the wonen's
hall; she sat in a chair at a window with her wonen while they enbroidered the
pi eces of the dress she woul d wear when her husband was finally invested as
hi gh king. Yet every night the fog slid over the town and turned her heart

col d.

Al too soon the nmorning cane that she'd been fearing. She woke, sat up

pul | ed back a bed curtain and burst into tears at the sight of the chanber
beyond. She flung the hanging closed. For a long while she wept, until Elyssa
heard and came hurrying in. She pulled back the hangi ng and peered round the
edge.

"I"'mjust so tired,' Bellyra stamrered. 'It's all the visitors and such. Just
let me sleep a bit nore.’

And yet she stayed abed all that day. Finally in the evening, when Degwa
carried in the new prince for a feeding, Elyssa insisted on pulling back the
bed curtains.

"To let sonme air in, your highness,' Elyssa said. 'There. Isn't that better?
The cold grey fog light hung in the chanber and seemed to pick out every
detail in an unnatural glare. The streaks and chips on the stone wall, the
grain on the wood wi ndowsill all seened marks in some nysterious witing. If
she could read them she knew, they would tell her tales horrible beyond her

i magi ni ng. She forced herself to | ook away. In the breeze fromthe open w ndow
t be hangi ngs swayed. The ships seemed to bob up and down on their enbroidered
waves.

"Your highness?' Elyssa's voice had turned tentative. You seem so sad. Wuld
you like us to sing to you?'

"I wouldn't.' Bellyra | ooked at her suckling and wi shed she didn't hate him
"Cet himaway fromnme! Get hima wet nurse! It's all starting again.'

She felt the tears run, but sitting up to w pe them away |ay beyond her

Cl ucki ng and murrmuring, her serving wormen swept the squalling baby away and at
| ast left her alone. She managed to flop onto her side and weep into the
pillow Sone |long while |ater, Elyssa came back

'"One of the kitchen | asses has a year-old son and lots of nilk. Degwa's making

her have a bath, and then she'll cone up and take little Marro over.'
"It's very odd, these tears,' Bellyra said. "They fall of their own accord.'
"Ah, my lady! It aches ny heart to see you like this again! What - | wish I

could - if we only understood -



"I want to go to sleep. Please | eave ne al one.'

"It's not good for you to -'

'"CGet out of here!' Bellyra propped herself up on her el bows. 'Get out of here
and | eave ne al one!’

El yssa fled. Bellyra could hear her whispering with other women just beyond

t he door, but she could understand nothing of what they said. She flopped back
down onto the pillows and stared at the hangings until at |ast she fel

asl eep.

Dun Deverry lay so far to the north of sea-coast Cerrnor that the son was
nearly a fortnight old before his father |earned he'd been born. The nessenger
rode in with the news |late on a sticky-hot afternoon when | ow cl ouds
threatened rain. Servants rushed every which way until they at |ast found
Prince Maryn on an outer wall of the royal dun.

Wth the nan everyone called 'lord" Nevyn, his nost trusted councillor, the
prince was | eaning over the wall, |ooking down at the ruins of what had once
been a flourishing city, now reduced to rubble by the | ong years of sieges and
the fires they always seened to bring. What was |left of the houses and shops
stretched across a valley to another low hill, crowned with the walls and the
tree-tops of the sacred grove surrounding the tenple of Bel

"I hope to all the gods that the folk come back to rebuild," Maryn was sayi ng.
"So do I,' Nevyn said with a wy grin. 'But renmenber, there are inducenents
you can offer.’

They heard voices calling and turned to see a pair of pages racing down the
hill, their tabards flappi ng around t hem

Your highness, your highness! Messages from Cerrnor! Your |ady's given you
anot her son!'’

"Splendid!'" Maryn called to them Were's the messenger?

"Up in the great hall, your highness.'

Nevyn foll owed Maryn down the rickety | adder. Ahead of themthe grassy hill
ringed by three nore walls, clinmbed to the fortress at the crest. Wth the
pages | eading the way they trudged up the spiralling road toward the inner
fortress. Black against grey, three ravens flew overhead, cawing. Wth their
passing the day fell hushed in homage to the coming storm Nevyn w ped enough
sweat fromhis face onto his sleeve to | eave a wet spot.

"You |l ook grim"' Maryn said abruptly. Do I, ny liege? | do hope the princess
is truly well.' And not as she was the last tinme? Ye gods, |'ve never seen a
worman so sad, and all for no reason. | thought she'd gone daft.’

She hadn't. There were nedical reasons.' Nevyn put steel in his voice.
"Childbirth takes sonme wonen that way.'

"Well, so you said at the tinme. My apol ogies.'

"Watery hunmours collect in a wonan's wonb to feed the child. These are
expelled at birth. In a few cases, there are dregs |eft behind, and these

corrupt to vapours, producing the illness.’

' These wonen's matters!' Maryn shuddered. '| thank the gods for making ne a
man, frankly, when | think on such things. But here, Nevyn, if this illness
falls upon her again, she'll be nore confortable in Cerrnor, and safer as
wel | . The journey upriver mght be hard on her.'

"Don't you want her here?

"What? That's not it! O course | do! It's just that - well, | fear for her
that's all. My lady has given ne another son. She's done great service to the

ki ngdom and to ny line, and I'd not risk her health in any way.'
It was all true enough, yet Maryn couldn't ook himin the eye. Cho! Nevyn
t hought. What's all this?

"I see,' Nevyn said aloud. 'Well, we can wait to send for her. I'lIl send a
nmessage to her women and see how she fares.

"That's a splendid idea. And it will be good to have her here. She's got nore
conmmon sense than ten nmen, when she's herself at least. | truly respect her

opi nions, you know. It's a pity that she's not able to rule in her own right.
|'d give her the blasted Cerrnmor rhan and put an end to all the cursed
conni ving over it.'



"By rights it would belong to her, truly.' Nevyn considered for a nonent.
"Alas, | doubt ne if we could convince either your vassals or the priests.'
Maryn | aughed, noddi ng his agreenent.

"Don't let me forget,' the prince went on, 'to send nmessengers to ny father
with this news.'

"I"m always m ndful of Pyrdon, never fear. Once you've settled things with the

Boar clan, it'll be tine to |look west, and | fear ne we won't care for the

vi ew. '

"Ch, | agree. As soon as | claimPyrdon, we have a war with the El didd on our
hands.'

'"OfF course. The Eldidd king is likely to back your brother, you know, as a
claimant for the Pyrdon throne.'

'"Riddmar has no claim |I'mthe eldest by a great many years and | have sons.
"Just so. But | truly wish your father's new wi fe had gi ven hima daughter.'
As they wal ked on, Nevyn was feeling grim Despite the prince's spectacul ar
victories of this sumer, they had yet to achieve the final peace. Fighting
over spoils had kept many a war alive before this. And hovering on the western
hori zon i ke a sunset stormlay the kingdom of Eldidd, whose tentative claim
to the Deverry throne had hel ped prolong the civil wars for a hundred years.
Toward noon the rain finally hit, driving everyone indoors to the great hal

of the royal broch. Wile servants set about bringing the nen ale, Councillor
Qggyn bustled in. He was a stout man, Oggyn, barrel-chested and egg-bal d,

t hough his brindl ed black and grey beard bristled with enough hair for two
men. He clinbed onto a bench so he could be seen and shouted at the top of his
lungs for silence. Wien he got it, he called out the news of the birth of the
prince's second son. The noble lords in attendance, and there were a good many
of them all cheered and clapped at the prince's good fortune.

"It's their good fortune, too,' Maddyn said. 'It's a hard thing to fight for a
new king only to see his line shrivel and die.'

"Just so.' Owaen raised his tankard in senm-salute, then drank the ale off in
one long swallow. Two sons make a four-fold blessing for a lord.' He burped
profoundly. 'Pardon.'

The two silver daggers were sitting near the hearth they shared with the
riders in the various |ords' warbands, across the circular great hall fromthe
nobl e-born thensel ves. Mst of Prince Maryn's enornous army still canped at
the bottom of the hill behind the outer ring of dun fortifications. Custom
however, demanded that each |lord have an escort of picked nmen near them at al
times, and the prince had his guards as well, all quartered within the dun
proper .

O what was left the Prince's Guard, all twenty-three of them when once a
hundred nen had worn the silver dagger as their badge. They had | ost the rest
and their |eader, Caradoc, in the sumer's fighting. Now Maddyn, who was

somet hing of a bard, and Onaen, one of the best swordsnen in the entire

ki ngdom were supposedly |leading the unit together, as Caradoc had w shed.
Supposedly - Maddyn doubted that the arrangement would | ast rmuch |onger. He
cared little for command, while to Onaen it was everything.

"W need to recruit,' Maddyn said. The prince needs nore guards than our
handf ul .’

"Just so.' Owaen wi ped his blond noustache dry on the back of his left hand,
whi ch sported a clot of scar tissue where the little finger should have been
"I'"ve been approached by some of the regular Cerrnor riders.’

"Any of them any good?

'"They weren't. But |'ve got ny eye on a couple of other |ads who can swing a
sword well enough. Don't knowif they' Il fit in. \Wat about you talk with
then? You're better at that kind of thing.'

Very well. Point themout to ne.'

Onaen swung a |l eg over the bench and stood straddling it while he | ooked round
the great hall.

"They're not here,' he said finally. '"Let's see if we can find them outside
sonewhere. '



"Ye gods, it's storm ng out there!’

Onaen gave hima | ook of such disgust that Maddyn rose to join him

"Ch very well. Truly, it won't shorten ny days to get wet.'

They left the hall but stood for a moment under the shelter of the doorway.
Rai n pounded down on the cobbled ward, one of nany at the heart of the
fortress. Dun Deverry stood on the crest of a high hill and spilled over it,
too, trailing down the sides in a junble of towers and barracks, storage sheds
and brochs. Here and there | ow walls surrounded a particul ar cluster of
bui | di ngs, marked off a random seem ng ward, or cut across open space for no
particul ar reason. Mst of the buildings were squat in the broch style, w der
at the base than the top. A few slender towers rose up over the confusion

t hough they seemed to have been built off true, because they | eaned over the
war ds bel ow.

Thunder cracked overhead and rolled around the towers. Onaen | ooked up at the
dark sky and scratched his stomach in a thoughtful sort of way.

'They won't be out and about,' Maddyn said, 'these |ads of yours.'

' Maybe not. Here! What's that?

At the gates sonmeone was yelling, demanding entry, and nmen cane running to
swi ng them wi de. Escorted by pages, a rider on a black horse jogged through
He was carrying a staff wound wi th nmany-col oured ribands, plastered down at
the nmonent with rain. H's boots and brigga and his mount's |l egs and belly

dri pped dark nud.

"It's a herald,’ Ownaen said.

' True spoken,' Maddyn said. 'And isn't that the Boar crest on his
saddl e- bags?'

The heral d handed his staff down to a page, then disnounted and reclaimed the
soggy enblem of his office. As a stableboy led the black away, the silver
daggers could see the Boar ranmpant quite clearly, stanped on the saddle-skirts
as well as the saddl e- bags.

"Isn't that interesting:'' Mddyn said. 'l wonder what Lord Braemys has to say
to our prince?

'"The gall of the man!' Prince Maryn snarled. The stinking spiteful gall!’
"Well, truly, your highness,' Oggyn said. 'It bodes ill."'

Nevyn propped his el bows on the table and considered the piece of parchment
lying in front of him The three men were sitting in the prince's private
counci | chanber, where the prince had pressed Nevyn into service as a scribe
to read privately the letter from Braenys of the Boar. A cold wi nd flapped the
cowhi des hangi ng over the wi ndows and swirled round the stone room The
candl es guttered dangerously | ow. Nevyn grabbed the parchrment and held it
flat.

"I must adnmit,' the prince said, '"that I'mnot |ooking forward to spending a
wi nter here. The sunmer stornms are bad enough. Listen to that rain come down!'
'True spoken, nmy liege,' Nevyn said. '"But if this is how Braenys thinks a nman
sues for peace, then you'd best not | eave Dun Deverry. He might nmove right in
and call hinself king.'

"Just so, ny prince,' Oggyn put in. 'H s arrogance astounds ne.'

'"He nentions Tibryn's son, the new gwerbret. Wat is he, still a child?

"Just that, ny liege, about seven years old,' Oggyn said. 'By a second wife.
Nevyn, what did you say the child s nane was?'

Nevyn read the letter aloud once again. To the Usurper, Maryn, Prince of
Pyrdon. It is ny understanding that you hold anbng your court's wonenfol k
Lillorigga, daughter of the Boar clan. Since she has been formally betrothed

to ne, | demand her imediate release and return to ne at Cantrae. Braenys of
the Boar, Regent to Lwan, OGwerbret Cantrae.'
That was all, but the salutation spoke clearly enough for a stack of

par chrment s.

So!" the prince said. 'He wants war.'

Just so, ny liege,' Nevyn said. 'He's taken on his father's feud."'

"Well, it's his right, and he's doing the honourable thing,' Maryn frowned
down at the table. '"But I wish he'd seen his way clear to taking ny pardon



i nstead.'

Nevyn nodded agreenment. Before this summer's fighting had gi ven Maryn contro
of Dun Deverry, the lords of the Boar clan - Braenys's father and uncle - had
ruled in their half of the divided kingdom though technically in the nane of
anot her child, young O aen, who clained to be king. They were all dead now,

t he woul d-be king and the two Boar lords as well, but the civil wars, it
seened, were not yet over, not with the Boar's son to carry them on

' Perhaps we can use the |lass as a bargaining point," Oggyn said. 'l always
knew she woul d come in handy, like.'

'Have you gone daft?' Maryn | eaned forward and | ooked Oggyn square in the
face. Ye gods, after everything Lilli did for ne, do you think I'd turn her

over to ny enem es?

Qggyn bl ushed a sunset-red fromhis beard up and over his bald pate.

"My apologies, ny prince. | fear me |'ve overspoke nysel f.'

You have. Renenber fromnow on that Lady Lillorigga is ny guest, not sone sort
of hostage."

"I ' will, nmy prince. | nost hunbly beg your pardon.’

"Granted, of course. But |I'd not hear of this again.'

Slowy Oggyn's col our faded to normal. Maryn | eaned back in his chair and

| ooked away absently.

"Unless Lilli wants to nany the man, of course,' Nevyn said. 'Then Braenys's
| oyalty can be the bride-price you exact.'

Maryn turned to face himand | ooked for a brief nmoment nurderous.

"I"d not thought of that.' The prince buried the rage in a brief snile

' Perhaps the | ady shoul d be asked.’

"It would be courteous, my liege.' Nevyn stood with a bow his way. '"I"'Il just
go look for her. | hope you'll forgive ne if it takes sone small while?

"OfF course,' Maryn said. This dun is as cursed confusing as a rabbit warren,
swear it!'

In actuality, Nevyn knew where to find Lilli, up in her chanber in the royal
broch, a narrow wedge of a roomw th bare stone walls. Dressed in green, Lill
herself was sitting cross-legged on her bed and staring at a page of the big
| eat her - bound book Iying in front of her. \Wen Nevyn came in she | ooked up and
smi | ed. Her blonde hair, cropped short at the jaw ine, hung untidily around
her sl ender face.

'How are you doing with the readi ng?" Nevyn nodded toward the book. 'Do you
remenber all the letters?

"I do, but sounding themout one at a tine is so tedious.'

"No doubt, but it's the best we can do for |essons. At the monent, anyway.
Wien winter cones we'll either be back in Cerrmor, or I'Il send for a scribe's
t eachi ng book.'

"Do you think we'll go back?

"I have no idea.' Nevyn sat down on a wooden chest under the single w ndow.

'The prince will winter here, certainly.'

Lilli glanced at the book and concentrated on closing it.

"If the princess returns to Cerrmor,' Nevyn went on, 1'll go, too. As ny
apprentice, you'll cone with ne,’

"OfF course, ny lord.' Her voice held steady. 'W'll be nuch nore confortable
there.'

' And safer. W've heard from Braenys.'

Lilli |ooked up and laid a hand at her throat.

"He still wants to many you,' Nevyn said. 'He clains you as his betrothed."'

"Ch curse him'

"I just made a show in council of asking your opinion on the matter, but I'l
wager you don't want to go through with the marriage.'

She shook her head.

"Don't let it trouble your heart,' Nevyn said. 'If he turns nasty and tries to
press the matter, I'Il reveal the truth.'
"That he's nmy . . .'" Lilli forced out the word, 'brother?

"Well, you only share a father, but that will be nore than sufficient for the



priests. They'll forbid the marriage in an instant.'

"I ndeed. You know, sonetines | dream about ny nother, and in the dreanms | can
feel just how nuch | hate her. She would have | et nme many Braenys. She woul d
have let me - well, she saw naught wrong with sleeping in her own brother's
bed, did she?" Lilli's voice dropped. 'Her brother. My father!’

"Try not to hate her.' Nevyn made his voice soft. "It will only bind you to
her menory.'

Lilli started to speak, then coughed, a deep rasping noise that made her clap
her hand over her nouth. She tw sted round on the bed to hide her face, but he
could hear her spitting sonething up. Wth her other hand she took a scrap of
rag out of her kirtle and wi ped her nouth and hand bot h.

' That sounds nasty,' Nevyn said. 'How | ong have you been coughing |like this?

"Just since this norning.' Lilli turned back. 'It's the danp. | always get
like this in the sunmmer rains.'

"Indeed? I'Il make you up sone herbwater, and you' d best have a poultice for
your chest, too.'

"It's naught.'’

"Huh! You'll drink the herbwater anyway. As hot as you can stand it.'

"Ch very well.' Lilli reached up to shove a strand of her awkward hair back
behind her ear. '"It'lIl be a confort, I'll admt it.'

"I'"l'l be back as soon as the prince has no need of ne.'

When Nevyn returned to the council chanber, he found Maryn waiting there

al one, standing at the wi ndow and staring out at the rain. He turned when
Nevyn shut the door.

'l gave (ggyn leave to go,' Maryn said. 'H s blunder was eating at him'

' That was kind of you, ny liege.'

"Politic, anyway.' Maryn shrugged. 'What does Lilli say?

' She has absolutely no desire to marry Braemnys, your highness.'

"Splendid! W'Ill send the herald back with a nessage that will blister Lord
Braemys's ears for him'

"Shall we conpose it now, ny |iege?

"Let me think on it a bit. W'Ill consult later, and then I'll summon a scribe
- wait. Braenys sent his herald to carry a letter, but his herald shall hear
my answer. Let it look like I'mnot taking himseriously enough to have it
witten out.'

Nevyn left the prince and went up to his own chanber, a small round room
perched at the very top of a tower. It held a narrow cot, a single chair, a
smal | unsteady table, a charcoal brazier, and a large pile of his belongings -
sacks and small chests, nostly cramred with packets of herbs and roots, as
wel | as what few pieces of spare clothing he owned. Into an enpty sack he put
t he nmedi caments he needed, nostly liquorice root and a few sinples, then went
back down.

But when he reached Lilli's chanber, he found the door open and her gone.

I nsi de, one of her naidservants was setting down a basket of charcoal near the
bronze brazier that stood near the head of the bed.

Where's your mistress, lass?" Nevyn said.

' Gone of f sonewhere, ny lord. A man fromthe king's guards cane up a little
whi |l e ago and asked her to talk with him'

'One of the silver daggers? Which one?

'Branoic, ny lord."'

"Ah. | thought it might be he.' Nevyn paused as a thought struck him 'Here,
about Prince Maryn? He's not king yet.'

"Ch, we all know what the priests say, ny lord, but he's king enough for us,’
"I see.' Nevyn had to snmile, "Well, ny thanks. I'll just |eave these things
here, then, for later. Don't touch them'

'Have no fear of that, ny lord!' The | ass |ooked at his bundle with deep
suspicion. 'Are evil spirits going to pop out of that?

"} doubt it very nuch. Just don't touch it, and you won't be in any danger.'
Nevyn was wal ki ng back down the corridor to the stairs when he net Oggyn,
hurrying toward himand carrying an arm oad of the sort of parchnent rolls



chanberl ains use to note taxes and ot her dues.

"Lord Nevyn, a nonent of your time,' Oggyn said. "There's sonewhat | want to
lay before the prince, but after my horrible blunder, |I'mafeared to.'

"Ch here!' Nevyn said. 'lI'd not worry about that if | were you. The prince has
forgiven and forgotten.'

"I truly hope you're right. At any rate, it concerns the taxes and dues from
this demesne, Dun Deverry's own |ands and hol dings, | mean. Could you tell ne
when he's wel | disposed to consider such things?

" Most assuredly, but | do think you could approach hi myourself w thout harm'
"It's not just that cursed blunder.' Oggyn | ooked puzzled. 'Lately he's been
much di stracted. Deciphering bis moods is a difficult thing.'

"Well, of course! Ye gods, he spent his whole life battling toward this day,
when he'd have Dun Deverry for his own. Ever since he was a child, truly - and
now he has it. And so it's over, that entire part of his life. It's left him
feeling spent.'

"I see. Ah, how !l wish I had your wi se know edge of the hearts of nen!’

Nevyn refrained frommaking a sharp remark about hearts that resort to
flattering those they in truth dislike. It was better to have Oggyn i ndebted
to him after all, than at odds.

In the great hall of Dun Deverry low fires snmouldered in the pair of hearths
to drive off the danp. Although the draughts won the battle for the centre of
the room near the fire it was warm enough for Lilli to breathe easily. She
sat with Branoic on a bench close to the honour hearth, where her noble birth
gave her the right to be. Branoic | ooked so uneasy at being out of his usua

pl ace anong the prince's guard that she | aughed at him Every tine someone

wal ked toward them he would half-rise fromhis seat, an act that only nmade him
the nore noticeable. Even for a Deverry warrior he was a big man, a good head
over six feet tall and broad in the shoul ders. Wen she'd first met him the
spring past, she'd thought himbeefy, but the sumer's fighting had turned him
har d-nmuscl ed and | ean

"Ch, do sit still!' she said. 'No one's going to chase you away |i ke a dog or
suchl i ke."'
"Well, | wouldn't be too sure of that. | keep wondering what your

foster-brother would say if he saw ne at your side.'

"I doubt if he'd say anything.'

"Huh! As if he doesn't know that |'m comon-born and a bastard to boot, while
you're a -'

"A lady, sure enough, but one with no dowy, no land, and no kin but him |
see no reason to give nyself airs.'

"So!' Branoic grinned at her. 'You don't really enjoy ny conpany. |I'mnmerely
the best suitor you can get, eh?

'Ch hold your tongue! What would you do if | said you were right?

They shared a | augh. Over the general noise in the hall, Lilli heard pages
shouting, 'The prince, the prince!' She | ooked up and saw Maryn coni ng down
the stone staircase with pages marching before himand Nevyn and Oggyn
trailing after, hard-pressed to keep up. Maryn never sinply wal ked; he strode,
al ways ready to leap like a stag, it seemed, just for the sheer joy of it.

Al t hough he was a handsone nman, with blond hair and deep-set grey eyes, he
could have been ugly and still captivated. Wienever he wal ked into a room it
seened that he brought with himlife and power, spilling over onto everything
he touched and everyone he acknow edged. The entire great hall fell silent to
wat ch him do sonet hing as sinple as coning down the stairs.

When she realized that Maryn was heading for them Lilli stood and curtsied
Branoic slid off the bench and knelt on one knee, his head bent respectfully.
'Good nmorrow, Lady Lillorigga,' Maryn said. 'Branno, you can get up if you'd
i ke.'

"My thanks, ny prince,' Branoic said.' My apol ogies for being where | don't

bel ong."

'"Ch come now' Maryn was snmiling at him 'And how could | hold it against any
man for wanting the conmpany of such a beautiful lass as our Lilli?



Lilli felt her face burning with a blush. Maryn glanced her way, and for a
nmonent their eyes net, just the briefest of noments before his gaze travelled
on, but all at once she wondered if her hopel ess feeling for himwas so

hopel ess after all. She hastily | ooked away and saw Nevyn, watching all of
this with his hands on his hips and steel in his ice-blue eyes. Behind him
Counci |l or Oggyn stood cl asping an untidy heap of parchnents to his chest.

"My liege? Nevyn said. 'My apprentice and | have work to do. If you'll excuse
us?'

'"OF course,' Maryn said. 'You have ny |leave to go.'

"My thanks. Oggyn wi shes to discuss sonme inportant matters of finance with

you, shoul d that please your highness. | strongly suggest that you do so.
Lilli, cone along.'
Nevyn turned on his heel and started back across the great hall. Lill

curtsied again to the prince, smled at Branoic, then rushed after the old
nman.

In silence they wal ked up the stairway, slowly to let her catch her breath,

but once they reached her chanber and the door was safely barred, Nevyn turned
to her.

"I"ve warned you before,' he snapped. "The prince may anuse hinself w th wonen
as he chooses. For the wonen in question, it's not such a |light-hearted

t hi ng."'

"I know, my lord."'

"Then try to renenber it! Here, Lilli, I"'msorry. | don't nean to be harsh,

but I don't want to see you becone a cast-off wonan with a bastard child - and
no place at court any nore because the princess hates you. | doubt nme if you'd
like the life you'd have then.'

"I wouldn't, my lord. I know you're right, but |I feel ensorcelled or suchlike.

When he wal ks into a room it's like the sun follows himin, and everything
becormes larger and nore alive.'

Nevyn stared at her for a noment, then did the |ast thing she would have
expect ed: he | aughed.

"Well, after a manner of speaking,' Nevyn said at last, 'you have been
ensorcell ed, you and half the kingdomw th you. Sone years ago, when | was
desperately hoping for peace and doubting that |1'd ever see it again, Maddyn
the bard gave ne a idea. If a prince cane al ong who seened be dweoner,
everyone would flock to his banners. And so | found Maryn and nmade hi m| ook as
magi cal as a king out of the Dawntinme. WIldfolk foll ow himeverywhere, Lilli.
They cast gl anours over himlike cloaks.'

Caught wi thout words, Lilli sat down on the edge of the bed.

You no doubt respond nore than nost people,' Nevyn went on. You have the
dweoner gifts, even if you can't see the elenental spirits yet for yourself.

In time you will, and then you'll understand what | mean about the gl anour.'
'Ch ye gods! | feel like such a dolt.’

"Way? | happen to cast a rather good spell. It's fool ed thousands of other
people, after all.’

At that Lilli could look up and find himsnmiling at her. She started to |augh

but in the danp air of her chamber her |ungs ached. The | augh turned into a
racki ng cough.

"Huh, that sounds worse and worse,' Nevyn said. 'l've brought some mnedicinals
for it. Let me brew you up some, and then | need to ask Oggyn about getting
you a chamber with a proper hearth. 1'd forgotten about this dun, how cold it

al ways seens to be.'

"Did you live here once?

'Once. Before you were born. A very very long tine ago.'

Al though Lilli wanted to ask nmore, he turned away and began to runmage through
his sack of medicinals so resolutely that she knew t he subject had been

cl osed.

That evening the prince summoned Nevyn to his private quarters in the heart of
the royal broch. A page led himup a wi nding stone stair to a heavy oak door
worn snmooth and griny with age and snoke. It opened into a dimsuite of roons



hung with threadbare tapestries and stuffed with decrepit furniture. Fat
candl es burned in snoke-stai ned sconces on the stone walls. Nevyn picked his
way around three carved chests to sit in one of the many chairs the prince
offered him It creaked alarm ngly under him The prince hinself perched on

t he edge of a wobbly table.

' The spl endour of the royal palace!' Maryn said, grinning.

"Indeed, ny liege. These people certainly never rid thensel ves of anything,
did they?

"Not their chairs nor their kingdom not willingly. Though if the siege had
gone on all winter, nost of this would have ended up as firewod.'

"Most likely, truly.’

The prince paused, as if thinking sonething through. Nevyn folded his hands in
his lap and waited. The guttering light fromthe candl es threw shadows across
t he beamed ceiling and made hi mremenber a time when torches had lit this
room two hundred years ago. He'd been young and a prince hinself, then, and
this broch newbuilt. Mire than two hundred years now, he thought. Gods! no
wonder | grow weary!

"There's a matter | need attended to,' Maryn said abruptly. 'It concerns the
Lady Lillorigga.'

' How so, your highness?

"No matter how nuch we consider Lilli a daughter of the Rans of Hendyr, and
certainly Tieryn Anasyn calls her naught but sister, by birthright she's stil
a Boar. Wien | proscribe the Boar clan and attaint their lands, it will go ill
with her if she falls under the dom nion of the proclamation.'’

"I"'mvery glad you renmenbered that. I'mafraid I'd quite forgotten.' Nevyn was
nore than a little annoyed with hinself for it. '"I'Il speak to the priests of
Bel tonorrow and take Anasyn with me. Before the god they can proclai mher

ki nship.'

' Spl endid! Do that, please.'

"I take it that you don't hold out rmuch hope for Braenys swearing fealty.

"Do you?' Maryn smiled with a twist of his nouth.

"None, ny liege.' Nevyn got up. 'Wien do we ride out?

'Soon. W'l give the herald a decent head start for the honour of the thing,
but we can't wait long. My vassals are growi ng restless. They need to return
to their lands to receive the autum taxes and suchlike. |I'm hoping that

Braemys's loyal lords are just as eager to quit the field.'

"No doubt. They can't have rmuch stomach for nore fighting. There aren't very
many of themleft.'

"Just so. W have about four thousand fighting nen in good health. Braenys
can't have nore than a bare thousand at the utternost.'

'He does have one strong ally, of course. Distance. It's well over two hundred
mles fromhere to Cantrae.'

Maryn swore briefly.

" The road runs through sone hilly country as well." Nevyn went on. 'If | may
make a suggestion, ny |iege?
'O course.’

You' d best hold a council of war soon. Gnerbret Daeryc of G asloc is going to
be invaluable. 3 asloc |ies between here and Cantrae.'

"It doesr' Maryn stared in puzzlement. 'Wiat's he doing as overlord to the
Rams, then? Hendyr lies to the west.'

"You know, | haven't the slightest idea. |'d best ask him'

When Nevyn left the prince, he started to return to his own chanber, but
living in Dun Deverry was bringing back nenories. He hinself had lived in a
chanmber in a side broch that no | onger seened to exist - if indeed he'd
correctly puzzled out the overall plan of the palace. He glanced at the candl e
in the lantern he carried and judged it good for a I ong while's burning. Mich
to his surprise, he went straight to the little door that led to an obscure
stairwell. He renmenbered clinbing these steeply wound stairs two at a tine;
now he paused several tines to rest. The stairs led himto a window little
nmore than an arrow slit. Just opposite it there had once been a door, | eading



into the side broch and, eventually, to his suite. Wen he held up the
lantern, he saw that some of the stonework fornmed a patch, roughly
door - shaped, and nmuch newer than the rest. His old tower, then, was indeed
gone.

The stairs continued up, however, and out of curiosity he followed themto the
old storeroomat the top of the royal broch. A splintering door hung at an
angle froma single hinge. In his |ong-ago youth, two guards always stood
before this door, which led to the royal treasury, but now, when Nevyn pushed
t he door open, he saw a pair of splayed wooden chests and a | ot of dust. He
heard little things scuttling away in the shadows, rats and spiders, he
supposed. Holding the lantern high he took a few steps in.

Qutside the tower, the wind how ed, whistling through the arrow slits. In the
draughts the candl e fl ane danced, throw ng drunken shadows. Nevyn hung the
lantern on a rusty nmetal hook driven between two stones on the wall, then out
of sheer idle curiosity opened the first chest. It held nothing but a pile of
cloth so old it had turned stiff as straw. The other chest stood enpty as
wel |, except for a water-stain. Wth a shrug he turned his back on the door
and retrieved his |antern.

Suddenly Nevyn knew that he wasn't al one. He had heard no one wal k up the
stairs, heard no rustle of skirts or cloak, but the hairs on the back of his
neck rose. Cold danp worse than that of the stones nmade hi m shiver. Sonmeone -
or sonething - had foll owed himin.

"And a good evening to you,' he said.

No answer. Holding the lantern high he turned around. In the doorway stood a
worman, w apped in a black mourning cl oak. Her honey-bl onde hair hung free, al
matted and di shevell ed, over her shoulders. She had built her illusions so
wel | that had he not known dweorer, Nevyn woul d have thought her human. As it
was, he noticed that her eyes never blinked. He turned his head to | ook at her
wi th his peripheral vision and saw etheric substance playing at the edges of
her formlike glimers of far-distant |ightning.

"Aspirit, then,' Nevyn said aloud. 'Wat do you want here?

Her |ips parted, but instead of speaki ng she npaned.

"What tornents you?' he said. 'Let nme help you find peace.'

"My child.'

Nevyn felt his stomach cl ench. There had been a dead baby buried with the
tabl et that cursed Prince Maryn.

" Your new born son?' he said.

"Nah, nah, nah! My daughter, my beautiful little daughter. They plan to stea
her away from ne.'

'Who? Let ne help you!'

She flickered like a dying candl e and vani shed. Nevyn swore under his breath.
She was no ghost, he was sure of that, but a being of great power from sone
ot her plane. He renenbered the apparition he'd seen when he had sent Lady
Merodda' s ghost to the Great Ones. Could this be the same bei ng? He woul d have
to neditate on that, but for now, he no longer wanted to stay here, alone wth
the wind's hows. He hurried down the stairs and retreated to his chanber,
where W/ df ol k danced to greet him Late into the night, he studied his
dweoner books, hunting for clues as to what sort of spirit the apparition may
have been. He found none.

By the nmorrow norning the stormhad travelled on, |eaving wet roofs steam ng
in the sutmmer sun. In the ward outside the great hall, Prince Maryn, with
Neyvn in attendance, sumopned his highest ranking allies to witness his
nmessage to Braenys. A foraging servant had found a length of cloth in the
green and brown plaid of the royal city; Maryn wore it as a makeshift cl oak
pi nned at one shoulder with the pair of silver ring brooches that marked him
Prince of Pyrdon and Gaerbret Cerrnor.

It was interesting, Nevyn thought, to see how the lords arranged thensel ves.
Those who had fought al ongside the prince fromthe begi nning, such as Tieryn
Gauryc, stood to one side of their liege lord, while those who had gone over
to himduring the summer, such as Tieryn Anasyn, Lilli's foster-brother, stood



on the other. Aside fromthis self-inposed sorting, they seened friendly
enough here in the prince's presence. Over the winter, Nevyn supposed, a few
ol d grudges would be settled by the sword off in the countryside, a secretive
di stance fromtheir new overlord's justice.

The Cantrae herald, Avyr, was waiting in the ward. While a page held his black
horse by the gates, Gavlyn, the prince's own herald, escorted Avyr into the
presence of the noble-born. Avyr bowed, then knelt with a swing of his staff
that sent the ribands swirling. Maryn acknow edged himwith a small nod.

"Now, concerning the Lady Lillorigga, tell Lord Braenys this,' Mryn said.

' The | ady now bel ongs to the Rans of Hendyr. Her brother has proclainmed the
betrot hal broken and di savowed. Fromne, tell himthis: | shall forgive him
for referring to ne as a usurper provided he forswear his rebellious

behavi our. He may swear fealty to ne or |eave ny |ands forever. Those are his
choi ces.'

"I see, your highness.' The heral d | ooked away - rudeness in another man, but

in his case, a sign that he was nenorizing the prince's exact words. 'I shal
tell him'

'Good. Here's nmore: I'lIl be riding out soon for Cantrae. He may nmeet ne al ong
the road to parley if he chooses.’

Very well, your highness. | shall convey your answer with all speed.’

"My thanks. Let us aJl hope the gods let your |ord choose peace.'

Avyr smiled and rose, bowing. Not one man in the crowd expected Braenys to
swear the vow of fealty - Nevyn woul d have wagered high on that - but there
were rituals to these things, as unforgiving as those of any tenple.

Once the herald had ridden on his way, the little crowd around the prince
began to thin out. Nevyn noticed Gnerbret Daeryc strolling off toward the
stables and hurried to catch up with him

" Your grace!' Nevyn called out. '"A word with you?

The gwerbret stopped and turned around, smiling pleasantly, or rather, he
snmled in a way he nmeant to be pleasant. Since he'd lost all the teeth on one
side of his mouth, he kept his lips shut and twi sted, giving himthe | ook of a
bear in pain.

"The prince asked ne to lay this question before you,' Nevyn said. 'It
concerns the Rans of Hendyr. Gasloc's well off to the east of Dun Deveny, and
Hendyr's in the west, and yet you're overlord to the Rans.'

"Ah. No doubt that pricked his curiosity, truly. dasloc's mne in nanme only,
good councillor. My lands lie north of Hendyr. My father inherited a goodly
denesne near Mabyndyr, and when we | ost d asloc, we made them our hone.'

"Lost G asl oc?

"Well, | call it as a loss. My father traded it away for the right to rule as
gwerbret in Mabyndyr. A lot of the common fol k who fled Dun Deverry settled
near there, which neant dues and taxes to support a gwerbretrhyn. So the Boars
procl ai med the new rhan for him you see, because they coveted the | ands near
d asloc. He could give them d asloc or |ose everything - that was the bargain
they offered."'

'But he kept the honorific?

"My father didn't. | took it back when |I inherited, and there was naught that
Regent Burcan could say or do, because the sliny bastard knew he needed nme and
my men.'

"Ah. You say the Boars did the proclain ng?

"Well, the words cane out of the nmouth of the king - poor little Oaen's

grandfat her, that was - but we all knew who'd put themthere.' Daeryc paused
to spit onto the cobbles. 'Burcan's father was gwerbret then, and a worse nan
than his sons.' He | ooked up. '"A word to the wise, councillor. Sone of the

northern lords will desert back to Braenys over the winter, and |I'd bet a good
horse that Nantyn will be one of them But | won't. You have ny sworn word on
that .’

"My thanks, but you know, | never doubted you for an instant.'

"I ndeed? Way?

"Ti eryn Peddyc woul d never have honoured a man who changed si des out of



anything less than true conviction.'

"My thanks.' Daeryc nodded, |ooking down at the ground. '"I'll miss Peddyc
Closest thing to a friend | ever had. Ah well, the fortunes of war, eh?

The gwerbret turned on his heel and strode off fast. Let us hope, Nevyn

t hought, that the fighting stays over. It was a feeble hope, he supposed. Wth
a shake of his head he went into the royal broch to find Oggyn, who had by
default as rmuch as nmerit managed to appoint hinsel f chanberl ain.

Mich to his surprise he saw his fellow councillor over by the riders' hearth,
talking with one of the men fromthe Cerrnor warband. As he wal ked over, Nevyn
saw the rider give Oygyn a coin, but he thought little of it - sone wager,

per haps. When Qggyn saw hi m approachi ng, he came bustling over, all sniles.
"My apprentice needs a better chanber,' Nevyn said. 'One with a proper hearth
and suchli ke."'

'"OfF course. Just come upstairs with ne.’

"We'| | just collect Lilli on the way.'

As they clinbed the stairs, Nevyn gl anced back and noticed the Cerrnor rider
wat chi ng Oggyn still. He could have sworn that the man | ooked furious.

"What about this one?" Oggyn said. 'It's much larger and it has a hearth.’

"Ch, this will do splendidly!" Lilli said, but she glanced at Nevyn. 'Il've
never had so nuch room'

"I heartily approve.' Nevyn answered her unspoken question. The air here
shoul d be quite whol esone."’

They were standing in a bedchanber once set aside for guests. As well as the
hearth, it sported a big wi ndow wi th proper wooden shutters, braided rushes on
the floor, and a sufficiency of tapestries, faded and torn though they were,
to keep the danp off the walls. Near the hearth stood a chair and a solid
round table. The norning sun poured in and fell across the bed like a gold

bl anket. Lilli sat down on the edge of the mattress and stretched out her arms
to the warnth.

"This is |ovely!'

"Very well, then,' Qggyn said. 'I'll be on nmy way. 1'll send a couple of pages
to help your servants nmove your things over.'

"And meke sure they fetch firewood, too,' Nevyn said to him 'If you don't

m nd. "'

"Not at all, my pleasure.’” Wth a bowto Lilli, Oggyn bustled out, shutting
the door behind him

"My thanks, Nevyn!' Lilli said. 'Oggyn never would have given me such a fine
chanmber if 1'd asked him nysel f.'

' Mbst wel come. And once you're settled, | expect you to get right to the work
| set you.'

"I will, my lord."'

"Good. I'lIl be gone all afternoon, running an errand wi th your

foster-brother.’

"So he told ne, nmy lord. It will gladden ny heart to be a true daughter of the
Ram '

Lilli kept her prom se after C odda and Nalla had brought her possessions to

t he new chanber. Thanks to Nevyn's confession about the spells he'd cast on
Prince Maryn, she was particularly eager to learn how to see the el enental
spirits, or the Wldfolk as they were commonly called. On her table she placed
a silver basin filled with water, then sat in the chair and | et her breathing
sl ow as Nevyn had taught her. The shaft of sunlight had nmoved on to fall upon
the floor. Mdtes danced in the slight breeze, while tbe surface of the water
in the silver bow trenbled. She waited, she watched her breaths, she becane
awar e of nothing but nmoving air, sunlight, water, dancing dust.

Li ke a shadow flitting sonething noved at the edge of her vision. She
concentrated on breathing. The shadow canme a little closer, grew solid, then
di sappeared. She waited still longer, while the shaft of sunlight crept across
the floor. Al at once a creature appeared, a strange grey fellow, about two
feet high and shaped roughly like a human child, with a big head and a
protruding belly. It |ooked at her out of narrow purple eyes. Lilli gasped



al oud, and it vani shed. Though she sat a long while nore, nothing, or no one,
appeared to her.

"Still," Nevyn said when he returned, 'you' ve made a splendid start. |I'mvery
proud of the progress you're making.'

Lilli felt her face warmwith a blush. No praise had ever nmeant so nuch to her
as his.

"I have a nessage for you. Your brother wants you to dine with himtonight in
his chanbers,' Nevyn went on. 'l told himthat you' d doubtless agree.'

'"OfF course! What did the priests say?

" That neither they nor their god had any objections to your adoption by the
clan of the Ram There's a small matter of a fee for the drawing up of the
procl amation, but we'll take care of that on the nmorrow, and the matter will
be settled."’

"I"'mglad it was so easy.'

"Well, the prince proclainmed your new kinship in the ward this norning. That
certainly didn't hurt your cause.'

When the sun hung lowin the sky, Lilli went to her foster-brother's quarters.
Si nce Anasyn was newWy narried, he'd been given chanbers in the royal broch
itself - a decent-sized suite with a small wedge-shaped recepti on chanber as
wel | as a bedroom When she knocked, his page opened the door and ushered her
i nsi de- Sone of the chairs she recognized and the table as well - once this
furniture had been her nmother's, but it had joined the general booty of the
dun, handed out to the victors. A pair of maidservants were |aying out a cold
nmeal froma pair of big baskets onto the table. She could renmenber the bow of
black ink sitting on that same cloth, waiting to swallow her m nd. She
shuddered, suddenly cold.

What's wrong, Lilli?" Abrwnna said,

' Ch naught. Just geese wal king on ny grave.'

Abrwnna, Anasyn's wife, was sitting in a high-backed chair by the enpty
hearth. She was beautiful, Abrwnna, with long red hair and big green eyes, but

Lilli found herself thinking of her as a child - odd, since Abrwnna was near
her own age and twi ce-married now, not that her first marriage, to the
chi l d-ki ng, had ever been consummated. She snmiled and waved Lilli over.

"Come in, sister,' Abrwnna said. 'My lord is off somewhere, but no doubt he'l
join us soon. Do have that chair with the cushions.'

"My thanks.' Lilli nearly dropped her a curtsey out of sheer habit. 'You're
| ooking wel | .’
"Am | ? Truly, | count nyself the |uckiest of wonen these days. Wen | think of

what m ght have happened to nme after the siege was over -' Abrwnna laid a pale
hand on her paler throat. 'W should all be thankful that our prince is a
nmerci ful man.’

"Just so.'

Abrwnna hesitated, glancing at the servants. Until they'd done setting out the
food, she said nothing nore, then dism ssed them The page hovered near the
door.

'"Do go see if you can find our lord, will you?" Abrwnna said. Tell himhis
sister is here.’
"I ' will, ny lady,' the page bowed, then hurried off.

Once the door had closed behind him Abrwnna | eaned back in her chair and | et
out her breath in a long sigh

"I"ve not seen you to have two private words together, truly,' Abrwnna said,
'not since the dun fell. Wy, Lilli? Wiy did you run away |ike that and go
over to the prince?

Si | ence hung between themIlike smoke. Lilli felt like a dolt for being
surprised - of course Abrwnna would want to know, of course all the wonen |eft
behind to suffer in the taking of Dun Deverry would want to know.

"Way did | betray you?' Lilli said at last. 'Is that what you nean?

"It's not, truly it isn't. | - well, | just wanted to know - well, was it
because of Lady Bevyan?'

"It was. After ny nother had her nurdered, how could | stay here and pretend



to be her dutiful daughter?

You couldn't.' Abrwnna hesitated for a long nonent. 'But | still don't
under st and what happened. The servants told nme that Merodda nurdered Bevyan. |
t hought she'd been killed by Cerrnor raiders. | don't understand.'’

'Hasn't Anasyn told you?

"Not a word.' Abrwnna's voice was shaking badly. "1'll tell you sonmewhat. In
the great hall that day, when your brother asked the prince for nme, | truly

t hought he only wanted vengeance. | feared he was going to beat me to death,

once I was his wife and no one could say himnay.'

' Sanno woul d never!'’

"I know that now.' Abrwnna was whi spering again. 'But at first | was afraid to
say two words to him He did tell me Bewa's death was none of ny doing. Wen
asked why, he swore at ne and said never to nmention it again.'

"Well, those Cerrnor raiders? They weren't real. After you sent Bevyan away,
Uncl e Burcan followed her with some of his nen and killed her and everyone
with her. They left some Cerrnor shields behind as a ruse. But ny nother was
t he one who wanted Bewa dead. She put himup to it.'

Abrwnna dropped her face into her hands and sobbed. Lilli sat stone-still,
barely able to think, watching her weep, rocking back and forth |like a
troubl ed child.

'"Here, here,' Lilli said at last. 'Wat's so wong?

"What's wong?' Abrwnna | et her hands drop. 'I sent her away, just as you
said. It's ny fault she was out on the roads. Ch ye gods, you nust hate ne!’
She paused, wi ping her face on the sleeve of her dress. 'And your nother was
the one - ah, Goddess! | thought she was ny friend.'

Lilli stood and wal ked over to lay a hand on Abrwnna's trenbling shoul der

"I don't hate you. |'ve no doubt at all that my nother worked on you to send
Bewa away. |'ll wager you didn't even know she was using you, either.’

"W did talk, truly, just before.' Abrwnna stared up at her and shook. ' She
told me, well, things. She told me Bewa was telling people | was a slut or
suchl i ke."'

'Never! Bewa never would have done that. You see? It's not your fault. If
you'd not sent her away, then ny nother only woul d have poi soned her or found
some other way to do her nurdering.'

"Do you think so?

"I truly do.'

You don't hate nme?

"Did you think I woul d?

Abrwnna nodded, then | eaned her head back against the chair.

'"Do you hate nme for aiding the prince? Lilli went on

"I don't. You know what the worst thing is? | keep dream ng about the taking
of the dun, that last awful day. Or sometinmes | dream about poor little O aen
and the way he died, poisoned like that. And in the dreams | can't stop
screaming. | see all the horrible things all over again and just keep
scream ng and scream ng.' Abrwnna paused to run shaki ng hands through her
hair. '"But then | wake up. And there's Anasyn next to nme, and | know I'm safe.
And | can't help thinking, I"'mglad Prince Maryn won. I'mglad |I'm Anasyn's

| ady and not queen any nmore. And | feel so horrible because I'mglad.’

Abrwnna began to weep again, a thin trickle of silent tears. Lilli took a
napkin fromthe table and handed it to her, then sat down again.
"If you're a traitor, Lilli, then so aml.' Abrwnna began to w pe her face. 'A

t housand tinmes a day.'

'Ch here! The gods are the ones who ordai ned Maryn the true king, aren't they?
It's his Wrd, and there's naught that you or | can do about it. It must be
your Wrd, too, that you're the |lady of Hendyr now.'

Abrwnna nerely shrugged, then w ped her face. The linen napkin shook in her
hands.

Wuld you like me to pour you a little nmead?" Lilli said.

'None, but ny thanks.' Abrwnna let the napkin fall onto her lap. Your nother
Ah gods, it was all true, then, the gossip. She truly was some sort of wtch.'



"She was.' Lilli felt as if the words had stuck in her throat and were choking
her. 'l suppose there was a |lot of gossip that | never heard.’

"How coul d anyone tell you? It was evil evil stuff, and | refused to believe
any of it, truly | did, but you know what? Now | suppose | should have.'

' About her poisons, you nean?'

"Just that. And spells and things. Everyone thought she cast spells on herself
to l ook so young.'

' That was only herbs and sonme sort of elixir she brewed up.'

"Ah. Truly? And here | believed it about the spells! Sone of the wonmen said
she had lots of lovers, you see, and that's why she'd use magic to keep her

| ooks. "

Lilli's breath caught in her chest. Had anyone guessed that Merodda's brother
had sired her daughter?

"Lovers?' Lilli said. 'Way would they think that?

"Well, | don't renenber exactly.' Abrwnna thought for a monent. "It all seens
so paltry now, the gossip | nean.'

Lilli found it hard to breathe. A d gossip, swept away by the sumer's tide of

bl ood and the horrors of siege - of course the other wonmen woul d scorn such
chatter now. But to her, it mght nean the difference between having a place
at court or losing one as a | andl ess bastard.

'l do wonder,' Lilli said. 'There nmust have been a lot of talk that | was
never allowed to hear.'
"Well, it was all nasty stuff. There were a few tales that woul d have branded

her a fiend if they were true. Like that child, the one she birthed after your
father was slain, and everyone told ne it wasn't really his anyway.'

"What ? What child? | never knew about that.'

Vll, it died alittle while after it was born. Merodda left court and shut
herself up in Dun Cantrae to birth it, and all the old gossips said she ran
away because she was so shamed, but | wasn't at court then, so | wouldn't know
the truth of that. When she cane back in the spring she told everyone the
child had died of fever. But ah Goddess, knowi ng what | know now, naybe the
gossip was all true, and it wasn't Lord Garedd's child, and she snothered it

or suchlike.’

"Indeed?" Lilli found it harder and harder to talk. 'And whose was the child,
then? Did they say?
"A demon's.' Abrwnna | eaned forward in her chair to look at Lilli w de-eyed.

"They said she'd been got with child by a denon she'd conjured up, and that's
why the baby was so sickly. But that couldn't be true, could it?

"I doubt it very nuch.' Lilli nearly | aughed fromsheer relief. 'l truly do.
Don't the priests always say that demons don't have real bodi es? How coul d
they sire anything wthout thenf

You're right, aren't you? But that didn't stop the gossip. Al the old cats

were still tal king about the scandal when ny father brought me to court to
marry O aen.'

No doubt it was sickly, Lilli thought. It was another child of incest, wasn't
it?

"And then the gossips said that one of Merodda's retainers was a denon, too,
so they thought he was the father.' Abrwnna paused, listening. 'l hear voices
inthe hall. It's probably Sanno.'

The chamber door opened: Anasyn indeed, followed by his page. The tieryn was
by no means a handsonme man, though not ugly, either, with his |long face and
I ong thin nose, but Abrwnna smled at himas if he were a vision of Bel

hi nmsel f.

' There you are, beloved,' Abrwnna said.

"My apol ogies for being late," Anasyn said. 'I net old Gauryc in the great
hall, and he wouldn't let me go till he'd had his say.'

" About what?' Lilli put in.

" The gwerbretrhyn of Cerrnor. When he's seated as king, the prince will have

to give it up. Gauryc wants it. Badly.' Anasyn smiled briefly. "And to get it,
he'll need every ally on the Council of Electors that he can scrounge up. He's



not the only one with his eye on the rhan.'

"No doubt." Lilli glanced at Abrwnna. '|'ve been there, and ye gods! It's the
ri chest place |I've ever seen.'

"You sinply nust tell me all about it.' Abrwnna turned to the page. 'Very
wel |, you may serve your lord, and then Lilli and | will serve ourselves, and
then you may take what you wi sh.'

For the rest of that evening their talk centred on the politics of the new
court that Maryn was form ng. Every now and then, though, Abrwnna would fal
silent for a long while, and Lilli would notice her staring at the enpty air
as if she were seeing horrors drawn upon it.

Over the next two days the prince held councils of war. In the ol dest broch
stood a big round roomthat had been the great hall when Nevyn was young.
Maryn took it over for his councils, and servants carried in all the extra
chairs they could find for the assenbly. By ancient |aws and courtesies both,
every nobl e-born man in Deverry who served royalty had the right to speak out
in council when a high king was maki ng plans for war. As a nere prince, Maryn
had to be nore respectful of these rights and custons than a king would have
been. A wrong word or act of arrogance would |ose himallies.

Al t hough Daeryc's clan no longer ruled @ asloc, he knew the territory between
Dun Deverry and Cantrae well. So did Nevyn, but he nostly held his tongue.
Admitting his know edge of the area would nean adnitting when he'd |ived
there, and that in turn would bring awkward questi ons about his unnaturally
long Iife. Dun Cantrae, the stronghold of the Boar clan, lay inside the town
of Cantrae proper, which meant a double ring of walls to take should the
matter come to siege. The town lay on what was at that time the furthest
border of the kingdom a good two hundred and thirty mles to the north-east.
"For the first part of the journey,' Daeryc said, 'the roads will be good
ones, and the country's flat. But past d asloc you get into the hills.'
"That's not good,' Maryn said. 'The arny noves sl ow enough on the flat.'

"Just so.' Tieryn Gauryc, a skinny man with hair cropped close to his skull
rose to speak. 'We made what? Twelve mles a day when we marched from
Cerrnor ?'

"No nore than that, truly,' Mryn said.

In the back of the chanber some lord or other let out a |loud | ong snore.
Everyone | aughed and woke the man, who grinned sheepi shly while he rubbed his
eyes.

"My lords, | think we've had an onmen,' Maryn said, smling. 'Let's leave this
lie for today.'

The assenbl ed conpany cheered him When the council di sbanded, Maryn held
Nevyn back for a private word.

"I need your opinion on sonewhat,' Maryn said. 'Oggyn approached nme with this
daft-soundi ng schenme. He wants to take a couple of scribes and ride around the
royal denmesne, witing down everything he finds there. Wll, not everything,
but how many farms, and how many bondnen, and so on and so forth.'

' That doesn't sound daft to ne, my liege. It sounds cursed sensible. W don't
have the slightest idea of what you can expect in dues and taxes.'

So Oggyn says.' Maryn considered for a nonment. 'Well, rebuilding the Holy City
is going to take coin, not just bound I abour.’

"True spoken. Oggyn's real worth lies in such matters. He understands coin,
and nore to the point he understands mnustering | abour and assigning duties and
so on.'

Very well. I'Il tell himto go ahead and start the survey. There's no use in
his coming along with the army, when we're only riding on what anobunts to a
feint.'

When he left the prince, Nevyn went |ooking for Lady Merodda's ol d chanbers.
He'd not forgotten the nysterious spirit presence who had appeared to him and
Merodda was the only clue he had. When he asked the servants about the
chanbers, they pointed them out readily enough. Since the taking of the dun
they'd stood enpty, because no one wanted to sleep in a room where sonmeone had
practised witchcraft and poisoning. It was amazing, he thought, how quickly



t he runours about the | ady had spread. The men of Maryn's arny and retinue
hadn't even known she existed six nonths ago. Now they all feared her, even in
deat h.

When Nevyn wal ked into the suite, he found it bare. Not so nmuch as a stick of
furniture or firewdod remai ned. She mi ght have been feared, but apparently her
possessions weren't. In the enptiness Nevyn's footsteps echoed; dust puffed
and fell at his feet. He asked hinmsel f what exactly he expected to find, but
he had no answer. He wandered into the enpty bedchanber, | ooked around for a
nonment, and wandered back out. Near the hearth a half-round chair had
appeared, and in it sat JVlerodda - or a perfect illusion of her. Nevyn turned
cold with little gasp of breath. The spirit had reproduced her image down to
the unnatural shininess of her skin - a bl onde woman, once beautiful, dressed
in flow ng blue, she sat with a sinmulacrumof a book open in her |ap

"I know you're not her ghost,' Nevyn said. 'l exorcised her nyself.'
"Ch, | renmenber that,' the spirit said - in Elvish
"Very well. Then what are you doi ng, mimcking her?

"I'"l'l not answer that unless you answer nme a question.'

"I"ll agree to that if you answer mne first.'

The spirit considered himwi th eyes that never blinked. In her lap the book
turned transparent and di sappeared.

'Done then,' she said at last. 'Becomng her | know her.'

"I see. What's your question?

You stol e her daughter fromher, didn't you? Just like they plan to stea

m ne. "'

"I didn't. Her daughter left her of her owmn will.'

The spirit screamed in such nurderous rage that Nevyn stepped back. In that
instant spirit and chair both vani shed.

By all the gods! he thought. What is she? And why did that anger her so?

Wth a shake of his head Nevyn left the room He would have to nmeditate on the
question. LilH m ght well know something, too, if her nother had ever

nmenti oned havi ng sone sort of astral visitor

But al t hough he | ooked in her chanber and in the great hall, he couldn't find
Lilli to ask her. Finally he stopped a passing page,

'Have you seen Lady Lillorigga of the Ran?

"I"ve not, nmy lord," the boy said.

"Well, then, have you seen Branoic the Silver Dagger?

"Not himeither, ny lord.' The boy smled in a sly sort of way, 'Shall | |ook
for then

'"Most definitely not. She'll turn up sooner or |ater of her own accord.’
Maddyn had no illusions about his skill as a harper. Over the years he'd
brutalized his hands with sword and shield until his fingers could bend only
so far and travel the strings only so fast and no nore. He did, however, take
his music seriously, and every norning he found a private spot in one of the
dun's many odd corners to practise far away fromthe noise and crowds in
barracks and great hall. Sound carries, of course, and thanks to his nusic he
was al ways easy to find.

" Ah, uh, captain?

Maddyn | ooked up, startled. Standing in front of himwas a young nan who

| ooked vaguely fanmiliar - pale hair, pale eyes, and the hi gh cheekbones of a
southern man to go with the Cerrnor blazons on his shirt.

"I hate to disturb you,' the fellow went on, 'but one of the silver daggers,
that truly tall fellowwth the broad shoulders, told ne | should speak to
you.'

"Branoic, was it?

"That's his name. Mne's A wn.'

"Very well. What did you want to speak to ne about?

Alwyn turned and | ooked behind him then glanced off in the direction of the
broch conpl ex.

"Well, it's about Councillor Oggyn,' Alwn said at last. 'l want to join the
silver daggers, you see. Oggyn told ne that it would cost a silver piece for



himto introduce ne to Onaen.'

"What? The filthy gall of the man!'

'Branoi c said somewhat |ike that, too. | paid the coin over, you see, and
Onaen tal ked with me and had me nmeet sone of the other nen in the troop. And
so | was drinking with Branoic last night, and | nentioned the councillor and
his silver piece. And sone of the other new nmen spoke up and said the sane had
happened to them Branoic was fair furious, he was.'

"Cursed right, too! That little pissproud glorified scribe! Conme al ong, |ad.

Let me stow nmy harp in the barracks, and then we'll go find Onaen.'
Ownaen, however, turned out to be in the barracks, sitting on his bunk and
polishing his mail. His sword belt Iay beside himon the bl anket, but even

unarmed t here was sonet hi ng dangerous about Owaen. He was frowning as he
pull ed a scrap of rag through each ring with a quick gesture born of years of
practice; his ice-blue eyes glared as if he were killing Boarsmen, not rust.
Maddyn knew better than to get too close to himwhen he was in such a reverie.
He stopped a couple of bunks away and cal |l ed out.

' Onaen? A word with you?

Startl ed, Onvaen was on his feet and reaching for his sword. The mail slid off
his lap and chimed onto the floor.

"Ch.' Owaen said. 'It's just you.'

He sat back down and picked up the mail. Maddyn | ed Al wn over.

"This lad has a very interesting tale to tell. Councillor Oggyn's been
charging a fee to send nmen our way.'

While Alwyn repeated his story, Ownaen said not a word. Hi s expression went
perfectly calm perfectly blank, and when the | ad was done, Owaen nerely
nodded. He laid the mai! aside, got up, and buckled on his sword belt.

'Let's have a word with our councillor.' Onaen's voice was perfectly soft and
calm 'Follow ne."'

Afwyn hesitated, visibly puzzled, as if perhaps he wondered if he'd been
bel i eved. Maddyn w nked at hi m and shepherded hi m out of the barracks. They
foll oned Onaen's broad back across the ward and into the great hall, which
here in md-nmorning stood nostly enpty. Afewriders lingered on their side of
the big round roonm a few servants wandered back and forth, w ping up scraps
fromthe tables and throwing themto the waiting dogs. Oggyn was standi ng by

t he honour hearth and gazing at the staircase, as if he were waiting for
someone. Onaen paused and turned to Al wyn.

You'll swear to this?

"I will, and there's six other lads in the sane spot as ne.'

'Done, then.' Owaen allowed hinmself a brief twitch of his nouth that m ght
have been a snmile. 'Follow ne.'

As they strode over, Oggyn | ooked up and saw them comi ng. He froze, started to
back away, realized that Owaen was too close to outrun, and finally arranged a
conmandi ng stare on his face and crossed his arns over his chest as well.

"You wish to speak with me?' Oggyn bel | owed.

Onaen took one long stride, grabbed himby the shirt with both hands, and

sl ammed hi m back against the wall. Oggyn squeaked and how ed and ki cked; Ownaen
sl ammed hi m agai n, and Oggyn held still, gasping for breath. Those few people
in the hall stopped what they were doing and turned to watch. Maddyn gl anced
around, but no one was rushing to the councillor's aid,

'Listen, you,' Onaen said. 'You ve been extorting fees, haven't you? Denandi ng
coin fromnen who want to neet me or Maddyn?'

"Not! Lies!’

'Horseshit! There are seven nen ready to swear you took their coins.' Ownaen
shook him You're paying every copper back.'

"Wn't! Cant! It's not true!'’

' Then you won't object if we go straight to the prince with this matter.'

"Il pay!’

Onaen smiled and | et Oggyn go. Maning and fussing, the councillor snoothed
down his shirt, then reached inside it and pulled out a fat pouch, hangi ng
round his neck froma gold chain. Alwn was staring at Ovaen with a | ook



suitable to viewing a god cone down to earth. Swearing under his breath, Oggyn
gave Alwyn a silver piece, then counted out six nmore into Omnaen's waiting
pal m

"And one nore,' Owaen said, 'for the troop's general coffer. Consider it

I wdd. '

'May the gods piss upon you!' Oggyn snarled - but he paid.

Still muttering, Oggyn trotted to the staircase on the far side of the great
hall to the acconpani nent of snickers and downright |aughter fromthe servants
and riders present. Onaen's face had gone bl ank again, but he stood jingling
the coins and watching the councillor hurry up the stairs.

'Branoic's good for sonmewhat after all,' Owaen said at |ast.

"Truly,' Maddyn said. 'I'mglad our new men found himeasy to talk to.'

Where is he, anyway?' Owaen gl anced around.

"lI'"ve no idea.’

The bard, however, was lying. Branoic was off courting the Lady Lillorigga,
and Maddyn knew it. He sinply saw no reason to give Onaen anything nore to
hol d over Branno's head.

Al t hough Dun Deverry sported no proper gardens like those in Cerrnor, it did
have a kitchen garden out behind the cookhouses 'and storage sheds. |In search
of alittle privacy, Lilli and Branoic found it one norni ng when the sumer
air hung warm and heavy. They sat down on a wood bench and breathed the scents
of rosemary, sage and spicy thyne. Branoic |ounged back and laid one | ong arm
on the bench back behind her. She could feel the warnth of it, it seened, and
she stared straight out ahead of her

Inalittle eddy of dust a big grey gnome appeared. He set his tw ggy hands on
hi s hips and cocked his head to one side like a nminiature silver dagger. Lill
felt herself smling, then stifled it. Wat if Branoic had noticed her

wat chi ng invisible things? But when she glanced his way, she found himsmling
as well, his eyes noving as the gnone strutted back and forth.

"You see him' she whispered,

Ye gods!' Branoic swung his head round to | ook at her. 'So do you.'

For a long nonent they nerely stared at each other, each a little aghast.

don't know this man, Lilli thought. | thought | knew exactly what he was, but
I was w ong!

"Ah well,' Branoic said, and his voice was just barely above a whi sper

"Either we're both daft, or the cursed little things do exist after all.’

"Not daft," Lilli said. 'Does Nevyn know you see thenf'

"He doesn't, and I'Il beg you, ny lady, to never let himknow O anyone else,
either.’

"Way not ?'

"What do you mean why not?' Branoic turned on the bench and crossed his arns
over his chest. 'Should be cursed obvious.'

"It isnt.’

He scow ed at her, and then, without any reason that she could see, they both
burst out | aughing.

"Well, | do understand,' Lilli said. 'l shan't say a word to anyone. | was
just teasing you.'

"I'"d rather have teasing fromyou than flattery fromany other lass.' Al at
once he turned solermm. 'We're riding out tomorrow. WIIl you miss ne?

Because he deserved an honest answer, she considered her feelings while he
wai t ed, wat ching her solemly.

"I will," she said at last. 'It aches ny heart, having sonmeone to fear for
but | do worry about what coul d happen to you. Please ride back again?

"I'f ny Wrd allows it, I will. And you stay safe for ne.'

"Il do mnmy best.'

For a nonent they sat smiling at each other. She thought that he m ght kiss
her, but he rose and bowed i nstead.

"Shall we wal k back, my lady? I'd not have anyone speaki ng scandal about you.'
"My thanks, but | doubt if they would.' She rose to join him 'I'm not

i mportant enough.'



"Well, nost likely that's a blessing, you know.'

' True spoken.'

When he offered her his arm she slipped hers through it, and they wal ked
toget her back to the great hall. At the door, however, she heard Nevyn calling
her name and turned to see the old man striding toward them H s energy al ways
amazed her; with his white hair and frog-spotted skin he | ooked ancient in
repose, but when he noved, he seemed nore vigorous than nmany a young warri or
She gave Branoic's arma pat, then pulled hers free.

You go on in," Lilli said. 'Nevyn seens to need ne for sonmewhat.'

"Well and good, then, ny lady.' Branoic bowed to her. 'It's doubtless best
that the noble-born don't see us together, anyway.'

Nevyn did indeed wish to speak with her, as it turned out. Cautioning secrecy,
he escorted her up to her new chanber, where the maids had finished tidying up

her things. Lilli sat down on the chair while Nevyn perched on the w de

wi ndowsi | |

"I need you to put your menory to the test,' Nevyn said. 'About your nother.’
Very well."' Lilli folded her hands in her |lap to keep them from shaki ng.

"I hate to distress you, but this could be extrenmely inportant.' Ch, | do
understand. | just hate thinking about the way - the way she died."’

'No doubt.' Nevyn hesitated, his ice-blue eyes synpathetic. 'But did she ever
talk with you nuch about her dweoner wor ki ngs?'

"At times, ny lord, and Brour did let things slip now and then.' CGood. Did
either of themever nention that she talked with spirits? O to be precise,
one particular spirit, who woul d have appeared to her as a wonman?

| don't think so, although - wait.' Lilli paused, letting her m nd wander
around an image of her nother, sitting in a candle-lit room and speaking. ' She
did nention once that she had seen a ghost wal ki ng these halls, a woman
dressed in nourning.'

"I ndeed? Go on.'

"Brour remarked that a | ot of women had died mserably here, in childbed and
suchl i ke, and ny nother |aughed and agreed.'

' Laughed?'

"Well, it was one of those ghastly nervous |aughs. She didn't see any hunour
init or suchlike. And then she said that mayhap she'd try to find out what
the poor restless soul wanted. But that's all | renenber.’

"It may very well be enough. My thanks.' Nevyn rose, glancing at the table and
the book lying upon it. '"I'd like you to work upon your studies this
afternoon. We have nmuch to cover before | leave with the prince and his arny.'
When Prince Maryn rode out, sone days later, he left over half of his arny
behi nd on fortguard. As nuch as he wanted to nake an overwhel m ng show of
force, the full contingent of four thousand nen would travel too slowy. Tine
and supplies were both running out. Every day the night fell a little faster.
If they stripped much nore food fromthe countryside, farmfamlies would
begin to starve, and then, as Nevyn was quick to point out, who would grow the
next crop? The vassals tal ked openly of riding home to their own | ands as soon
as the prince would all ow

"If Braemys neets us on the road, well and good,' Maryn told Nevyn. 'If not,
we won't be able to ride all the way to Cantrae, and we couldn't nount a siege
if we got there, and |I suspect he knows that as well as | do.'

'"No doubt,’' Nevyn said. 'It's a pity, though. | can't hel p wonderi ng how many

of your newest allies will conme to your muster in the spring.'

"Some, certainly. More than we had before, which will mean Braenys will have
less, and that will be all to the good. Even if they all desert, what will it
amount to? Another five hundred riders, nore or less, and we'll stil

out nunber Braenys handily. | doubt if any of the northern lords will strip
their fortguards for the Boar cause again.'

"Now that's true spoken. Wll, it's in the | aps of the gods now.'

For three days the arny travelled north-east, following the main road that |ed
fromDun Deverry to Cantrae. Every dun they passed bel onged to one or another
of the prince's new allies. At each, the lord who held it would open the gates



to the prince hinmself and greet him by grasping his stirrup in a show of
fealty. These |ords, Nevyn decided, were likely to hold true to Maryn's cause
- not because of their ritual greeting, but because their duns were too small
and shabby to stand off an attack by the prince's forces.

The arny was still a fair ways fromd asloc, and it had just rmade canp for the
night in a meadow, when the Cantrae herald returned. Nevyn heard the comotion
anong the canp guards and trotted out to see what was wong. Hi s beribboned
staff in one hand, his black horse's reins in the other, Avyr was wal king into
canp with two guards on either side of him

' Good nmorrow, good herald,’ Nevyn said. 'l trust you' ve got a nmessage for the
prince?

"Just so. If his lordship would be so kind as to take me to hin®

They found Maryn sitting in a chair in front of his tent with some of his

| ords standi ng nearby, talking over the day's ride. Behind him stiff at
attention, stood Branoic and another silver dagger. A page boy took the

heral d's horse, and Avyr bowed low to the prince.

'Lord Braenys woul d have nme speak to several points, your highness,' Avyr
began. 'First, if the Rans of Hendyr refuse to honour the betrothal of Lady
Lillorigga, they then owe himtwenty-five horses as Iwdd for their offence.’
Maryn | aughed, one sharp bark of utter amazement. The nen standi ng near by
either did tbe same or shook their heads in disbelief.

Your |lord doesn't lack for gall, does he? Maryn said.
' There's naught | can say about that, your highness.'
"Well, of course you can't. \Wat else does Lord Braenys wi sh nme to hear?

Avyr hesitated, |ooking round the circle of lords. Nevyn had the distinct
feeling that the nman was wondering if he'd live out the night. At length he
licked his |lips and began

Lord Braemys begs to point out, your highness, that as yet you are but Prince
of Pyrdon and Gaerbret Cerrnor. He has received no word that the priests of
Bel have declared you king. If such should happen, that is, if the priests
shoul d so declare, he begs you to send hima nessenger with all speed so that
he may reconsider your claimto be his liege lord."'

Maryn's face went dead white, then reddened. The herald stepped back as if to
put himself out of reach of a blow and nearly stepped on Ganerbret Daeryc's
feet. Daeryc patted himon the shoulder with the sane notion he'd use to cal m
a nervous horse.

'"Here, here, lad,' Daeryc nuttered. 'Qur prince is an honourable man. He
doesn't go about slaying heralds.'

"Just so.' Maryn's voice was nore of a growl; he paused to collect hinself

with a pair of deep breaths. Very well, good herald. Rest in our canp tonight,
and on the morrow I'll give you a nessage to take back to your lord the
regent.'

The news spread fast. Before Maryn could call for a council, it assenbl ed

itself as his noble-born allies cane running to his tent. Nevyn had never seen
Maryn so angry. The entire time he tal ked, he paced back and forth, one hand
on the hilt of his sword. Yet there was little that anyone coul d suggest that
woul d ease the situation or end it. After wangling deep into the night, the

| ords di shanded at | ast to get some sleep, but for nobst of the night Maryn
waked, wal ki ng back and forth in front of his tent with a lantern in his hand.
Towar d dawn Nevyn gave up on sleep and went over to join himthere.

"My liege? Nevyn said. 'lIs somewhat w ong?
"Naught,' Maryn said, yawning. 'I|'ve been thinking about nmy answer to Braenys,
that's all.’

"I rather did assune you were.'

'"Ch of course.' Maryn suddenly grinned at him 'Do you renmenber a dream | had
once, back when | was but a little child, and you'd just beconme my tutor?
dreant that | was in a battle in Cantrae, and everyone was calling nme the king
of all Deverry.'

"I do remenber it, oddly enough. It was a very inportant dream

"So it was, and you know, it looks like it's going to come true.' Maryn yawned



agai n, hugely, covering his nouth with both hands. 'So, | told nyself, |

shoul dn't be surprised that Braenys is spoiling for a fight. It's a thing of
Wrd for both of us, and there's no arguing with Wrd."'

'So there's not, your highness. And that said, | suggest you get some sleep.’
In the norning, the canp slept late, but the prince was up before many of his
men. After he'd eaten, Maryn called the herald and his allies as well to him
to hear his answer. Avyr bowed, then stood ready to nenorize.

"Tell your lord this for me,' Maryn said. 'The high priest of Bel in Dun
Deverry charged ne with the holy task of bringing peace to the kingdom If
your lord refuses to make peace, then he defies the will of the gods

themsel ves. |If he surrenders now, the Boar clan will continue to hold the
Cantrae rhan. Should he continue to defy the gods, he will lose it.'

The herald wi nced and bowed for want of anything el se he could do.

"As for the other thing," Maryn went on. 'l cannot settle this matter betw xt
hi mand Ti eryn Anasyn of the Ram because Lord Braenys refuses to acknow edge
me as heir to the kingship. Should he wish me to hold mal over upon the matter
he may swear fealty to ne, and then I'Il be happy to give hima fair hearing.'
"So | shall tell him vyour highness,' Avyr said. 'Every word.'

The prince, his councillor, and some of his lords walked with the herald to

t he edge of the canp, where a servant stood hol ding his black horse. Avyr
bowed all round, nounted, and rode out fast. Maryn stood by the road and

wat ched until the dust of his |eaving had settl ed.

"Cursed little bastard,' Maryn remarked. 'And | don't mean the herald.'

"He's much like his father,' Anasyn said. 'There always was a | ot of

i nbreedi ng anong the Boars. My nother used to say that if they were dogs their
kennel man woul d have to drown half their pups for having two tails.'

'Braemys may not live to grow old, dog or not, if he keeps on like this, not
that 1'll be drowning him exactly.' Maryn was glaring down the road as if he
could see his eneny lurking on the horizon. 'Pissproud little whoreson! He
drew me out of Dun Deverry just to make us waste our days and provisions.'
"And to infuriate you,' Nevyn said. 'Angry nmen don't think as clearly as they
m ght .’

"Your point is well taken.' Maryn took another |ong deep breath. Very well, ny
lords. Let's get our nen ready to ride. The sooner we return to the Holy City,
t he sooner you may all disperse to your own | ands.'

By the time the arny left canp, the sun hung near its zenith. At the very head
of the line rode two nmen carrying the red wvern banners; next were Maryn and
Nevyn, who generally rode beside the prince. Just behind them cane the silver
daggers, with Ownaen and Maddyn at their head. Branoic rode about half-way back
in the troop, out of reach of Onaen's sarcasm Although he understood why
Caradoc had made Omaen his heir, he didn't have to like it. Ever since he'd

t aken over, Owmaen had nade Branoic's life miserable - assigning himthe worst
duties, giving himthe worst horses, chewi ng himout over every petty thing he
could find. It was time, Branoic decided, to ask the prince for that boon he'd
prom sed. Al though he never would have left the silver daggers while Caradoc
lived, Caradoc was riding in the O herlands these days. Branoic decided that
he'd rather be cursed than ride under Ownaen for another summrer's fighting.
Wth such a late start the arny didn't get far. They canped in fallow fields
near a streamthat fed into a farmer's duck pond. Although a couple of the
silver daggers specul ated about those ducks and how easy they'd be to catch
the prince hinself forbade the stealing of a single one.

"And not a single apple fromthat tree, either,' Maryn said. 'Pass the word
around the riders, will you? W' ve taken enough from ny people, and we're not
taki ng any nore.'

Once the silver daggers had pitched their tents, Onaen strolled through their
section of the canp and assigned guard duty. Branoic wasn't in the |east
surprised that he drew the mddle watch - the worst, as it broke a man's sleep
and then sent himback to his blankets with only a few hours | eft before dawn.
Qddl 'y enough, though, in the event he would be grateful to Ownaen.

In the dark of the night, when his predecessor woke him Branoic went to



Maryn's tent to stand guard. Yawning and shivering in the chilly air, he stood
outside the tent flap on the off-chance, he supposed, that an eneny woul d
manage to creep unseen and unheard through an arny of several thousand to
nmurder the prince. He had just taken up a confortable stance when he heard
Maryn noving around inside. In a few nmonments nore the prince came out to join
hi m

"I couldn't sleep,' Maryn renmarked. 'I've been having trouble that way, just
of late.'

' That saddens ny heart to hear, your highness,' Branoic said. 'Can't Nevyn
brew you up sone herbs?'

"He won't. | did ask, but he says a man gets used to themafter a while and
then can't sleep w thout them
"Well, then, they sound a bit dangerous.'

For a few noments they stood | ooking up at the clear sky, where the Snowy Road
glittered and the bright stars hung like candles in a vast lantern. By the
sky's light Branoic could distinguish the dark shapes of the tents, spread out
t hrough the silent canp, and beyond them the supply wagons.

' Excuse me, your highness,' Branoic said. 'I'lIl just be taking a | ook round
back, Iike."

Maryn nodded his permi ssion. Branoic glanced this way and that as he strolled
around the tent, found nothing, then paused for a nonent. He had a cl ear view,
between two straight rows of tents, of the tethered horses in the distant
meadow. Sonet hing - someone - was noving anong them Several sonmeones, and he
saw a glint of light that m ght have come froma knife. Branoic yelled the
alarmat the top of his lungs.

' GQuards! Wake up! Raiders!’

He kept screaming until he could see and hear others rousing. Since his first
duty lay with the prince, he started round the tent only to find Maryn com ng
to nmeet himand buckling on his sword belt as he noved.

"Let's go!" Maryn was |laughing. 'Well spread the alarm’

They both drew their weapons, then ran, yelling |ike banshees, through the
canp. By then they were part of a nob, nen hal f-dressed and hal f - awake, wavi ng
swords as they rushed to defend their nounts. Qut in the neadow they found
chaos. Pani cked horses raced away, trailing cut tether ropes, whilst others
reared neighing as they tried to pull their tethers and run. Over the genera
noi se Branoi ¢ heard one he recogni zed all too well.

"Armed nen riding!' he bellowed. "Ware!'

In the uncertain Iight he could see mounted riders turning off the road. They
charged across the nmeadow straight for the horses. Branoic had one dreadful
monent to realize that while the Cantrae nmen were fully arned, he was one of

the few men in the entire arny wearing his mail. He sheathed his sword and
grabbed Maryn by the arm
" Your highness! |I'mgetting you out of here!’

"Don't! You get your hands off ne!’

Branoi ¢ i gnored hi mand yanked hi m back. Although Maryn was no weakling, few
men could argue with Branoic when it came to brute strength. Branoic threw
both arnms around the prince from behind, clasped himin an unbreakable grip,
and began frog-marching himback toward the tents while the prince yelled and
swore and cursed himwi th every foul thing he could think of. Behind themthey
heard a roar and shouting, men scream ng, horses nei ghing and shrieking, and
t he unm st akabl e sound of metal clashing with mnetal

"Good lad!" It was Nevyn, running toward him 'Owaen's right behind ne.’
Onaen and twenty silver daggers as well - they poured around Branoic and the
struggling prince like water round a stone. Branoic felt in his heart that
they were all dooned. In this sort of surprise attack their superior nunbers
meant little. Nevyn reappeared with the prince's mail. The nmen passed it back
and Branoi c hel ped Maryn get it on and | aced. Maddyn raced up, his arnms ful

of shields. In the confusion Maryn ended up with a shield bearing the bl ue
device of dasloc, but no one bothered to change it.

As the fighting in the meadow raged on, nore men cane running fromthe tents,



some fully dressed and arned, others hal f-naked and barefoot, waving their
weapons as they ran. Onaen began conmandeering the battle-ready nen to nmake a
stand around their prince. Gimy they fell into position in the living wall.
'For the gods' sakes!' Maryn snapped. '|I can't stand here forever! W' ve got
to get to the fighting.'

Onaen consi dered, then nodded,

"Formation round the prince!'" Ownaen yelled. 'Then march!’

Li ke a ragged animal with too many | egs, they headed for the battle. They had
just reached the edge of canmp when Branoic spotted Nevyn again. The old nman
was standi ng anong the last row of tents with his arnms held high over his head
as if he were waiting for soneone to throw hi msonmething fromabove. Branoic
stared, wondering if Nevyn had gone daft, but a sudden shout and a flare of
light fromthe battle distracted him

On the far side of the yelling, neighing nmob of nmen and horses in the nmeadow,
a line of horsenen was trotting purposefully along, wheeling around the edge
of the field and heading for the tents. Each carried a flam ng torch

'"May the gods rot their balls!' Onaen snarled. They're going to fire the
camp!’

'"W've got to stop them' Maryn shouted. 'Formup and we'll nmake a stand,’
Maryn broke free of his guards and started running to neet the oncom ng
charge. Screamng at the top of his lungs, Branoic took out after him He
could hear Ownaen swearing and the rest of their pack poundi ng al ong behi nd.
The light fromthe torches flared, and he could see the Boar blazon on the
horsenen's shields - and they must have seen the shield Maryn was carrying and
its dasloc device. The | eader of the torchbearers was yelling out conmands, a
young man whose voice cracked with excitenent.

'Swing around, |ads, swing around! Get the tents! Don't stop to fight!'
Braemys's very cl everness cost himthe chance to kill Maryn and gain a throne.
The line of torchbearers swuing their horses' heads round and bypassed the
prince's ragged, half-arned line. Maryn and his nen turned to foll ow t hem just
as thunder boormed fromthe clear sky above. Or not so clear now - Branoic

gl anced up and saw clouds racing in fromonly the gods knew where. Prince
Maryn threw his head back and howl ed with berserk |aughter. The thunder
crashed again, rolling around the battlefield.

"There wasn't any |ightning!' Branoic yelled.

For an answer Maryn went on | aughi ng, half-choking, half-screaming with it.
The torchbearers were shouting and reining in their spooked horses just a bare
hundred yards fromthe first line of tents. Branoic could hear their |eader
screaming in rage. All at once rain poured fromthe nassive clouds, a deluge
as solid as if the gods had enptied giant buckets onto the earth bel ow. The
torches went out. Yelling in rage and frustration the horsemen turned and
swept back into the battlefield, but Branoic could hear silver horns crying
out through the rain as the Boar sounded the retreat.

Al at once lightning did flash, and in the brief glare Branoic could see that
the battle on the nmeadow was disintegrating into chaos. The prince's forces
were falling back toward canp. The Boarsnen were gall opi ng away northward. The
lightning flashed down and struck the road behind them as if the gods were
ordering themto keep riding. They did. Maryn had stopped his berserk |aughter
and stood panting for breath.

"Surround the prince,' Onaen called out. 'Let's get himback to canp.'
Slipping in the sudden nud, the clunmsy formation staggered back to the tents.
The rain slacked, and when Branoic | ooked up, he saw the clouds scuddi ng away
before a fast wind. In the east the sky was turning the colour of steel. He'd
never been so glad to see a sunrise in his life. Nevyn trotted up and fell in
besi de the prince.

"My thanks,' Maryn said.

' Mbst wel come,' Nevyn said casually. "And fromnowon | think I'd best do a
little scrying every night. Those bl asted Boars caught me off-guard.’

It took the arny the entire day to get itself ordered. Al norning soldiers
carried a steady procession of the wounded over to the wagons where the



chirurgeons had set up an inprovised surgery. Wthout armour of any kind, the
men had sustained some of the ugliest stabs and tears that Nevyn, or any of

t he ot her physicians, had ever seen. Mst of the badly wounded di ed under
their hands. No wounded Cantrae men found on the field lived to reach the

chi rur geons.

When the sun had reached its height, Nevyn poured a couple of buckets of water
over hinself to clean up and returned to the prince's side to find Maryn
hol di ng a council of sorts. Various lords would hurry up to him and recount
their | osses or tell himhow the horse hunt was going. They had detail ed nost
of their riders to go out and search for the I ost nounts; sone had been found,
and others over the course of the day returned voluntarily to their herd.
Still, several hundred head of battle-ready nounts were gone - and doubtl ess
into Cantrae hands.

By late afternoon Nevyn and Maryn managed to sort out what had happened.
Braemys's men had crept up on the outer ring of guards and nurdered t hem where
they stood. They then had slipped in anong the horses to cut tethers before
the main body of Cantrae nen charged the sleeping canp. |If Branoic hadn't
chanced to see themand give the alarmearly, Braenys mght well have ridden
straight through the canp and nanaged to kill an unarmed Prince Maryn or at
the I east tranpled a good many of his vassals. Their tents and food woul d have
gone up in flames as well.

"Sliny little cub!" Tieryn Gauryc snapped. 'A coward and the son of a pig, al
right.'

The other lords in council nodded their agreenent.

' Toni ght we put up double rings of guards,' Mryn said. 'And when we narch
tomorrow, we put nen at point and off to our flanks. W' d best di spose guards
along the supply train, as well.'

No one argued with him

That ni ght passed w thout any further attacks, and in the nmorning the arny set
off even nore slowy than before, what with all the extra scouts to come and
go fromthe main line of march and the wounded nen to nurse along, Despite the
banners and the show offeree, every man in the army knew that they were
craw i ng for hone, and that against all odds and despite the dweoner on their
si de, Braemys had scored a victory.

Since the prince sent messengers on ahead to announce his return, those left
behi nd turned out to cheer himon the day that he marched honme. H s nen

swarned the walls, the main wards, even the road | eading uphill to the broch
so thickly that Lilli went upstairs in one of the side towers rather than
fight for a place. She found a wi ndow that gave her a good view down into the
mai n ward. She had just perched on the wi de stone sill when she heard the

di stant shouting that nmeant the prince was arriving. She | eaned out at a
dangerous angle to watch the arny clinbing the hill

Just behind the banners she could make out Prince IVIaryn, riding unhel ned,
with his golden hair gleaming in the sunlight. Her heart pounded just at this
di stant sight of him but then she spotted Nevyn, riding alongside like a
war ni ng. Behi nd them cane the silver daggers. Even in the mddle of the troop
Branoi ¢ stood out because of his height. She realized that he was | ooking up,
studying the wi ndows above himas if he were hoping to see a particul ar
someone. As the troop filed into the main ward, she leaned out a little
farther.

"Branoic!' she called out. 'Branno!’

Wth a | augh he waved at her, and she waved back. Perhaps the prince would
notice and realize that she wasn't lacking in suitors. She left the w ndow and
hurried down to the main ward, a thundering confusion of men and horses. It
took her sone while to make her way across. In the great hall Nevyn was
nowhere to be seen, but a page had heard himremark that he was going to his
chanber.

"More stairs!' Lilli said. 'I don't know why he had to pick the highest
chanmber in the whol e wetched pal ace!"’

By the time she reached his door, Lilli was gasping for breath. Nevyn opened



it before she knocked and ushered her'in.

"Sit down,' he said. 'It gladdens ny heart to see you, but there was no need
to run all the way here.'
"I didn't," Lilli gasped. 'Took ny tine.'

She sat on the offered chair and let herself sinply breathe. Nevyn cocked his
head to one side and considered her with eyes that seemed oddly out of focus.
After a nonment he gl anced away, back to normal.

"This illness is beginning to worry me,' Nevyn said.

"But |'ve not been ill.’

"You may not have been aware of it, but you were and are. I'mglad |I'm back.'
"Well, so aml. Wich renminds me.' Lilli reached into her kirtle and brought
out a silver message tube. 'VWile you were gone, ny |lord, a nessenger brought
you a letter fromthe princess's wonen.' Lilli handed it over. 'He gave it to

me for safekeeping.'’

"My thanks.' Nevyn cracked the wax seal and slid the rolled parchment out. "I
hope this isn't the news |'ve been dreading.'

Yet on the outernost bit of the roll Lilli saw the words, 'a return of her old
trouble'. Swearing under his breath, Nevyn snoothed the parchment out and read
it silently - a great marvel in those days, for someone to read without
speaki ng each word to hear its neaning.

'Bad news indeed,' Nevyn said at last. 'It's the madness again. From
childbirth, I mean - her nother was prone to this as well, fromwhat the
servants told ne. It's a terrible sadness that overwhel ns her rationa
faculties. Have you ever seen this di sease?

"I have,' Lilli said. 'One of the wonen here in the dun got that way with her
first baby. Bewa told ne it was vapours fromthe wonb.'

"Precisely. In tinme they dissipate of their own accord, and a good thing, too,
because |1've never found the cure, not in books nor from m dw ves.'

"WIl we go back to Cerrmor to care for her?

"I don't know. It depends on when the prince sumons her here.'

"OfF course. |I'd forgotten that.'

Lilli knew that he was studying her, waiting to see how she would take the
news that Bellyra would sone day join her husband. Lilli got up, casually she
hoped, and began to straighten the clutter on his table - parchnments, dirty
cups, magical diagrans, little cloth sacks of herbs, and books, all junbled

t oget her.

' Naught el se of inport happened while you were gone,' she said. She was

pl eased that her voice sounded steady. '|I was ever so glad to see Branoic
safe.’

'Good. W had entirely too rmuch excitenment one night, but doubtless he'll want

to tell you about it hinself. He saved the prince's life.'

'He di d? How spl endid!"

"It was. Tell me somewhat, Lilli. Did you know Braemys well ?

"I did when he was a child, but once he went back to his father | barely saw
him'

'] see. Wien he was a lad, did he inpress people as being quite clever?

"Ch, he did, truly. I remenber himbeating everyone at ganmes |ike carnoic and
gwyddbwcl , and he was al ways | eading the other boys in nock battles and
suchl i ke. Everyone said that it was a pity he wouldn't inherit Cantrae instead
of Uncle Tibryn's son.'

"I see. Life would be much sinpler if only he were stupid."'

After Nevyn gave her leave to go, Lilli sought out Branoic and found himin
the great hall, sitting with Maddyn and a few other silver daggers on the
riders' side of the room The men fromthe various warbands filled the tables
around him and they were drinking heavily, teasing the servant girls who were
trying to bring themale and bread. Lilli had no desire to wal k through the
nmob, nor did she want to ask a page to take him a nessage, not here where half
the people in the dun could see. As she stood by the honour hearth, debating
what to do, Branoic solved the problem by |ooking up and seeing her. He stood,
waved at her, and canme trotting over



"It's so good to see you,' Branoic said.

"And it gl addens ny heart to see you safe,' Lilli said. 'Ad Nevyn told nme an
i nteresting thing about you, just now'

"Oh, did he? Wat?

" That your quick thinking saved our prince's life.'

Branoi ¢ | ooked nodestly down at the fl oor.

"Ah well,' he said at last. 'l did naught that any other man woul dn't have
done."

"Truly?

He shrugged and sat on the bench. Lilli glanced around and realized that Maryn
and his retinue were com ng down the staircase.

' Sonewhat |ike that deserves a reward,' Lilli said. She | eaned over and ki ssed

Branoi c on the cheek.

"I"lIl take that for a reward over any favour of princes or priests,' he said,
smling. 'My thanks, ny |ady.'

Lilli sat down next to him hut a decorous distance away. Qut of the corner of
her eye she was aware of Maryn, wal ki ng across the great hall with Nevyn while
pages trailed along behind. If Maryn had seen the kiss, he showed no sign of
caring one way or the other. The two nen sat down at the honour table sone

di stance away, well out of earshot. She turned her attention resolutely to

Br anoi c.

"You must tell ne about the battle," Lilli said. 'Nevyn didn't tell me nuch.’
"Well, the details aren't fit for your ears, ny lady. Qur prince acquitted
hinsel f well, though. Maybe a little too well. Al | really did was keep him

from maki ng sone kind of hopel ess charge into the thick of the enemny.'

"Well, tell ne about it!’

Branoic rolled his eyes heavenward, but tell her he did, though she knew he
was |l eaving out a fair bit of mayhem Speaking of their prince together was
oddly satisfying, she realized. Branoic could show her the part of Maryn's
life that otherw se she wouldn't see, and it was fascinating. Now and then
she'd gl ance up, but she |ooked directly only at Nevyn, who smled at her in
approval . Yet always she was aware of the prince, sitting at his distance,
like a fire blazing with warnth felt hal f-way across a room

After the evening nmeal in the great hall, Nevyn retired to his chanber. He it
candl es, then laid a |eather-bound book, as tall as his forearm onto the
table. Although he'd owned this book for nmany years, it had only recently
returned to himafter spending some time in the hands of a thief, and he
couldn't remenmber if it held the information he wanted or not. He had just
found a page listing the various kinds of spirits when he heard someone comi ng
up the stairs with a tread far too heavy to belong to Lilli.

"My lord Nevyn!' It was Qggyn's voice, puffing fromthe clinmb. 'Nevyn, are you
in?

"I aml' Nevyn laid a scrap of cloth in to keep his place, then closed the
book. '"I'mon ny way.'

Nevyn got up and opened the door to find a wi nded Oggyn, his arns full of
parchnents. In the dimlight spilling out of the chanber, he | ooked terrified.
"What's so wong?' Nevyn said.

"A private word with you, if | may. Somewhat's very wong indeed.’

Nevyn ushered himinside. Oggyn dunped his parchnents onto the table and then
sank onto the only chair. He pulled a rag out of his pocket and nopped the
sweat fromhis bald scal p. Nevyn sat down opposite on the edge of his bed.
"Whil st you were gone, | rode around the royal denesnes to draw up ny lists,
just as 1'd planned.' Qggyn waved at the heap on the table. 'I made sonme very
unpl easant di scoveries. As soon as he gives up Cerrnor, our liege is going to
be a poor man.'

"Ch ye gods,' Nevyn felt as if he'd been slapped awake. '| shoul d have
realized! After all these years of war -'

"Precisely, and it was the territory around Dun Deverry that bore the worst of
the fighting. | mean, by the Lord of Hells balls! Look at the city! Wll, the
royal farm ands are in rmuch the same condition.'



'But we've passed prosperous-looking -'

' Those all belong to the priesthood of Bel,' Oggyn paused, scowing within his
bl ack beard. 'No one was going to risk the wath of the gods by overrunning
them were they? Over the years the Boars wangl ed plenty of favours fromthe
priests, and their rewards always canme out of the king's |lands, not theirs.'
Nevyn swore |like a silver dagger about the personal habits of the Boar clan
Qggyn nodded in vi gorous approval

'W' ve been wondering, you and I,' Oggyn went on, just how the Boars got such
an upper hand over the kings. Wll, now we know. The ki ngs needed them Nevyn,
needed them desperately. By the end, the royal house couldn't have been able
to raise and feed nore than a hundred men fromtheir own hol dings."'

Nevyn found he couldn't even swear. QOggyn nopped his head one last time and
stuffed the rag back into his pocket,

'Have you spoken to our |iege about this? Nevyn said at |ast.

"I"'ve not. | wanted to consult with you first. You' re the nman who knows the
priests. | was wondering, is there any chance they'd turn sonme of that |and
back over to the royal |ine?

'"On the sane day that horses sprout wings and fly.'

"I feared that, truly. Ah ye gods, | don't know what we're going to do! Qur
prince is going to be at the nercy of his vassals now, just |like O aen was.
Whoever holds the Cerrnor rhan is going to hold a knife at Maryn's throat.'
For sone while they sat without speaking, watching the candl e-thrown shadows
dance over the walls. Nevyn could see all his schenes, his hopes, his |ong
canpaign to end the wars crunble like a lunp of sand on the Cerrnor beach
washed out on a tide of ambition and arrogance. The ocean, indeed, and al

t hose nerchant taxes and dues that had nmade both Cerrmor and its gwerbret
rich.

"Ch ye gods!' Nevyn said. 'l've got an idea.'

"I don't,' Oggyn said gloonmily. 'I know my place, ny lord. | can see the
little things, howthey lie close at hand, but the Iong view escapes ne.'

Only then did Nevyn realize how frightened Oggyn truly was, that he'd be so
honest to a man he saw as a rival

"Well, this may not work,' Nevyn said. 'But what if Cerrmor and its attendant
| ands remained in the prince's control"?

"It would save the entire situation. He'd have eight hundred riders of his own
and the contingent of spearnmen as well, though truly, | think me the town will
bal k at such a large |l evy once the wars are done.'

"What if the levy nade thema free city for a hundred years and a day?
Qggyn's smile shone |like the sun through storm cl ouds.

"I thought so,' Nevyn went on. 'Now listen, | don't knowif we can bring this
off, but if we can, it will catch a pair of rabbits in one snare. Maryn wl|l
be free of the burden of apportioning the rhan to someone, thereby

di sappoi nting everyone el se, and he'll have troops sworn to him al one. The
taxes due himfromthe nmerchant trade will support those riders, while the
town can easily outfit the spearmen from what they save in gwerbretal dues and
have a good bit |left over.'

Qggyn nodded and went on smling.

"First things first,' Nevyn said. "You' re an inportant man in Cerrnor. Can you
get the town council to agree to such a schene?

"My dear Nevyn, an idiot child could get the council to agree to this! They'l
be free of one entire set of taxes and so will their children and

grandchil dren. There's going to be grunbling fromthe nobl e-born, though.'
"Gunbling is a mld word for it. Especially the circle around Gauryc. | don't
want them pulling out of the alliance.’

"I was worrying about them truly. Gauryc's been sidling up to ne, flattering
and suchlike, just because | have the ear of the prince.'

"Truly?" Nevyn nade a great effort and nanaged to | ook surprised.

"Truly. A sad sad thing! But here, | just had another thought. Once he gets
rid of Braemys, the prince will have Cantrae to hand out for a prize. It's not
as rich as Cerrnor, but it'll be a goodly sop nonethel ess."



"Just so.'

"One last thing.' Oggyn hesitated, staring down at the table. 'What will our
prince think of breaking precedents and precedence this way?'

"I think we'd best go ask him'

Prince Maryn, it turned out, had already retired to his private chanbers.
Since Nevyn was one of the few nen in the ki ngdom who could follow himthere,
he got a candle-lantern and led the way with a nervous Oggyn trailing behind
him Maryn greeted them both courteously and ushered theminto his reception
chanber, now free of nost of the battered furniture. Alow fire snouldered in
the hearth, and candles blazed in their wall sconces.

"I was tired of the noise in the great hall,' Maryn said. This business of not
sleeping all night - it wears a man down.'

"My apologies, ny liege," Nevyn said, 'if we woke you.'

"No such luck. Be seated, good councillors."'

Maryn flopped into a half-round chair and sl ouched down, crossing his |ong
legs in front of himat the ankle. In the candlelight his skin | ooked as
snooth as a child's, and Nevyn found hinself renenbering that handsone little
boy of years past, who had been so eager to be king.

' Oggyn?' Nevyn said. 'l suggest you lay your findings before our prince.'
Qggyn expl ai ned, with rmuch fl appi ng of parchnents, the poverty of Maryn's new
realm Maryn listened intently, but his face was absol utely unreadable, and he
said not a word, not even when Oggyn read off the dismal |ists of burnt
vil I ages and unpl oughed fields. Wen Oygyn fell silent, Nevyn laid out their
plan to grant Cerrnor a limted charter in return for revenues. He'd not quite
fini shed when the prince interrupted.

‘"I can't do that,' Maryn snapped. 'Wiat wi |l happen when the hundred years are
over and the town refuses to accept a gwerbret?

"My liege!" Oggyn said. 'None of us will be alive in a hundred years.'

'So?' Maryn got to his feet and began paci ng back and forth by the fire.
"That's not the point. It's the honour of the thing.'

Since the prince was standing, Nevyn and Oggyn had to stand as well. Gggyn
laid his parchments down carefully on a table and tried again.

"My liege, do you disagree with my words about the state of affairs here in
Dun Deverry?

"Not at all,' Maryn said. '|I meant to commend you on your hard work, in fact.
There's no doubt it's worrisome, but by Great Bel hinself, how can | rel ease
Cerrnor fromthe dues it owes its rightful [ords?

"Once you're seated as king, nmy liege,' Nevyn said, 'Cerrnmor will have no
rightful lord.’

"Ch come nowm' Maryn stopped pacing and turned to face him 'Aren't you the
one who taught ne how i nportant order and the |aws and honour and such are to
t he ki ngdon?? There have al ways been gwerbretion in Cerrnmor. That's the way the
gods and the laws both intend the city to be ruled. How can | take my place as
high king if | overthrow those |laws, even to -' Maryn hesitated for a long
nmonent. 'Even to save ny rule"?

"There are times,' Nevyn said, 'when a nman nust break the words of laws in
order to honour their spirit. If the kingdom s to have peace, there absolutely
nmust be strong kings in Dun Deverry.'

"Well then! How can ny vassals respect ne if |I've thrown Cerrnor to the conmon
fol k?'

At that point Nevyn realized that he woul d never change the prince's mnd, not
if he argued the entire wi nter through. He glanced at Oggyn, standing head
down and def eat ed nearby.

"Qur liege has spoken,' Nevyn said. 'Good councillor, | think we'd best cone
up with some ot her renedy.'
"Just so.' (Oggyn made the prince a |l ow bow. 'If your highness will excuse us?

"OF course. And pl ease understand that | appreciate your efforts on ny
behal f .

"My prince? Nevyn said. 'A boon, if | may be so bold.'

"When couldn't you ask ne for anything?



"My thanks. Your silence on this matter is absolutely necessary until your
councillors find a solution.'

'"That | can promi se you.'

' Spl endid! And ny thanks yet once again.'

Maryn crossed to a wi ndow and stood staring out at the night whilst Oggyn,
with Nevyn's help, gathered up his parchnents. They |l et thenselves out, shut
t he heavy door carefully, and stood staring at each other by the |ight of
Nevyn's | antern

" St ubborn nmule of a man!' Nevyn whispered. 'I wish he were still a lad so
could give hima good clout. Knock sone sense into him'

"But he's not,' Oggyn too kept his voice barely audible. 'Shall we retire and
di scuss this further?

To spare Oggyn the stairs they went to the quarters he, as chanberlain, had
assigned hinself, a pair of large roons that during the day woul d be sunny and
cheerful. During the leisurely sack of the dun after the siege, Oggyn had
acqui red sonme of the best chairs, the newest cushions, and a sel ection of
tapestries that were if not splendid then at |east |ess threadbare than nost.
On his mantel sat a small silver wyvern and a silver flagon. He dunped his
parchnents onto a | ong oak table banded with delicate carving, then took
Nevyn's candle and trotted around, lighting nore in their silver sconces,
"May | offer you mead?' Oggyn sai d when he was done.

"None for nme, but ny thanks. | need to think.'

"True.' Qggyn sat down in a chair opposite him 'l see no use in trying to

hi de ny deep di sappointment in our prince's opinion.'

'l see none either. Ye gods!'

"W're at such a critical juncture of the war. If we could only keep the
problemat bay till Maryn's brought Braenys to heel!’

"Well, he remains Gnerbret Cerrnor till the priests declare himking.'

" A nost excellent point! But afterwards -'

"I ndeed. Let me think on this. There has to be a solution.'

"I hope to every god that you come up with it, whatever it may be.'

"Until then, no one else had better learn of this situation.’

"Just so. You can count on my silence.' Oggyn rose and began tidying his
parchnents. 'But if the prince sees this as a matter of honour, then he'l
start his reign so heavily indebted that he'll be king in nane only."'

On the norrow norning, the prince's vassals, released fromtheir sumer's
service to their liege lord, assenbled their nmen and broke camp, heading for
their own lands. Lilli sat in her tower wi ndow and watched as one after the
other the lords knelt before Maryn to promi se himtheir pronpt return, either
in the spring or in his great need, whichever cane the sooner. By then Lill
saw the Wl dfolk as easily as she saw objects on the physical plane, and she
studied themas the spirits swarmed around the prince and lent himtheir
energies to augnent his own. They supplied the brightness in the air, the
private breeze that ruffled his hair, the spring in his walk, even. The

Wl dfolk of Aethyr swelled his aura to an enornous gol den cloud, a crackling
gl obe of sheer astral force that enlivened everyone who cane in contact with
it.

Lilli had to adnmit that she understood now what Nevyn had nmeant. Maryn's
unnatural allure did lie in the dweoners his councillor worked. She al so
realized that the admi ssion had brought her to the edge of tears.

"Ch stop it!' she told herself. "You' ve got nore inportant things to do,
anyway, than day-dreani ng about Prince Maryn.'

Ti eryn Anasyn, her true brother now, was anong the |last to | eave Dun Deverry.
Al of the northern lords who' d come over to Maryn the sunmer past were

| eavi ng behind sonme of their nen - technically an extra levy for the prince's
fortguard, but in actuality hostages of a sort. Lilli waited down in the ward
whi | e Anasyn commended ten of his best riders to the prince's care. Abrwnna
was al ready nmounted on her palfrey at the head of her husband's warband.
Seeing her there, the new | ady of Hendyr, nade Lilli weep. Her sister-in-law s
position was the final, irrevocable sign that Lady Bevyan | ay dead, that never



again woul d she preside in Hendyr's great hall.

Anasyn came hurrying over and flung one armaround Lilli's shoul ders.
'"Here, here,' he said. 'I'll be back in the spring.'
"Ch, | know.' Lilli snuffled back tears. 'I was thinking about Bewa.'

Anasyn nodded, suddenly sol em.

"Hardly a day goes by that | don't think about her and Father, too,' Anasyn
said finally. 'Wich rem nds me. Father wanted you properly settled in life.
Abrwnna tells nme that there's been gossip about you and Branoic the silver
dagger .’

"What ? The gall! What sort of gossip?

"Naught terrible.' He grinned, and she realized that he was teasing her. '"He's
a fine man, Branno. But | doubt me if he can support a wife.'

"Wll, he told ne that the prince has prom sed hima boon, and that he's going
to ask for land.'

"Ch? Oh, well then! If he can support you decently, |I've no objections to
him'

"My thanks, brother. It gladdens ny heart.'’
"I thought it mght. And now |I'd best be off. If you want to cone visit us

this winter, send me a nessenger, and I'Il send men to fetch you.'
"My thanks! | will!"
Yet Lilli knew that she'd not have the courage to return to Hendyr so soon

not with Bevyan's death so fresh in her nmind. She ran to the gates of the main
ward to wave Anasyn and Abrwnna out, then slowy, thinking of very little, she
wal ked back to the cluster of brochs. Maryn was standing on the steps, waiting
for her. She stopped and stared at the wonder of it, that he would wait for
her, standing on the steps alone |ike an ordinary man.

'Good norrow, Lady Lillorigga,' the prince said.

"A good nmorrow to you, your highness.' Lilli curtsied and felt her heart
flutter like a trapped bird. 'l was just seeing nmy brother off.’

"So | noticed. He's a good man, Anasyn.'

She smled, Maryn snmiled, and neither, it seened, could think of a word to
say. The W1 df ol k swarned round them both, gnomes and sprites and |ike
crystals in the air, the syl phs, but she could strip the dweoner away, she

realized, and see the man hinmself. He's still splendid, she thought. I'd find
hi m wondrous if he were the kitchen boy.

"Lilli!" It was Nevyn's voice, and the Wl dfol k vanished in a burst of fear
There you are, eh?

Lilli spun around, blushing so hard she felt her face burning. Nevyn was

striding across the ward.

"I am ny lord,' she stamrered. 'Have you need of ne?

"I do.' Nevyn glanced at the prince. '"If you'll excuse ne, your highness? MWy
apprentice and | have inportant work to do.'

"OF course,’ Maryn said. 'And | need to talk with the gwerbret of Yvrodur
He's doubtless inpatient to be on the road.’

Al the way up to Nevyn's chanber Lilli trenbled, sure she was in for the
worst lecture of her life. Instead he nerely opened his book of dweoners and
set her to work nmenorizing the nanes and fornmal ternms of address for all the
spirits of all the El enental Courts, kings, queens, chamnpions and princesses,
every last one of them It was so tedious that, she realized, he' d given her
work of a sort to drive all thoughts of Maryn out of her nind

In the council chanber of the royal broch the last of the afternoon's sun fel
across the maps spread across the table. The three men studyi ng t hem st ood

| eani ng over the tattered parchments. Although each map purported to show
Deverry and the bordering | ands, each was so different fromthe others that
Nevyn despaired of ever formng a clear idea of the shape of the ki ngdom
"What matters, though,' Nevyn said, 'is sinple enough. Eldidd |lies west of
Deverry, and so does Pyrdon. Pyrdon lies north of Eldidd. Wien Maryn becones
ki ng of Deverry and Pyrdon, Eldidd will be Iike a piece of nmeat between two
jaws. '

"Just so,' Maddyn said. 'And | doubt me if Aenycyr of Eldidd is so blind that



he hasn't seen it too.'

"It's a bad situation, all right," Ownaen said. 'But we've all known about it
for years. You called us here for sone cursed reason, councillor. Wy don't
you just drop this feint and tell us?

Maddyn gl ared at his fellow silver dagger, but Ownaen ignored the black | ook
There were times when Nevyn wi shed he actually could blast a man with fire or
turn one into a frog, and Onaen al ways seenmed to be the person who inspired

t hose nonents.

Very well,' Nevyn said. 'l want to know how your recruiting efforts are going.
I'"d like to see the silver daggers brought up to strength as soon as
possi bl e."’

"Do you think I wouldn't?" Ownaen said.

" Ch hold your tongue, you hound!' Maddyn broke in. 'W're doing pretty well,
Nevyn. We've now got fifty-six men, fifty-seven if Red-haired Trevyr can ever
fight again.'

Onaen ostentatiously picked up a map and carried it over to the window to
study. Wth himgone, a blue sprite materialized on the table, a pretty little
thi ng except for her nouthful of fangs. She stuck her tongue out at Owaen,

t hen hopped onto Maddyn's shoul der

"I wouldn't count Trevyr,' Nevyn said. 'lIt's a mracle that he lived at all.’
"So we tell him Daily.' Maddyn smiled in a wy sort of way. You nust be
expecting trouble soon, if you re worrying about the prince's guard.’

"I am In Eldidd the winters are mld. There's no reason for King Aenycyr to
wait till spring to cause trouble. 1've had reports that he's considering how
he m ght exploit Maryn's hal f-brother to keep Pyrdon out of Deverry hands.'

" Ah horseshit! That's the last thing we need. How old is R ddmar, anyway? He's
but a child, isn't he?

'He was born nine sumrers ago, if | remenber rightly. Casyl of Pyrdon's not in
good heal th, Wen he dies, who can blanme his wife if she's anbitious for her
son? She's never so nmuch as net Maryn, and he's the living menorial to Casyl's
first wife, anyway.'

Onaen turned round and lowered the map to listen. The sprite, whom of course
he couldn't see, stuck her thunmbs in her ears and waggl ed her fingers at him
"I hadn't heard about King Casyl being ill. Maddyn said. That saddens ny
heart. He was generous to us silver daggers when we were in Pyrdon.'

"He's a good man, truly.' Nevyn sighed, genuinely saddened hinself. 'But be
that as it may, when Casyl dies, Maryn inherits, Pyrdon becones part of
Deverry, and there's Eldidd, squeezed on both its borders. Aenycyr will do
anything he can to stop it.'

"And Riddmar's the |ogical weapon for himto wield.' Maddyn considered for a
monent. 'Is there any way to bind R ddmar to Maryn? Sonme practical thing, that
is. Famly sentinment never seems to burn brightly anmpong the nobl e-born.’
"That's it!' Nevyn suddenly burst out |aughing. 'Muddo, you've done it again!'
"Er, | beg your pardon?' Maddyn said.

"Gven ne a splendid idea, that is." Nevyn did a few quick steps of a jig

then cal med hinself. "I rmust go speak with Councillor Oggyn. Do carry on
| ads, with your recruiting. The nore nen in the prince's guard, the better.'
Nevyn practically ran down to the great hall. He found a page and sent him off

to |l ook for Oggyn, who appeared pronptly. They stood in the curve of the wall
out of the general confusion to talk.

"My apol ogies for disturbing you," Nevyn said. 'But |'ve had an idea about

t hat probl em we discussed the other night. | suggest that we lay it before the
prince straightaway."'

But the prince proved nuch harder to find. Nevyn and Oggyn sat at a table in
the great hall whilst the pages searched all over the broch conplex. No one
had seen the prince ride out of the dun, no one had seen himretire to his
private chanmbers. After a long irritating while, Nevyn suddenly realized where
Maryn nust be.

"I'f you'll come with me, Oggyn,' Nevyn said, 'let's go up to nmy chanber while
t he pages keep looking. I'Il tell you this idea privately.'



'"A wise nove, no doubt,' Oggyn said.

Sure enough, when Nevyn opened the door to his chanber, there was Maryn,

hal f-sitting, half-leaning on the table while Lilli sat opposite, the book
open in front of her. She was giggling, smling up at the prince while he
grinned back at her, but at the sight of Nevyn she yelped |Iike a kicked dog.
The prince blushed sunset-red and stood up. Nevyn bowed to him

"Ah, my apologies, ny liege,' Nevyn said. 'But we have a grave matter to |ay
before you. Lady Lillorigga, if you would attend to the work | set you? It's
of the utnost inportance, tedious though | know it must be.'

In the council chanber the maps still lay on the table where Onvaen and Maddyn
had left them but the sun had sunk below the walls of the dun, and shadows
filled the room Nevyn glanced around, saw half-burnt candles in the sconces,
and lit themall with one quick flick of his wist. Oggyn shuddered.

"I"ve not got used to that yet,' the councillor said with a small sigh. "I
doubt me if | ever will.’

"My apologies.' Nevyn turned to the prince. Your highness, you'll renenber the
probl em of the Cerrnor rhan?

"I do, indeed,' Maryn said. 'It kept me awake half the night past.’
"Councill or Oggyn,' Nevyn went on, 'how many years do you think must pass

bef ore the royal denesnes are prosperous agai n?'

"I"'mnot truly sure.' Oggyn frowned, thinking. 'Mich depends upon the nunber
of nen available to farmthem and of course the weather. There are bondfol k
still in the villages, but they've been too dispirited to work very hard, and
truly, who can blame then? If we fed them decently and got themthe seed corn
they need, in but three or four years the fields would bl oom again. Five,
mayhap. '

'Good,' Nevyn said. '"And in five or six years, R ddmar of Pyrdon, our prince's
hal f-brother, will be on the edge of nanhood - and able to rule Cerrnor

wi thout his brother's aid as regent.'

For a | ong nonment both prince and councillor stared at him Then Maryn

| aughed, tossing back his head.

'Ch, splendid, splendid!' Maryn said, grinning. "Wy should Riddmar listen to
Eldidd if | give himsuch a splendid prize?

" And how can he deny you troops, with you as regent?" Nevyn said. 'And who
anong your vassals will argue with you about it? Gauryc can nurse his

di sappoi ntnents all he wants, but he knows you have to hold Eldidd at bay.
He's greedy, not stupid.'

Qggyn was snmiling as if the Goddess of the Fields had appeared to him her
arns | aden with bounty.

"The long view,' Oggyn said. 'Lord Nevyn, truly you're a master of the |ong
Vi ew, '

"My thanks.' Nevyn wondered what Oggyn would think if he knew just how | ong
his view was. 'But it was Maddyn the bard who started me thinking about this.'
"Then he shall eat at ny table tonight,' Maryn said. 'Wen shall we announce
our choi ce, good councillors?

"First, my liege, | suggest we get nmessengers on their way to Pyrdon,' Nevyn
said, 'before the snows set in.'

"I"ll fetch a scribe, ny liege,' Oggyn said, all sniles, 'should you wish ne
to.'

"My thanks.' Maryn nodded at him You have ny |eave to go.'

Wth Oggyn gone, another nmatter occurred to Nevyn, now that he had a nonment of
the prince's attention

"If I have ny liege's permission, 1'd like to travel to Cerrnor,' Nevyn said.
'"There are a fewthings | left behind that | want to fetch, things that
servants have no business handling, if you take my meaning.'

"OfF course. Here, can you | eave soon? One of the Cerrnor galleys is standing
on the river down past the falls. | could send a nessenger to hold it there,
and you could ride down and take it over.'

"My thanks, ny liege. That woul d save a great deal of tine.'

" And what about your apprentice?" Maryn made a slight bit too much of a show



of | ooking away. 'WII| she acconmpany you?

Until that nmonent Nevyn had been planning on | eaving Lilli behind.
"She will, ny liege. I'll need her help with packing these things for the
journey.'

Maryn's eyes had gone cold and distant. Nevyn could work out what he was
trying to hide: disappointed lust. When Oggyn canme bustling in with the
scribe, Nevyn was glad to turn his mnd el sewhere.

Toward the end of summer in Cerrnor, the fog di sappeared and | eft the weather
glorious. In the hot afternoons Princess Bellyra and her wormen woul d t ake
their needl ework out to the rose garden by the marble fountain. Even though
she knew the sun would be good for her, it took all of Bellyra's courage and a
good bit of coaxing as well to get her into the garden each day. The bri ght
light seemed to turn the world as flat and as unreal as the red wyverns she
enbr oi dered upon a shirt for her husband. Often she would run her needle into
the cloth and let the work lie in her lap while she stared out across the
garden, splashed with scarlet roses, to the trees beyond. She could never
renmenmber what she thought about during these |apses.

The new prince turned two months old on a particularly lovely day. The

nur semai ds brought both children into the garden, Marro to sleep in his
basket, Casso to play at his nother's feet, and Bellyra found that she could
snmle at them now and again. She caught her serving wormen watching her

t hough, and snarl ed.

"I wish you wouldn't stare at me like that!’

"My apol ogi es, your highness,' Degwa said.

Lyrra, we're just concerned.' Elyssa shot back. 'Can you bl ame us?

"I can't, truly, but -'

"I have a surprise for you.' Elyssa spoke firmy, cutting her off- 'I was

| ooking for nore thread in one of the chests, and I saw this.' She | eaned down
to rummage in her work basket, then brought out a book, or nore precisely, a
codex. 'l didn't know what it mght be, so | showed it to the scribe, and he
told me it was sonewhat that you' d treasured, back when you were a | ass.'
Wth her first laugh in two nonths Bellyra took it, a history of Dun Cerrnor
started |l ong ago by sone anonynous scribe. In the blank pages at the back
however, she had added to the story with precise descriptions of the dun as
she'd known it as a child.

"I'f we might be so bold," Degwa said7 'could we ask her highness to read to
us? It would nake the tine pass so pleasantly.'

"And truly,' Elyssa chined in, '"it's such a marvel to know a woman who can
read.’

'"Ch huh!" Bellyra winkled her nose at them "You rehearsed that, didn't you?
But you know, | think 1'd like to. Here's a bit about King Ayn's sorcerer

that | used to | ove when | was a child. Hi s nane was Nevyn, too, and our Nevyn
is his grandson.’

"I ndeed?’ Degwa's eyes grew wide. '|I never knew that! But the first Nevyn -
that's the man who hel ped nmy clan keep its nane.'

"Truly? Well, then, we sinply have to read about him'

Bel lyra cl eared her throat and began, Her snall audience listened with a
flattering attention, caught by the magic that allowed her to turn little

mar ks on parchment into words that they could understand. And perhaps that
book di d have dweoner of a sort. As she read, she felt her black nood
lightening; later that evening, after all her servants and servi ng wonen had
gone to bed, she sat in the wonen's hall and read the passages she'd witten
as a girl until the flickering candlelight nmade her eyes water. Wen at | ast
she went to bed, she lay awake for a while, considering entries she nmight make
to continue her description of the buildings and roons. She fell asleep happy.
In the norning the pleasant nmood stayed with her so | ong as she kept her nind
on her book. As soon as the daily life of the dun intruded, she felt the black
sadness take her over again, but the book had one | ast dweoner to offer. Late
in the afternoon, while she read to her wonen, Nevyn hinself arrived. She

| ooked up fromthe book to see himstriding through the garden with pages



scurrying ahead of himand the Lady Lillorigga trotting after, unable to keep
up with the old nman. Bellyra shut the book with a snap

"I swear it, we've conjured himup!' Bellyra said, pointing. 'Look!'

Degwa and El yssa turned on the bench and burst out | aughing.

"So it seems, your highness,' Elyssa said.

"And our little Boarswonan too,' Degwa nurnured. 'How very nice.'

'Ch Decci, stop it!' Elyssa snapped. 'She belongs to the Rams of Hendyr now. '
'Once a person has been raised in an unwhol esonme manner,' Degwa said, 'it's
very hard for themto change their ways.'

"Hush!' Bellyra said. 'Or she'll hear you!'

Degwa arranged a smile and held her tongue. In a flurry of greetings and

| aughter, Nevyn and Lilli joined them Lilli sank down onto the bench next to
El yssa to catch her breath, but as always Nevyn seened full of boundl ess
ener gy.

" And what brings you here, Nevyn?' Bellyra said.

"A great many small errands,' Nevyn said.

"Ah, | see. And how long will you stay?

"Not too |long, alas. Your husband has need of me back in the Holy Gty.'

"It's too bad he has no need of ne.’

The words had slipped out unbidden. Beilyra laid a hand over her nouth as if
she mi ght shove them back in. They were all watching her, staring at her in
undeni abl e pity, a soft sad-eyed patronizing pity. She |leapt up, clutching her
book to her chest.

"Well, do you think I don't know?' Bellyra snapped. 'My husband hasn't seen
fit toinvite ne to his new denesne, has he? He's not so nuch as nentioned ny
joining himin Dun Deverry now that he has the victory.

No one spoke, no one noved. Bellyra felt tears running down her face. Al at
once she could no | onger bear the sight of any of them

'Leave ne al one!' She knew that she was scream ng and no | onger cared. 'Go
away, all of you! Just go away and | eave me al one!"’

The nursenai ds junped up and scooped up the children. The ot her wonen rose
nore slowy, but at a sign from Nevyn they left as well, follow ng the servant
girls back to the dun. Nevyn sat hinmself down on the bench

"I"'mnot |eaving,' he said, 'Wy don't you join nme?

The tears had stopped. Bellyra w ped her face on the silk sleeve of her dress,
then sat back down in her chair.

"I"'msorry,' she said.

' For what? Speaking the truths of your heart?

"A princess isn't supposed to have a heart. If she had a second wonb instead
the nmen woul d be well -pl eased.’

Nevyn wi nced.

"Well,' Bellyra went on. 'Do you think I'm w ong?

"I"ve never lied to you, have I1? | told you fromthe first that your position
was a difficult one.’

'"So you did.' She held up the codex. 'Il wote that down, too, all those years
ago. | suppose I've no right to conplain. It was exceptionally stupid of me to
fall in love with nmy husband. Mst wonen in ny position have the good sense to

avoid that particular trap, but then, nost of them have rather repellent
husbands, so it's easier for them

Nevyn | aughed, and after a noment, she smled.

"If you didn't have so nuch common sense,' Nevyn said, 'your life would be
easier. You could find confort in throning fits.'

' Mayhap, mayhap not. 1've no mind to try.'

"I certainly do understand how it nust rankle, sitting here in Cerrnmor and
wonderi ng when you'll be sumoned.'

Bel | yra nodded, sighed, |ooked away at the green view, glowing in the sun.
"I"'malso truly sorry you' ve been ill.' Nevyn went on

'"So am . But you know, | do think it's beginning to pass off.’'

"I cannot tell you how nuch that gl addens ny heart to hear.'
"I'f ny nonthly bl eeding would only start again!’



"It will. The CGoddess hasn't cursed you. You have ny word on that.'

Bel | yra managed a snile.

"And 1'Il tell you somewhat,' Nevyn went on, 'and it's the very soul of truth
and not sone fancy |I'mtelling you for confort's sake. Maryn hasn't sent for
you because he worries about your well-being. Dun Deverry's a grimplace, as
shabby as a hunting | odge after all these years of war, and the fighting s not
yet over. He told me in so nmany words that he'd not risk you in any way.'
"Ch!' Bellyra felt tears threaten, but she managed to choke them back

'Real | y?'

"Real ly. Maryn has the greatest respect for you. He told me that he val ues
your opinion above those of ten nen. | know it's not what you'd hoped for, but
"But it's a far greater thing than nost noble wi ves are ever offered. |I'm

m ndful of that, Nevyn. Truly I am'

He smiled, but sadly. Bellyra rose, holding her book in one hand and snoot hi ng
down her dress with the other. He got up to join her

"Shall we go in?" she said. 'You nust be weary after your journey.'

"I wouldn't mnd getting out of this sun. It's blazing out here.'

"l suppose it is. Oten | feel so cold, no matter where I am' Wen she | ooked
around, the world seened to have turned flat and pale, as if sone denon had

sucked all the colour fromit. "But truly, I'mready to go in.'
'That's what we've conme to fetch,' Nevyn said, pointing.
"I thought it might be," Lilli said.

The silver casket, engraved with a design of roses, sat gleaning in the
sunlight on the table. Although WIldfolk swarmed all over the wonen's hall
they refused to go anywhere near the casket itself. Qther than the WI dfol k,
they had the big sunny roomto themnmsel ves. Bellyra was sl eeping, and El yssa
and Degwa had gone of f about their own business in the dun

"I bitterly regret leaving the casket with the princess,' Nevyn said. 'But I

didn't know what else to do with the wetched thing. | couldn't trust anyone
else with it, and | could hardly take it with me on canpaign.'

"I should think not, my lord!" Lilli said. "It mght have got you killed."'
'Or the prince, worse yet.'

"I's that what's nade her so ill, the casket | nean?

"It's not. That's quite another matter.'

A greenish-grey gnone clinbed into Lilli's lap like a cat. She stroked its

nubbly back and al nost, it seemed, could hear it sigh in contentnent. Nevyn
wal ked over to the table and stood scowing at the casket as if he could force

it to speak.

"My lord? You've never told ne what's init," Lilli said. "All | know is that
| can't bear to touch it.’

"And that's a nystery initself. | put so nany dweoner seals on it that |

doubt if the Kings of the Elements thensel ves could get through them yet you
felt the evil without half-trying.' He shook his head in irritation. 'But what
it's hiding is at root sinple: a curse tablet. Have you ever seen one of

t hose?'

"I'"ve not.'

"They're strips of soft |ead, hammered very thin - you engrave the words of
your curse on it with a sharp bit of stick or suchlike.'’

"What did this one say?'

"As this so that. Maryn king Maryn king Maryn. Death never dying. Aranrhodda
ricarica rica Bubo lubo.' He smiled briefly. 'Are you any the wiser?

"Wl l, everyone knows who Aranrhodda is, and the death part is clear enough.’
"Unfortunately. Tell me, did your nother ever tal k of Aranrhodda?

"Not that | remenber. What | wonder about is the bit that says 'as this so
that'. It bothers ne. What's the '"this'?

"Ah, here's the nastiest thing of all. It had been buried in a box with the
corpse of an infant boy.'

"They didn't kill the child on purpose, did they, just for this spell?
"I"mafraid they nust have. He was badly mutilated, too. It takes a lot to



shake nme, but | was shaken, I'll admt it.'

"How horrible." Lilli felt on the edge of nausea. The baby's not in there, is
it?

"What ? OF course not! | had the local priests bury the poor little fell ow
properly."’

' That gl addens ny heart. How | ong have you had this casket?

"Six years or so. | found it buried in Pyrdon, just before Maryn started his

march to Cerrnor. The Lords of the Elenments warned nme that there was dark
dweoner nearby, you see. They told me where the cursed little bastards had
sheltered, and | found the child s grave when | was poking around."'

'Dark dweoner? You nean |like that retainer of nmy nothers, the one ny uncle
killed?

"Exactly. 1'mguessing that it was the same man, in fact.'

The nausea rose with a taste of bile in her nmouth. Six years ago. O aen was
but five sumers ol d when he died, and he'd been betrothed to Abrwnna when he
was new- born.

"I's somewhat wrong?' Nevyn said.

"I"'mnot sure. I"'mtrying to think - there's a thing | heard - but |'m not
sure when it happened.' She hesitated for a silent prayer that she m ght be
wrong. 'That child, the one buried with the tablet. How old was it?

'Sone weeks. |'mafraid it had been dead for sonme tine, and | couldn't be sure
of its age. Lilli, you' ve gone pale as death! Wiat's so wong?'

"I think the child was ny brother.’

Nevyn goggl ed at her, his mouth sl ack

" Abrwnna told me sonme gossip about ny nother,' Lilli went on. 'Abrwnna canme to
court about five years ago, but there was still talk of sonewhat that had
happened when nmy father - | mean, ny nother's husband - died, the year before

she arrived. My nother left the court to give birth to a child. Wen she
returned, she said the baby had died of a fever, just a few weeks after it was
born."’

Nevyn shut his nmouth with a snap. He left the table and half-sat, half-Ieaned

on the wi ndowsill. She had never known anyone who could turn as quiet as the
ol d man coul d.

"We'll need to find out nore about this,' he said at |ast.

"If I"'mright -* Lilli said. "Ch ych! it's too disgusting!'

"Quite so.'Nevyn made a sour face. 'Are you thinking that Merodda gave the
child over to her tane w zard?

"I am'
"I'f the baby was your blood kin, it would certainly explain your peculiar Iink
to the casket. O to the evil within it, | should say.'

"How can we find out if it's true? | suppose sone of the older servants in Dun
Deverry m ght renenber things, but | don't knowif | could bear to ask them'

' They wouldn't tell you anyway, nost |ikely. Wien we get back, |eave this task
to ne.'

'dadly. Ah ye gods, if it's true? It's just too vilel'

"It is that. I -' Nevyn paused, holding up his hand for silence.

A footstep scraped in the hall outside. Lilli rose, thinking that Degwa m ght
be eavesdroppi ng, but when the door opened, Bellyra stood there. As the
princess canme in, Nevyn got up to bow, and Lilli curtsied.

"Did you rest well, your highness?" Lilli said.

"I did, truly.'

Lilli fetched Bellyra's favourite chair, and the princess sat down with a

mur mur of thanks. Lilli was shocked at how thin Bellyra had becone. Her pale

skin stretched over the bones of her face so tightly that it seened a snile
m ght crack it and nake her bl eed.

"W were discussing the casket, your highness,' Nevyn said. 'It's tine | took
it away.'

"Il be glad of that.'

The silence hung there, heavy in the room Lilli desperately searched for

somet hi ng pl easant to say, but the casket, glittering in the sun |like a vial



of poison, seemed to make any pleasant chatter inpossible. Nevyn at |ast took
pity on her.

"Lilli, would you find a page to bring ne sone ale?" he said. 'And perhaps
some sweetneats for her highness.’

"And for you,' Bellyra broke in, "if you'd like sone, Lilli."’

"My thanks.' Lilli rose. '"I'll go down to the kitchens and see what Cook has
on hand.'
Lilli curtsied, then fled the wonen's hall. Her nother's curse -had she been

as desperate as all that, to sacrifice her own son to serve the Boar clan's
cause?

"WIl we never be free of these wars?' Lilli whispered.

She stepped out of the broch to the pleasant sunshine, bright on the pale
slate roofs of Dun Cerrnor, but to her inner sight it seened that storm clouds
gat hered, dark and evil, over them all

Wth the sumer's fighting past and done, tine lay heavy on the silver

daggers. Every norning Branoic woul d groom his horse, sweep out its stall,
then go riding for sonme short while to keep the horse fit and hinmself as well.
He filled part of his day with talking with the new nmen, |ike Alwn. Every now
and then the prince wanted to go riding around his new | ands; the entire troop
of silver daggers went with himon these occasions. But for the nobst part,
life reduced itself to drinking in the great hall and wi shing that Lilli would
get herself back from Cerrnor.

"Tell me,' Maddyn said one evening, 'how s your suit proceeding? | haven't
forgotten our wager.'

Branoi c had. 'Wat suit?

"Your courtship of Lady Lillorigga. You bet ne one silver piece to ten that
you coul d gain her favour.'

"Ch, that suit! It's going well, truly.’

"I ndeed? Wrds are cheap, ny friend. Wat counts is the horse race.'

' Maddo, | ad, cheap or not, you' d best watch how you spend yours.

Say one wong thing about the lady, and I'll cramthe words down your throat."'
Maddyn stared at himfor a | ong nonent.

"My apologies,' the bard said at last. 'I'd not realized that this was a
serious thing to you.'

"It is. 1've been trying to get up ny courage to ask our prince for that boon

he pronised ne.'
" And what do you want to ask for?
"Enough land to support a wife.'

"Truly serious, then.' Maddyn whistled under his breath. You'll never hear a
wrong word about the lady fromne.'

"My thanks. | figured | could rely on you to see things right, like.'

Maddyn waved down a passing servant and had her refill their tankards. For a
while they drank in silence, watching Prince Maryn on the far side of the
hall. The prince never allowed hinmself to sit at the head of the table of

honour, a place reserved for the king; instead he sat in the place that would
have been at the king's right. Tonight Councillor Oggyn was kneeling beside
him talking earnestly with rmuch wavi ng of hands.

"I wonder what Sliny Oggo's up to,' Maddyn said.

'No good, no doubt,' Branoic said.

"I"ve not trusted the man since | caught himout over those weevily oats he
gave our horses.'

"I remenber that, truly. You should nake a song about him Maddo.'

'There's a thought.' Maddyn suddenly grinned. 'I wouldn't nention his name of
course. An animal song, mayhap.' He humed a few notes of a tune. 'Oh, the fox
went to the henhouse once too often, he found a wolf on guard. That kind of
song.'

' Sounds |like a splendid idea!’

Across the hall Oggyn rose, bowed, and hurried out.

"Tell me somewhat, Maddo,' Branoic said. 'Can the prince settle | and upon a
man now or will he have to wait till he's proclaimed king?



"I"ve not the slightest idea. You'll have to ask Nevyn when he gets back. But
here, are you that eager to |l eave the silver daggers?

"It's not the leaving of the troop, you dolt. It's the gaining of the wife.'
"Ch. Well, | suppose so. |'ve never cared that nuch about a woman in ny life.'
"Huh!' Branoic gave hima grin. 'Don't brag where the gods can hear you, Maddo
lad. You'll tenpt them

Maddyn | aughed.

"Scoff all you want,' Branoic went on. 'But as for me, |I'mlooking forward to
settling down, like, with ny |ady."'

On the norrow, Branoic got the answers he needed fromthe prince hinself. He
was wal ki ng rather aimessly through the ward when he chanced upon Maryn,
doi ng much the sane though with two pages and Councillor Oggyn in attendance.
Branoi ¢ bowed | ow, then went down on one knee to | et him pass, but the prince
stopped and hailed him

' Good nmorrow, Branno. Are things well with you?

' They are, your highness,' Branoic said.

' Spl endi d!' When are you going to ask ne for that boon?'

The prince was smiling, as if perhaps he were naking a small jest, but Branoic
deci ded that he might as well test his Wrd right there and then

|'ve been thinking about that, your highness,' Branoic said. 'I've just not
been sure when the fit time to ask you m ght be.’

"Now, if you'd like.' Maryn turned solemm. '|I gave my word, and | neant it.'
Very well, then, your highness.' Branoic took a deep breath. 'I'd like a

hol di ng with enough land to support a w fe, your highness, if that's not too
much to be asking for.'

"Not in the |east! The gods all know there are plenty of demesnes that have
lost their lords in the wars, and | see no reason why you shoul dn't have one
and the title to go with it.'

Branoic tried to speak, but the words failed him He could feel hinself
grinning like a half-wit. Maryn | aughed and gave hima friendly cuff on the
shoul der.

'"Tell you what, Branno,' Mryn said, 'when you get that title, we'll give you
your eagl e devi ce back.'

Ye gods! You renenber that, your highness?

"How could | not, with Omnaen ragging you about it for all these years?

Had protocol allowed, Branoic would have grabbed the prince's hand and ki ssed
it. It's the little things, he told hinmself, the things like this, that nake

us all willing to risk our necks for him
' Oggyn?' Maryn went on. 'l charge you with finding a solid denesne and a
| ordship for our Branoic here. Once I'mtruly the king, we'll bestow it upon

himright and proper.'

Very well, ny liege' QOggyn | ooked sour but resigned.

"Tell me, Branno,' Maryn said, grinning. 'You nust have the wife in mnd to be
asking ne for the land. Wo is she?

"Wl |, begging your pardon, your highness, but I'd like to keep her name to
nmysel f until |'msure she'll have ne.’

Maryn | aughed, and Oggyn smil ed, doubtless because the prince was and for no
ot her reason

"A wise policy,' the prince said. 'Done, then. I'lIl get you the | and, and you
get yourself the lass, and that will be that.'

"My thanks, your highness. | - ah ye gods! My hunbl e t hanks!"’

The next few days Branoic spent nostly pacing back and forth, wondering when
Lilli would arrive. He took to going down to the town walls, where he could

clinb to the catwal ks and watch the river road that ran to Cerrnor. On the
fourth day after Maryn granted his boon, his patience paid off, late on a

gol den afternoon, when he saw a cl oud of dust coming up fromthe south. Slowy
it resolved itself into horses and riders. A small conpany of arned guards,
with the three ships blazon on their shield, surrounded an old man with white
hair, and next to him riding astride like a lad, a blonde | ass. Behind them
cane a cart and nore riders



Branoic | et out a whoop, clinbed down the |adder, and ran to his horse, tied
nearby in the shade. By the time he nounted, the party was just coming in

t hrough the gates. Branoic paused his horse by the side of the road till they
reached him then fell in beside Lilli. She turned in the saddle to | augh at
hi m

'What are you doi ng here?' she said.

"What do you think? Waiting for you, of course.' Branoic |eaned forward and
called to Nevyn. 'Good norrow, ny |ord!’

Nevyn waved. Branoic turned his attention back to Lilli.

"I thought you travelled by galley,' Branoic said.

‘"W did on the way down,' Lilli said. "But it's too hard a row back with
passengers and suchlike, and barges are too slow'

"Ah. Well, it gladdens ny heart to see you safe. | hope you didn't neet with
any trouble on the road.’

"None. | doubt ne if there'd be any bandits around, with all of Maryn's
vassal s gone back to patrol their |ands.'

"True spoken.' He paused, gathering courage. 'Uh, speaking of lands, like -'
Lilli caught her breath. For a |ong nmonent they stared at each ot her

hal f-smling, half-afraid. Their horses anbled on, follow ng the others just
ahead.

"I asked him' Branoic could think of no other way than a blurt. 'He granted
it.'

Lilli laughed, one boyish whoop of delight, cut short when Nevyn turned in the
saddl e and frowned at her. Branoic concentrated on the road ahead, but he
could feel his heart pounding. She's willing to many ne, he thought. She

woul dn't be so blasted pleased if she weren't.

Al t hough the previous king' s high-ranking servants as well as his nobl e-born
servitors had |l eft Dun Deverry after Maryn's victory, the |owest ranks stayed
for the sinple reason that they had nowhere el se to go. Many of them had been
born in the royal dun and inherited their work and its meagre privileges from
their parents. By asking here and there, Nevyn found such an old woman, the
swi neherd's wi dow, Vena, still living in a hut upwi nd of the pigsties, who had
spun wool for the queens of Dun Deverry for many a |long year. Wite-haired and
thin as a stick, she was nearly blind, and throwing a drop-spindle for days
and years on end had left her hands and wists swollen and tw sted.

Whil e he brewed up herbs to ease her pain, Nevyn chatted with her and deci ded
that her mind was still sharper than many a youngster's. A low fire crackl ed
in her little hearth under a big cast-iron hook. He hung his iron pot of herbs
and water fromthe hook, then added a few sticks of wood to the fire.

"It's good of you to | eave of f physicking the prince to help an old woman,'
Vena sai d.

'The prince is young. He doesn't need nmuch in the way of herbcraft.'

"As long as there be no battles, eh?

' True spoken. And as long as no one tries to poison him'

'Let's pray that never happens.' For a nonment she sat silently. "Well, | heard
they were a-hangi ng of Lady Merodda, so mayhap he's safe enough.'

"You think she was a poi soner, then? Most people in the dun seemto.’

"I do, and not only fromthe gossip, neither. Many a long year it was now, but
she did give ny man a handful of copper coins for a piglet. W found the thing
dead out on the dung heap sone while later, and when one of the dogs did eat
of it, he died too, and slowy, poor beast.'

Nevyn whi stled under his breath. She sniled and turned on her wooden chair
toward the sound.

You think the same, eh?' she said, 'that she was a-making sure her evil

poti ons would do the job,"'

"l do indeed. You know, ever since |'ve been in this dun I've heard tal es of
Lady Merodda's mi sdeeds, but that's a new one.'

"Well, don't believe everything you hear, good sir. You know how t he gossi ps
are. Many atime |I'd be attending to my work, and the lasses with ne woul d be
spinning nore tales than wool. And every tine a tale got itself told, the nore



exciting, like, it would be.'

Nevyn nodded, smiling. 'Now, soneone told nme a thing about Merodda just the
other day,' he said. That she'd had a bastard child after her husband was
slain.'

' She had a child, sure enough, but it were only sone seven nonths after he'd
ridden away to war. So it could have been his easy enough,’

' They say the baby died. Did she poison it, do you think?

"Well, when she cone back in the spring, she was all tears, weeping for her
dead little son. A fever, said she. Didn't believe the tears, | didn't, but
the winter's a powerful bad tine to get yourself born. It could have been a
fever.'

"A son, huh?

"It was. Now, the lady's maidservant told us that she'd never seen the poor
little thing's body, and so some of the |asses did insist that a denpn had
carried the child off in the mddle of the night. That's what | mean about
tales getting puffed up, like. A demon! Now I ask you!'

"Aridicul ous idea, indeed.’

But what if a man of flesh and bl ood had taken the baby away? Nevyn asked
hi nsel f. Not so ridiculous, and in fact, entirely too possible.

"Now, I'Il leave these herbs with you,' Nevyn said at last. You heat them up
and soak your hands in themtwi ce a day. The willow bark will help ease the
pain. 1'll stop back by in a few days to see how you fare.'

"I'"ll do that, ny lord, and you have ny hunbl e thanks.'

Nevyn went back to the great hall to look for a servant |ass named Pawa. By
chance he'd run across her when the prince had first taken the dun, and he
renmenbered her as having some association with Lady Merodda. It was late in

t he day, and nost of the servants were in the great hall, laying out food for
the evening neal while a few at time, the men fromthe dun's garrison strolled
in and sat down. Not far fromthe table of honour, a small mob of silver
daggers were standi ng around sone central point. Fearing trouble, Nevyn wal ked
over, but in their mdst he saw Maddyn, sitting cross-1egged on a table and
tuning his harp

'"Good nmorrow, ny lord,' Branoic said to Nevyn. 'Maddyn's going to sing us a
new song. '

"I ndeed? Well, that'll be worth hearing.'

"I think so, truly.' Branoic grinned, profoundly sly. 'Let me know what you
think of the words, like.'

Nevyn woul d have asked nore, but Maddyn began. He had a decent voice for a man
who' d never received a nonent's training, particularly suitable for songs such
as the new one proved to be, a light little tune with lyrics concerning a fox
who tried to steal chickens froma farner nanmed Onaen. As Nevyn |istened

t hough, he realized that the fox was neant to be a human bei ng, Councill or
Qggyn, in fact. Not only was the fox stout from being so greedy but by the end
of the song he was bald. The farmer's trap caught himby the hair on his head
and pulled it all off when he escaped. Back in his den the foolish anim
decided to cut sone hair fromhis tail to cover the bald spot, but he glued it
under his chin by m stake.

'"So instead of plunp fowl he ate beard for his dinner' was the closing
sentinment before the final chorus.

At the end the silver daggers how ed with laughter. Even Onaen nmanaged to
crack a smle. Nevyn was about to say sonmething to Branoic when he realized
that Oggyn had been standing on the staircase the entire time. Branoic saw him
there as well.

"And what's he going to say?' Branoic said to Nevyn. If he takes unbrage,

he'll have to admt the song's about him'
"Ch, you won't hear a word about it,' Nevyn said. 'But Maddyn's made hinself
an eneny all the same. Oggyn will renenber this, never fear.'

"So will Ownaen.' Branoic grinned at him 'And that's where 1'd lay nmy noney
for a wager.'
"That's not going to make the situation better, lad.'



At that noment Nevyn saw Pawa com ng in the back door. She was carrying an
arnful of bread | oaves, while her baby slept, strapped on her back

"My apol ogies, Bran.no,' Nevyn said. 'But |'ve got to be off.’

Nevyn caught up with the girl as she deposited the bread in an enornous basket
by the riders' hearth. Since she was going back to the kitchen hut, he wal ked
with her.

"Tell me, Pawa,' Nevyn said, 'how long did you know Lady Merodda? Were you in
her service?

"I wasn't, ny lord. She never took no notice of me till that last horrible
day. O the siege, | nean.’

'l see. Did you ever hear a tale about a baby she was supposed to have had,
one sired by a demon?

"Ch, that!' Pawa | aughed, wrinkling her nose. The wonen did say the strangest
t hi ngs about that, but | never believed none of it.'

"I don't suppose you know when she supposedly had this child?

"I don't, ny lord."'

Nevyn handed her a couple of coppers and | et her get back to work. By then
he'd forgotten the flyting song. Later, of course, he would curse hinself for
a fool.

"CGood morrow, Lilli.'

Lilli spun around and curtsied. Lost in shadows the prince was standing in the
doorway of the main broch. Qut in the sunny day she'd wal ked strai ght past

wi t hout seeing him

"My apologies, ny liege,' she said. 'I'"mnmuch distracted, | fear, with ny
studies."'
"So it would seem' Maryn turned, glanced into the great hall, then stepped

outside. "WII you honour ne by taking a little stroll?

"I'f ny liege comuands."

Maryn stepped back as if she'd slapped him Lilli |ooked denurely down at the
cobbl es, but she felt as if she were shaking with fever. Never in her life had
she wanted anything, it seemed, as badly as she wanted the prince.

"I"d not cormmand anything,' Maryn said at last. 'It was just a passing

t hought .

"I thank ny liege for thinking of ne, but -
"But you have work on hand for Nevyn?

"Just that, ny liege.'

"Ch well, then, far be it fromne to interfere.' Maryn turned on his heel and
strode back into the great hall.
Lilli et out her breath in a sharp sigh and wal ked on, heading for the side

broch and Nevyn's chanber. She found Nevyn downstairs, however, standing just
i nside the outer door, where he'd apparently watched her exchange with the

prince,

'That was very well done,' Nevyn said. 'I'mproud of you.'

"My thanks.' Lilli felt tears gathering and irritably w ped them away on the
back of her hand. 'I| keep thinking about the princess, ny lord."'

'Good. | was hoping that was the case. Maryn's a man |ike any other, and he'l

take his amusenents as they do, but the princess, unfortunately, is not the
usual noble-born wife.'

"So | can see. And she's been so good and so generous to ne.'

'So she has.'

'"Did you see the prince lurking and come down to nmeet ne?

"I didn't. I"'mwaiting for O ho, the silver daggers' smith.' Nevyn suddenly
sm |l ed. You | ook so surprised! But don't forget, OGtho's the nan who nade our
wr et ched casket. | want to discuss it with him'

O ho arrived not long after, carrying a |l eather bag, clanking with tools. A
short man but heavily nuscled, with a neatly trimed grey beard and grey
grizzled hair, he wore a | eather apron over a dirty pair of brigga and |inen
shirt pock-marked with tiny burns.

"Morrow,' he said. 'So. Wat's happened to the casket?

"Naught, | think,' Nevyn said. 'But | have to be sure.’'



The three of themwent up to Nevyn's chanber. Nevyn had carried the casket
back from Cerrnmor wapped in straw i nside a rough wooden box, decorated on
each side with five-pointed stars and ot her nmagical synbols, which he'd drawn
with a swab of cloth dipped into ink to make bold lines. In turn he'd hidden
hi s handiwork inside three old cloth sacks. This whol e arrangenment had been
sitting under his table ever since they'd arrived back

Nevyn dragged it out, stripped off the outer layers, and set the silver casket
on the table. Ot ho picked it up and studied it, turning it this way and that,
holding it over his head to exami ne the bottom

"Well, now," Oho said. "It looks solid. If someone had tanpered with it, ny
lord, 1'd knowit.'

When he pressed the catch, the Iid popped open to reveal the snooth silver
interior.

"No marks on it here, either." OQtho tapped the flat bottomw th one finger

"Under this, Lady Lilli, is the curse tablet, in a sealed conpartment of its
own. '

"And of course, there are magical seals set upon it as well,' Nevyn said. 'Can
you see them Lilli? Let your eyes go slack, the way | showed you, and | ook at
it out of the corner of your eye.'

Lilli did as she was told. In a noment she could see, hovering just above the
surface, tiny five-pointed stars that seened to be woven of strands of gol den
light, about as thick as straws. She let her normal vision, with all its

expectati ons of how the world should | ook, focus on the far wall and waited,
nmerely waited, to see what nore might show up. Al at once she realized that
the casket lay in the centre of a six-pointed star - no, nmany such stars,
shimering and floating until it seened they formed a sphere of |ight around
and over the casket.

"Ch! | do see them

Her delight, however, |ost her the vision

"Don't worry,' Nevyn said, you' re doing well. One of these days you'll be able
to concentrate on such things. But did you see any trace that struck you as
evil? Any sign that sonmeone had tanpered with the seal ?

"I"'mnot sure what that would be. A denon face or suchlike?

'Not hi ng so spectacul ar. Now, the emanations we're |ooking for are very
strange. They don't exist in the physical world, but they send shadows on to
the physical. Think of a fire burning in a room- it sends |light through the
wi ndow, and if some object is standing in that light, its shadow will fal
upon the ground. So, the curse exists on the astral and radiates evil onto the
lead tablet.'

"And the shadow on the ground is what | see or feel here, |like the way the
casket hurts ny hands?

"Exactly! Now, these astral shadows are so cloudy and tenuous that your m nd
has to cloak themin imges before you can be aware of themat all. You'd

t hi nk you were seei ng snoke, perhaps, or dust in the air, or perhaps nmould or
slime on the surface.'

"l saw none of that.' Lilli held her hand over the casket. 'But | don't even
need to touch it. It feels cold and horrid even when | hold ny hand this far
away. '

"That's how your mind represents the shadow, then. It doesn't have to be an

i mge. A sensation will do as well. Well, OQho, | was thinking. Shall we have
that curse tablet out?

'Have you gone daft?' O ho snapped.

"Not so as |'ve noticed. | thought if we renoved the tablet, the princess
coul d have her casket back, and | coul d get another good | ook at the wetched
t hi ng."'

"You're the sorcerer, not ne," Otho said. 'l can dig out the tablet right
here, but I'lIl have to take the casket to ny forge to repair the damage, and
I"mnot so sure | want it anywhere near ny place of working.'

"Wth the tablet out, it'll just be an ordinary bit of silver.'

"Imph." O ho stroked his beard whilst he studied the casket. 'Do | have your



sworn word on that, ny |ord?

"You do.'

"Well and good, then. Let's see what we can do.'

O ho opened his | eather sack, peered inside, then brought out, one after the

other, little hamrers and tiny chisels. He laid themin a row on the table,
then spent some time exam ning the base of the casket. Finally he picked up a
chisel and hamrer. Lilli watched fascinated while he tapped round the edge of

t he base. What had seened so solid began to split apart along a seam as
neatly as if the smth ran a knife through leather. O ho laid the tools down,
took the casket and deftly twirled it right side up with a little shake. The
entire bottom dropped out, and with it came a strip of |ead, hamrered into a
narrow sheet as thin as parchnent.

Lilli nearly screamed. She stuffed the side of her hand into her nmouth and
took two fast steps back fromthe table.

"What do you see?' Nevyn said softly.

' Maggots. The whole thing is crawling with them

' Those are just the shadows.'

The nonent she heard his words, the naggots di sappeared.

Ye gods,' she whispered. That's horrible.’

"Isn't it?" Nevyn took one of the sacks that had hidden the crate, wapped it
around his hand, and only then picked up the lead strip. He dropped it into

t he synbol - dec orated wood box.

"I"ll seal this up again and hide it,' Nevyn said. You |leave with O ho

t hough. You're not quite ready to witness this working. But before you do, try
touching the silver casket again.'

When Lilli laid her fingers on the lid, she felt nothing but smooth coo

net al

"It's not cursed any nore,"' she said. Truly, O ho, | don't think you have to
worry.'

"You'd better be right," Oho growed. Very well, |ass, cone along. W'l

| eave your master to his spells, and let's all hope they work.'

As they wal ked across the ward, Lilli saw Prince Maryn again, but he was

di scussing something with the captain of his guard while Oygyn and a pair of
pages waited nearby. She gained the safety of the great hall wi thout his
seei ng her.

For several days Nevyn considered what he might do about Princess Bellyra. On
t he one hand, Maryn was right enough that Dun Deverry offered plenty of

di sconforts and dangers. On the other, a private danger threatened her in Dun
Cerrnor. The menory of her grief haunted himuntil at |length he nmade his
deci si on.

Just that nmorning he'd received letters fromH gh Priest Retyc of Lughcarn
and he used those as an excuse for a confidential audience with the prince.
Since last he'd been in Maryn's chanbers, servants had nade sone effort to
give Maryn's reception rooma royal air. They'd found Bardek carpets for the
floor and laid themover each other in such a way as to hide the threadbare
portions. The tapestries on the walls had been washed and nended as well, with
pat ches of new yarn enbroi dered over torn weaving. Al the furniture had

cushi ons, now, and the brass work at the hearth and the silver sconces on the
walls glittered in the norning sun. On the mantel sat the silver wyvern that
Nevyn had seen previously in Oggyn's quarters.

"This all |ooks npost inpressive, ny liege,' Nevyn said.

' Oggyn set some of the dun's wonen to work,' Maryn said, glancing around. "I
suppose it's necessary. | needed sonewhere to receive ny vassals and such.'
"You did, truly.'

Maryn sat down on the wide sill of one of the wi ndows and gestured to a nearby
chair. Nevyn sat, then reached into his shirt and took out the letters. The
prince waved t hem away.

"Just tell me what they say.'

"As his highness w shes.’

Nevyn felt suddenly troubl ed. Never before had he seen Maryn so carel ess about



affairs of state. Even while Nevyn summarized the letters, Maryn seened as
much interested in the view fromhis wi ndow as he did in the news fromthe
second nmost powerful priest in Deverry. At length Nevyn stopped tal king and
waited to see if the prince would notice. After some noments, he did.

"My apologies,' Maryn said. 'Did they say they'd found the white mare?'

"Only that they'd sent to your father in Pyrdon for one. My |iege seens mnmuch
di stracted today."'

"Your liege hasn't slept well in too |long.'

"As your physician, ny liege, as well as your councillor, may | nmake a
reconmendat i on?'

'O course.’

"Bring your wife here.'

Maryn | ooked away again, his jaw set so tightly that Nevyn could see a vein

t hr obbi ng on hi s forehead.

" A good thought,' Maryn said at last. 'But who will be ny regent in Cerrnor?
" Your highness has a seneschal and a chanberlain who are both fine nmen and
qui te capabl e of keeping the dun fromsliding into the sea. The only thing

t hey cannot do is hold mal over, and neither can the princess.'

' True spoken. Very well. Send me a scribe, and I'll get the nessengers on the
way. '

When Nevyn rose to | eave, the prince walked with himto the door,

"Ch, by the way,' Maryn said with a studi ed casual ness, 'how does your
apprentice fare these days?

'She has a gift for dweomer, your highness,' Nevyn said, 'and she works very
hard at her studies. I'"'mquite pleased with her progress.'

' Good, good, it gladdens ny heart to hear that.'

'Not everyone with a gift can use it well, of course. The dweomner nakes

enor nous demands on a person. Concentration, the power of the will, and above
all, tine - developing the gift the gods gave her requires all of those.'

'No doubt. She's lucky she's found such a good teacher.’

"My thanks, ny liege. She truly is my apprentice, you know, as nuch as she

m ght be apprenticed to weaving or sone other craft. Her well-being is ny
responsibility now, and it's one | take quite seriously.'’

Maryn tossed up his head like a startled horse. The nmessage had struck hone.
Nevyn smiled pleasantly and waited.

You have ny |eave to go,' Maryn snapped.

The prince turned and stal ked back to his seat in the wi ndow. Nevyn allowed
hinself a sour snmile at his retreating back, then let hinself out the door.
Since Retyc had asked himto take the letters on to Hi gh Priest Gnaevyr, Nevyn
had an ostler saddle hima horse, then left the dun. He rode through the
valley ruins and up the road that spiralled around the second highest hill in
the city. On its crest, behind high walls, stood the tenple of Bel, the
holiest land in all Deverry, or so its priests clained. Since Nevyn was known
there, the two neophytes guarding the gates let himin wi thout a chall enge,
and a third ran off to deliver the news of his coming to the high priest.

Whi |l e he waited, Nevyn handed his horse over to a servant and wal ked in the
sacred oak grove among the graves of Deverry's high kings. Fresh grass was
growi ng on the newest, a pitifully short nmound over little O aen. Nevyn stood
for a noment with bowed head and asked the child's soul to forgive him

Al t hough he knew that Councillor Oggyn had nurdered the chil d-king, he'd done
nothing to bring himto justice. Oygyn was proving his worth now, with his
surveys and prudent plans, just as Nevyn had known he would. Still the nenory
haunted him of the child s death-pale face and unseeing eyes as he lay on his
soi | ed bed.

"Lord Nevyn?' A soft voice hailed himfrom behind.

Nevyn spun around to find a mddl e-aged priest, shaved bald as his kind al ways
were and wearing a sinple linen tunic with a rope belt. At his waist hung a
smal | gol den sickl e.

"My name is Trinyn. I'mafraid Hs Holiness is unwell and not receiving
visitors.'



'"I's there anything | can do? |'ve studied physic for nany a |long year.'

"W have our own healers.'

"OfF course.' Nevyn inclined his head in Trinyn's direction. 'l don't mean to

i ntrude.’

Trinyn smiled thinly. Nevyn reached into his shirt and brought out the nmessage
t ube.

"Letters fromRetyc of Lughcarn,' Nevyn said. 'He asked me to ensure that H s
Hol i ness received them

"My thanks.' Trinyn's snile grew a trifle nore hospitable. '|I appreciate your
delivering these yoursel f.'

'No doubt they contain inportant matters. 1'd best |eave you to the readi ng of
them'

As he rode back to the dun, Nevyn puzzled over the cold reception he'd
received. Retyc's letters had been nothing but reassuring; the Lughcarn tenple
was confident that they would find a white nare, all the omens seened good,
and the politicking between their tenple and Dun Deverry had died down to a

caution born of old distrust, 'l don't understand,' Nevyn said to the prince.
'l see no real obstacles to their proclaimng you king once the white mare
turns up.'

"If you don't understand it,' Maryn said, 'then | fear the worst.'

What ?' Nevyn went on. That they'll never nake the proclamation? | doubt that,
nmy |iege, very much indeed.’

"So dol. I'mafraid that they' Il wait so long that nmy allies will start
deserting. |'ve cobbled together this reign on Wrd and fancy prom ses, after
all. Sone nen | ose patience with such.'

Nevyn sighed. The candle-flames in their sconces bobbed in the draught from
the wi ndows as if agreeing.

"That's real enough,' Nevyn said at last. 'Ah well, there's naught to do about
it now We'Il have to fight that battle when it rides our way - if indeed it
does."

"Al'l right, lads,' Owaen said. The prince has asked ne to detail some men to
ride to Cerrnmor and escort the princess on her journey here. Branoic, you'l
be going with them

'Now here!' Maddyn snapped. 'Branno's got inportant matters afoot here in the
dun.’

Branoic started to speak, but Omaen was too fast for him

"So what if he does?" Owaen said. '|I say he's going. Are you going to argue
with ne, bard?
"Am | going to nake a song about you that will have the great hall how ing

wi th |aughter?

Onaen took a step back, his face dangerously blank. They were standing in one
of the many odd private corners found in Dun Deverry's wards, an awkward
triangle twixt a narrow tower and a wall. If there had been onl ookers, Branoic
woul d never have given in to Onaen, but as it was, keeping peace in the troop
mat t er ed.

'Maddo, it's not worth fighting about,' Branoic said. 'It'Il be a pleasant

t hi ng, seeing Cerrnor again.'

"If you're sure? Mddyn said.

"I am Come with nme, why not?

"I'"ll do that.' Maddyn turned to Ownaen. 'One of us should go anyway, out of
deference to the prince's |ady.'

"You're right. If you want the duty, take it.'

"I will, then. |I take it you'll have no objection if | choose the nen to go
with us?

'None.' Owaen kept his voice flat. The prince wants you on your way on the
nor r ow. '

"Then that's what we'll do,' Branoic said. 'It'll be an honour to bring his

| ady to her new hone.'

Wt hout another word Ownaen stonped away. Maddyn set his hands on his hips and
glowered until his co-captain was well out of earshot.



'One of these days,' Maddyn said quietly, 'I'mgoing to make such a flyting
song about Owaen that he'll never hold his ugly head up again. |'m begi nning
to understand why you want to get out of the troop.'

"I never would have left it before the prince cane into his own,' Branoic
said. 'You do know that, don't you?

"I do.' Maddyn hesitated on the verge of speaking, then shrugged. 'Ah well.
Let's think about the matter at hand. | say we take Red-Haired Trevyr with us,
for starters. It'll do himgood."

"By all means. Let's take all the nen who -' Mich to his surprise, Branoic
heard his voice catch. 'Wo rode under Caradoc.'

'"Good idea. You tell them 1'Il hunt up Slinmy Oggo and get sonme supplies out
of him'

CGetting the honour guard ready for the journey kept Branoic so busy that he
had no time to speak to Lilli that day. In the norning, though, when the
silver daggers were assenbling in the main ward, she cane down to say
farewell. She was wearing a pair of green dresses, and her hair, once so
short, was |ong enough to frame her face and lift in the early norning breeze.
Wien she laid a soft hand on his armhe felt |like the luckiest man in the
wor | d.

' Take good care of our princess for me," Lilli said.

"I will. And you take good care of yourself. You're ny princess.'

She smiled with such pleasure that he | eaned down and ki ssed her, just a
chaste brush of his nouth on hers, there in front of the troop. Al at once he
saw the Wl dfol k, popping into manifestation, flapping their skinny little
hands at himas if to warn himof some danger. Startled he | ooked up to see
Prince Maryn striding over, acconpani ed by pages and his two councillors.
Lilli went decidedly white about the mouth. Wth a nurnured farewel | she

wal ked of f fast, heading for nowhere, it seened, disappearing anmong the
confusion of walls and towers.

'Branno, 'ware,' Mddyn whispered. 'I think ne the prince has some interest in
your |ady hinself.'

Branoic felt as if he'd been kicked in the stonmach, but he managed a decent
bow. When he started to kneel, Maryn stopped him sniling a little, but his
eyes had gone as hard as steel

"My thanks, silver daggers,' Maryn said. 'I'll charge you to bring ny |ady and
her women back with all possible speed.’
'Then so we shall, your highness,' Muddyn said. 'Nevyn, do you have letters

for the princess?

"I do.' Nevyn handed the bard a pair of silver nessage tubes. 'And may your
journey be a pleasant one.'

Wth the usual shouting of orders and the confusion of horses, the troop
mount ed up and rode out. Behind them creaked a slab-sided cart, filled with
supplies for the journey. As they filed out of the dun, Branoic rode up and
down the line, chivvying everyone into a decent marching order. He said a few
cheery words to the pair of nen stuck behind the cart in the dusty rearguard,
then trotted back to fall in beside Maddyn. The troop rode clear of the fina
wal | around the fortress and headed through the ruined city for the south
gates.

"What was that again, Maddo | ad?' Branoic said. 'About the prince?

Maddyn gl anced back, judging the distance between themand the first pair of
riders.

"I can't be sure,' Maddyn said. '"But 1'll wager that the prince envies you
your lady. | didn't like the way he was | ooking at you.'

"Ah. Onh horseshit!’

"Just so.'

"If I were a lass, and | had a choice tw xt the high king of all Deverry and a
silver dagger, and a silver dagger | amstill, whether | get that |and or no,

| doubt me if 1'd think twi ce about which I'd choose.’

"Ch, | don't know. You've told Lilli you want an honourable marriage. Wo

knows how | ong the prince's fancy for the lass will last? He has his pick of



hal f the wonmen in the kingdom and the other half are too old."'

When Maddyn | aughed, Branoic glowered at himuntil the bard fell silent.

"My apol ogies,' Maddyn said. 'l don't nmean to twist a knife in a wound.'
Branoi ¢ shrugged the concern away. He thought hard, but he found only one

t hi ng worth sayi ng.

" Ah horseshit!’

Prince Maryn and his entourage stayed in the ward until the silver daggers had
ri dden out of sight. As he turned to go, Maryn hesitated and gestured Nevyn
over. (Oggyn and the pages waited expectantly, but the prince waved them away.
The pages ran off shouting to join the other boys at the far end of the ward.
Qggyn withdrew so slowy that he practically crawmed into the great hall,
Maryn waited until he was well gone.

"Branoic told me wanted to marry,' Maryn said. 'l take it that Lilli is the
wonan. '

'She is, your highness,' Nevyn said.

Maryn's face m ght have been carved of wood. For a noment the silence held.
"WIl you prevent then?' Nevyn said finally.

'"OfF course not! Ye gods, what do you think | an?' Maryn's conposure splintered
into rage. Your wretched apprentice has nade it clear that she thinks ne
beneath her, and by the Lord of Hell's arse, that's that!’

Maryn stormed off, heading for the stables. So that's what's wounded him
Nevyn t hought to hinself. He allowed hinself the luxury of wi shing that he
could take his apprentice and go off into the wlderness where they could both
devote thensel ves to the dweonmer and dweoner al one. Unfortunately, the kingdom
needed hi m just where he was.

It seened to Lilli that wherever she wal ked in the dun, Maryn woul d be
waiting. Most tines he was acconpani ed by his entourage, and he would restrain
hinself to a glance her way or a few pl easant words. She would curtsy and keep
her eyes nodestly turned down, just as Bevyan had taught her, until he wal ked
on and rel eased her. Every now and then, however, she would conme face to face
with himalone in some enpty corridor or isolated corner of the ward. At those
times court manners did her no good. He never pressed her, never canme within
two feet of her, in fact, but he could have been hal f-way across a room and
still her traitor body would have responded to his snmile

On a rainy norning she woke suddenly to the sound of a rustle at the door. She
sat up on the verge of screanming. The nenory of her nother's ghost oozing
around her chamber was all too fresh in her mind. In the grey light and early
shadows not hi ng noved. When she summoned her courage and | ooked at the door
she saw a scrap of sonething white lying on the floor. Aletter of some sort?
She rose, picked it up, and scurried back to her warmbed to study it.

Al t hough she was maki ng good progress in learning to read, she still had to
sound out nost words a letter or so at a tine.

"There is soneone whose heart aches each night when he dreams of you.'

That was all it said, no signature, no hint of who this someone mi ght be.
Maryn was her first thought, but she couldn't inmagine the prince entrusting
this sort of sentinment to a scribe. She puzzled over the letter for a |long
while. Perfectly clear letters formed graceful words - perhaps she had
captured the interest of one of the heral ds? Finally she hid it under her
pillow, then dressed and began her day. Down in the great hall she got chunks
of bread and sone apples, wapped themin a napkin, then dashed through the
rain to the half-broch that housed Nevyn's chanber.

Just inside the door Maryn stood waiting for her. Wth her hands full of
breakfast she couldn't even drop a proper curtsy. He smled at her, then

| ooked her over with a hungry appreciation

"Tell me, Lady Lillorigga,' he said at last. 'Did you sleep well last night?
Could he be referring to the note?

"I did, ny liege.'

He stepped toward her, she stepped back and reached the Wall. Maryn put one
hand on the wall near her head and | eaned toward her, but he kept hinself from
actually touching her. Lilli felt her heart pounding and clutched her bundle



to her chest.

"My liege,'" she stamered, 'Nevyn could cone down any nonent.'

"Wuld it distress you if he did?

"It would nost assuredly distress him'

At that he | aughed, straightened up, and stepped back

"My | ady speaks true,' Maryn said. "And it's not a pretty sight, Nevyn

di stressed.’

The prince bowed to her, then left, striding across the ward as if not even a
downpour could trouble his dignity. Lilli took to the stairs, but the clinb
bot hered her nore than usual. By the tine she knocked on Nevyn's door, she was
gaspi ng. Nevyn opened the door, caught her arm and hel ped her inside. She
laid the bundl e down on the table and sat down heavily in the chair.

"What's so wong?' Nevyn said.

"Rain. Thick air.'

"I begin to worry about the winter. Howit will affect you, | mean.' Nevyn
opened the napkin. 'Ah, mnmy thanks! You' d best rest before you try to eat.'
Lilli nodded for want of breath to speak. Nevyn took half the bread and one
appl e, then sat on the wide windowsill to eat. He was | ooking down at the
ward, and all of a sudden he scow ed.

"I wish our prince had enough sense to get in out of the rain.' Nevyn

remar ked.

"I's he still out there?

"He is, staring up at this wi ndow. Wat was he doing, lying in wait when you
wal ked over fromthe great hall?

"Just that. | don't understand! He could have any wonman in this dun. |'m not
even that pretty. Everyone tells nme I'mtoo thin, and | puff and gasp all the
tinme.'

"My dear child!" Nevyn turned away fromthe window 'I'mafraid you ve worked
a mghty act of dweoner that's captured his very soul.'

"l never nmeant to! What did | do?

"You said himnay. | don't suppose there's been one lass in his entire life
who ever refused himbefore."'
Lilli stared, feeling utterly stupid. Nevyn was smiling, but in the nopst

ki ndly way possi bl e.

You see,' he went on, 'now that you've rebuffed him he's not able to | eave
you alone. It's the challenge of the thing. Not, | hasten to add, that the
chal l enge is nmore inportant than your charnms. But the former adds considerably
tothe latter.'

"I do see. And | suppose ny being fond of Branoic's not hel ped the matter
any.'

"It's not. Are you truly fond of Branno?

"I am He's the only man I've ever nmet who listens to nme. Well, except for
you, ny lord."'

' That recommends him indeed.' Nevyn considered for a long nonent. 'I don't
know how your Wyrd will run, Lilli, when it comes to nastering the dweoner.
You' ve got gifts, but many do, and it's a rare soul who can master them But |
do know Ti eryn Peddyc wanted to see you settled in a good place in life, and

so do I. I"mnot a young nan any nore, and |'d hate to think what mi ght happen
if I weren't here to protect you.'

Lilli turned ice-cold and laid a hand at her throat.

'"I'"d hate to think as well,' she whispered. 'If | couldn't stay at court, 1'd
end up living on ny brother's charity.'

"Now, here, |'ve upset you! Forgive ne. |I'mnot planning on dying any tine
soon, | prom se you.' Nevyn smiled at her. 'Eat your breakfast, and we'll put

these matters to one side.' He glanced back down at the ward. 'Ah, the prince
has gone in. Later |1'd best attend himto nmake sure he's not given hinself the
rheum'

Lilli giggled and hel ped herself to bread.

"My lord?" she said. The strangest thing happened this norning. Soneone
slipped a | ove-note under my door. |I've not the slightest idea who did it.'



"The prince, nost like.'

"Well, but surely he wouldn't let a scribe know'?'

"Ah.' Nevyn suddenly smiled. 'OfF course you don't realize that Maryn can read
and wite. Hs father was a nost far-seeing man and insisted upon it. Here,
you' ve gone as red as a beet!’

"Well, | was thinking that it couldn't have been him because |'ve never known
a nobl e-born man who knew letters."'

"This one, alas, does. Don't answer it.'

"I shan't, my lord. Never fear.'

"But ye gods! It gripes my soul to think of him sneaking through the corridors
of the dun. There are times when even natural dignity fails a man, and when he
makes a fool of hinmself over a lass is one of them'

' True spoken. Maybe he sent someone else to deliver it.
"Il hope so.'

Yet later Lilli wondered, when she was thinking over what Nevyn had told her
if not answering would only provoke Maryn further. She could not honestly say
if she feared or hoped that it woul d.

Despite the rain the silver daggers had an easy ride down to Cerrnor and
reached the dun after an eightnight on the road. Since the prince had sent
speeded couriers ahead of them Lord Tammeel, the chanberlain, had their old
barracks ready. They turned their horses over to the servants, stowed their
gear, then went to the great hall for the evening neal.

It was just sunset, and the |ast bloomof light gilded the pale slate roofs of
the towers. A sea breeze caught the pennants and snapped them out, while the
red wvem banners on the walls swelled and rustled. The ward stood enpty and
qui et, the cobbles freshly swept. The nmen wal ked slowy, in deference to
Red-Haired Trevyr's linp, and spoke only in low voices, as if they were afraid
to break this nonment of peace.

"I'"ll mss Cerrnor,' Maddyn said.

'"It's a better place to be barracked, truly,' Branoic said. 'Dun Deverry
crinps a man's soul .'

In the great hall candles glimered; in both hearths peat fires snmoul dered to
keep the autummal chill off the stone walls. Up on the dais, at the table of
honour, the princess and her wonen were already seated, wearing dresses of
bright silks, green, gold, blue. The silver daggers reclained their old places
at the tables directly bel ow. Maddyn took the nmessage tubes out of his shirt
and wal ked over to the dais. Wen the princess acknow edged himw th a nod, he
bowed to her.

"Letters from Nevyn, your highness.'

'Ch, splendid!'Bellyra said. 'Here, page! Fetch those from Maddyn, wll you?
A boy trotted over, and Maddyn handed the letters up

'"Did you have a decent ride down?' Bellyra went on. 'I didn't expect to see ny
escort so soon.'

"W did, your highness. Your husband's vassal s gave us shelter and suchli ke,
so the horses never tired.'

' Good, good. You'll have a slower ride back, no doubt. Lord Tammael convi nced
me that we need to travel by barge.'
"That's w se, your highness. You'll want to bring some of your fine

furni shings with you. Dun Deverry's a poor sort of place these days. It's seen
too nuch fighting.'

The t hree wonen exchanged gri m gl ances.

"My thanks for the warning,' Bellyra said. 'But don't let ne keep you standing
there. You nust be good and tired. Do sit down and have sone ale and
suchl i ke."'

"My thanks.'

The rest of the silver daggers were already tearing into chunks of bread and
washi ng them down with Cerrnor's good dark ale. Maddyn took his place at the
head of the table nearest the dais. As captain he had a proper chair, and it
was good to | ean back confortably with a tankard.

' The princess | ooks well,' Branoic renarked.



'She does at that. I'mglad to see it.'

The two serving wormen were discussing some matter, perhaps the furnishings,
but Beflyra had opened Nevyn's letters and was readi ng them holding them up
at an angle to catch the last of the sunlight in the room Her pale hair,
caught back in a little kerchief as casually as a farmwife's, rippled down
nearly to her waist and glimrered in the light. She was frowning, her striking
green eyes narrowed in thought as she read, but now and again she smiled, no
doubt at some jest of Nevyn's.

Branoi ¢ had just said sonething to him Mddyn turned to himwith a smle
What ?' Maddyn said. 'Sorry.'

"Do you want nmore ale? The lass is here with the flagon.' Branoic jerked his
thunb in the general direction of the servant girl

"I don't, ny thanks. |'ve barely tasted this.'

"So | thought. Is somewhat wrong?'

"It"'s not. I'mtired, truly, after the long ride down. I'mnot as old as Nevyn
yet, but ye gods, there are tines when | feel ny years.'

Tired or no, in the norning Maddyn woke | ong before the rest of the silver
daggers. He dressed wi thout waking anyone, then took his harp inits big

| eat her bag and crept out of the barracks. In the centre of Dun Cerrnor stood
a royal garden, where an ancient willow tree grew next to a stream and roses
bl oomed. When the silver daggers had first cone to Cerrnor, Princess Bellyra
had gi ven Maddyn leave to visit it as he wished, and it was his favourite
place to sit and practise his music. Among the echoi ng stones the harp sounded
so sweetly that he could al nost convince hinmself that he was a decent harper
When he played, the Wl dfolk gathered to |listen, sylphs and gnones, while in
the stream undi nes rose up and clustered at the grassy bank. This particul ar
nmorni ng the rmusic drew another listener as well. Maddyn had just finished a
difficult set of runs when he heard the little door in the wall open behind
him He glanced back and saw the princess.

"Don't get up or suchlike,' Bellyra said. '"I'll just join you if | may.'

"I"d be honoured, your highness."

Bel  yra wal ked over and sat down facing him She was wearing a pair of |inen
dresses, worn soft and shiny. She wiggled her bare feet in the grass like a
chi | d.

"It's nice out here, in the cool of the nmorning,' she remarked.

"It is, indeed. | hope |I didn't wake you.'
"Ch, hardly! Degwa and El yssa have been up since dawn, packing up things and
runni ng here and there to nake sure they've not forgotten anything. We'll need

two barges if they keep this up. Is the royal dun truly awful ?
"Truly. Black grimstone, and ye gods, it's cramed with towers and broken

wal I s and suchlike. | think half the furnishings nmust have gone as firewood
during the sieges. | renenmber how Cerrnor was, when we first brought the
prince here. Well, Dun Deverry's far worse.'

Bel | yra made a sour face.
' Then Decci's right,' she said. 'W do need to take lots of tapestries and

carpets. And the silverwork, of course. That will help brighten things up.'
"Which reminds ne. @ ho sends his best to you, your highness."'

"Dear xho! It gladdens my heart to hear that he's well. | rather worried
about him'

You can rest assured that he went nowhere near the fighting. Now, the |ooting
was another matter entirely. He asked ne to tell you that he's picked up sone
old silver here and there, for the nelting down, and so he'll have a surprise
for you when you reach Dun Deverry.'

' Qoh, lovely! What is it?

"I can't tell you, your highness, G ho would skin ne alive.'

She | aughed, wrinkling her nose at him then wapped her arms around her knees
and | eaned back, |ooking up at the patch of sky above the pale stone walls.
'Play somet hing, Maddo,' she said. 'Songs or airs, it doesn't matter. | do

| ove the sound of that old harp of yours. You do know that the other bards
would all love to get it away fromyou, don't you?



"I do. Several of them have offered ne gold, over the years, but | always
turned it down.'

"What makes it so sweet? It's all nicked and suchlike."'

The W dfol k enchanted it for ne.'

She | aughed again, and he smiled, but he'd told her naught but the sinple
truth. Wen he played, the gnones swarned closer, lying on the grass to listen
with their little heads pillowed on their warty hands. One bold sprite even
stroked the princess's hair as if adnmiring its colour. He had no idea of how
| ong they sat together while he played through the pieces he'd | earned from
the court bards.

"Princess!' The voice took themboth by surprise. 'My dear princess! Your

hi ghness!"

Bel lyra junmped up like a guilty child. The owner of the voice, Lady Degwa of
the Wl f, canme trotting out of the door in the wall. Al at once Maddyn
realized that the woman neant to be queen of all Deverry had been unw se to
sit around hal f-dressed with one of her husband's retainers. Al round eyes
and fluttering hands, Degwa kept trying to be properly servile, but she was
havi ng troubl e finding words.

'"Ch do stop it, Decci!' Bellyra said at last. 'I know |'ve been scandal ous and
terribly inmproper and all of that. But Maddyn's known ne since | was but a
child, and I do so | ove the sound of his harp.'

"My apol ogi es, your highness.' Degwa cal med, slightly. 'l fear ne | forgot
nmyself. It was the surprise. W' ve been |ooking for you, and then |I heard the
music, and | thought 1'd see if the harper had seen you, and never did

expect -'

"I know.' Bellyra cut her off. '"But if | were going to besnmirch my honour wth
a silver dagger, | wouldn't do it in broad daylight out in the mddle of a
garden.'

"Er.' Degwa's round little face had gone red. 'Ah. Umn O course not. Ah.'
"Let's go in.' Bellyra snmled at Maddyn. 'My thanks for the nusic.'

You' re nost wel corme, your highness.'

Bel lyra slipped her armthrough Degwa's and marched her back into the broch.
Maddyn sl acked the strings on his harp, then slid it back into the | eather
bag. | have known her since she was a child, he thought to hinself. He could
renmenber her as a skinny girl who had just taken her hair out of plaits,
married off to a boy she'd net but a fortnight before. It made himsnile
renenbering themas a pair of beautiful children thrust into a situation that
woul d have drowned nany a grown nan. But they had survived, both prince and
princess, and brought the kingdomw th them safely into harbour

She was a child no |longer. Most certainly not a child.

Maddyn felt his heart turn over. He grabbed his harp and fled the garden for
the safety of the great hall, where the rest of the silver daggers were

al ready seated and eating. Maddyn laid his harp carefully on the floor next to
his chair and sat down. Carrying his bow of porridge, Branoic |eft another
table to sit on the bench at his right.

"Practising? Branoic nodded at the harp

"I was, truly. Here, Branno, | just had a thought. Wen you get that house and
| and, you'll be needing a bard.'

"So |l will." Branoic grinned at him You don't need to hint around, you know.
You'l | always be wel come at ny table.’

"My thanks. We'll et Owaen have the prince's guard to hinself.

It will do us both good to get away from court.'

"My dear princess,' Degwa said. 'l hate to rebuke sonmeone so far above ny

station in life, but the queen's honour is the very soul of the kingdom'
"Way do you think | don't know that?' Bellyra said.

Degwa stopped, her nouth open, and blinked rapidly several times. Finally she
pursed her |ips.

"My apol ogi es, your highness.' Degwa curtsied, then glanced at Elyssa, as if
for support.

St andi ng ami dst bal ed tapestries, Elyssa said nothing. Wth a deep dramatic



si gh, Degwa wal ked to the other side of the wonen's hall, where a heap of
straw and several wooden barrels stood ready to receive the princess's
collection of silver oddments. Bellyra flopped into her favourite chair and
stared out the wi ndow at the blue sky.

"Were | but alittle bird, 1'd fly unto my love,' she sang, then nmerely spoke.

"But instead of flying we'll be absolutely crawing upriver on a barge.'
'"Better than renmaining here,' Elyssa said. 'Or so | hope.’

"Better for ne, anyway,' Bellyra said. 'lI do worry about you and Decci. If the
dun's as ghastly as everyone says, it won't be very pleasant, living at court.
Maybe you should stay here in Cerrnor till the new gwerbret's naned.'

You took us into your service when we had naught.' Elyssa | ooked up sharply.
"I'"ll not be deserting you now.'

"Nor |,' Degwa put in, 'Especially not now when it seenms you need us nore than
ever.'
'Ch, Decci! You're still worrying about Maddo, aren't you?' Bellyra shook her

head and grinned. 'Don't you ever |et anything drop?

Wth her hands full of straw, Degwa stopped wapping to consider this
seriously.

'"Perhaps | don't,' Degwa said at last. 'But if | were you, your highness, 1'd
not be using his nickname so freely.'

Bellyra |l aid her head on the back of the chair and groaned. Don't be a silly
goose, Decci,' Elyssa put in, am ably. 'Your highness, | think we've got al

t he val uabl es packed, or we will when Decci finishes the silver. The servants
can deal with the bedding and the rest.’

"Splendid!'" Bellyra sat up straight again. 'Wen shall we |eave? On the
nor r ow?"'

"I think nme that m ght be too soon,' Elyssa said, judging fromwhat Tammael
told me. But after a pair of nights, surely.’

' Thank the Coddess!'’

Bel lyra got up and wal ked to the window to | ean upon the sill. Down bel ow she
could see the polished ward of the dun and its beautiful stonework. She'd m ss
it, she supposed, but then, to her anywhere her husband m ght be was the npst
beautiful place in the world. Not |ong now, she told herself, and you'll see
him She wondered if he would pretend to be glad that she'd arrived.

In the end they did take two barges with themto Dun Deverry, thanks to the
taxes due Maryn as Gaerbret Cerrnor and the servants due to Bellyra as his
wife. What with the nursenmaids, the children, the scribes and the maids of her
chanmber, she travelled in a crowd. As for the taxes, live hogs, |ive chickens,
the food to feed themon, plus sacks of neal, salt fish, dried beef, apples,
cabbages and cheeses made up Maryn's dues fromthe farmers of his rhan, and
the city folk owed himtanned | eathers, lengths of cloth, refined salt,
baskets, ceranmic pots and barrels of ale. A few nerchants, those who held the
charters to trade with Bardek, paid in silver coins, carefully weighed as well
as counted and wrapped in bits of fine cloth. Al of it needed hauling upriver
along with the princess, her wonen, and their furnishings. Each barge was so

| aden that the bargenmen hitched up a foursonme of heavy horses instead of a
pair to pull each barge

"I feel like the richest farmwife in the world, 'Bellyra said. 'Those are
fine pigs, aren't they? And we have eggs to offer you as well, bard."'

Maddyn | aughed. Along with the serving wonen they were standing on the river
pier up at what was then the village of Dai Aver, where they were waiting for
the servant girls to finish stowing the baggage. Their barge would travel
first, of course, upwind fromthe livestock. Behind themin the road the
silver daggers waited, each man standi ng beside his horse, or in a few cases,
besi de two horses. The escort would | ead the wonen's pal freys, ready for the
last few nmiles to Dun Deverry, when the river road grew too steep for the
barge horses. A parade of carts would nmeet themto carry the furnishings and
goods. Bellyra glanced at the cloudy sky.

"I hope the weather holds,' the princess said. 'It's going to take us |ong
enough to get there as it is.'



"At least you'll have shelter on the barge, your highness,' Mddyn said. 'But
| wish the prince had summned you before this. Sumer's all but gone.'

"So it is. | had rather hoped to be sumoned before this as well .’

Maddyn wi nced.

"My apologies,' Bellyra said. '"Wth half the folk in the kingdom starved and
turned out of their hones, I've no call to be pitying nyself. Here, Muddo, if
t he weat her holds, will you bring your harp on board to entertain us now and
agai n?

"I'"d be honoured, your highness. If of course your wonen won't object?

Degwa set her nouth to a tight line and said nothing. Elyssa hesitated, then
gave bard and princess both a watery snmile that m ght have meant anyt hing.

"Wl l, once they hear your harp, they'll understand. Ah, |ook. The bargeman's
sendi ng one of the pages for us. W'll talk later.'

Maddyn rmade her a bow and strode off to his nmen. Elyssa watched hi m go.
"There's grey in his hair, but he's a good-looking man still,"' Elyssa said

"It's his nmusic that conmends himto me.' Bellyra put a touch of steel in her
voi ce. 'Shall we go on board?

In the autumm rains Lilli coughed. She always had, and she al ways woul d, she
supposed, even though the proper hearth in her new chanber hel ped

consi derably. While the rain poured over the dun she spent |ong afternoons in
her chair by the fire and worked on her visualization exercises. The work -
learning to create nmental images and then hold them steady - was tedious in
the extrene, but to her it became a refuge. When she was visualizing the

el aborate pictures Nevyn set her, she sinply could not think about Maryn, and
as long as she was working in her chanber, Maryn could not trick her into his
conpany.

Besi des the visualization, she had breathing exercises to do, and these seened
nore |ike real dweonmer to her. Nevyn had told her that soon she woul d conbi ne
the two halves of this programme in a practice that would | ead her to proper
controll ed visions rather than the upwelling of onens that had so troubl ed her
bef ore. She spent |ong hours on her work, brooded over her work, lived for her
work, until at tinmes she dreant about her work

Yet the cough continued, troubling her concentration. Nevyn seened worried
about it as well. One particularly nasty afternoon he came to her chanber with
an iron pot and bags of herbs. \Wilst he brewed up infusions of pennyroyal and
hor ehound, he asked her detail ed questi ons about when and where she found
hersel f coughi ng.

"It's much rmuch better by the fire, ny lord," Lilli said. 'l truly do doubt if
it matters.'

Nevyn consi dered her for a | ong noment.

You're all wapped up in shawls,' he said. 'But you still look far too thin.

Your face glows with fever whenever you get tired. It matters, Lilli.'

"Wl l, perhaps so.'

You know, | think I may have nmade a m stake. | thought the trouble you have
breathing was a result of the ghastly way your nother and Brour nisused your
dweoner gifts. You know enough now to see how i nportant proper breathing is to
the work.'

"I do, ny lord. It's like | can suck up aethyr fromthe air or suchlike, and
it feeds ne.’

"It should, nost certainly. But | look at you and | wonder if it's draining
you instead. | begin to wonder if your troubles stemfromsuch a basic and
ordinary root that |'ve overlooked it.'

"What woul d that be?

"An illness.' Nevyn gave her a rueful smle. 'A congenital weakness of the

| ungs due to inbalanced hunoburs. You nost assuredly seemto have an excess of
the cold and noi st hunours, because such an excess collects in the lungs. Your
body would try to balance it out with the warm and dry humours of the air, you
see. '

' Ch. That sounds worrisone.'’

"It is. | think you' d best devote yourself to getting well. Lay aside those



dweoner exercises | gave you, just for a fortnight, say.
"But | was finally getting sonewhere with them

"I realize that, but you'll be able to pick themup again. Not quite where you
left off, I'"Il admt it, but close enough. You need to rest.'

When she opened her nouth to argue he caught her glance and held it. Wat
could she do, confess that she wanted the work to keep Maryn out of her mnd
and heart?

"I"mjust the apprentice,' Lilli said at last. 'As you wish, ny lord."'

Under Nevyn's orders she began spendi ng nmuch of her day in bed. Although he
visited regularly, she spent nost of the day alone, |onging for distractions.
Needl ework she could do in bed, sitting up propped by pillows. On the third
nmor ni ng she got out the pieces of the wedding shirt that woul d have been
Braemys's and laid themout flat on her table. They m ght be made to fit
Branoic if she added extra panels down the sides. She would have to pick off
t he Boar bl azon, of course, fromthe front yokes and substitute whatever
device the heralds mght draw up for him

Bevyan had enbroi dered those bl azons. The thought of destroying even these
smal | pieces of her work drove Lilli to tears. She folded the front section
back up and returned it to her chest. She would use the back and sl eeves of
the shirt and sinply work a new front, matching the bands at hem and yoke.
Wth a rustle a note slid under the door. Lilli sprang, grabbed the handl e,
and flung the door open. Councillor Oggyn stood there, dead pale fromhis
beard to his naked scal p.

"You?' Lilli snapped. You're the one who -'

"Not!"' QOggyn squeaked. 'I'm but the page, delivering these.'

"Well, no insult nmeant, good councillor, but that gladdens my heart.'’

Qggyn smiled and returned to his normal col our

"No insult taken,' he said. 'I'mold enough to be your grandfather, ny |ady.'
"Just so. Very well, QOggyn. |'ve caught you red-handed, and so you have to

confess. Wo's witing ne these notes?

'Ch come now Surely you must know w t hout my having to nane hi mout?
"I want himnamed out. | hate not being sure.'

"Let me put it this way. He's a man of the highest possible estate.’
"No riddles! Is it Prince Maryn or isn't it?

"Ch, of course it isl!'

Qggyn bowed, then hurriedly trotted away before she could ask any nore

questions. Lilli shut the door and sat on her bed to sound out the words.
"You trouble my dreans and nmy waki ng hours. When will you take pity on ne?
Huh! Lilli thought. Wat woul d happen if | gave in to hin? | suppose he'd find

me tedi ous without the chall enge. She put the letter down on the bed beside
her, then arranged her pillows and lay down to drowse the afternoon away.

Al t hough she was tired, she was no | onger exhausted, and she realized that
she'd not coughed much at all that day. Nevyn was right, she told herself.
|'"ve been ill.

She dozed off, then woke not |ong after. The sound that had wakened her cane
again - a knock at the door, Nevyn nost |ike.

"Come in, ny lord," she called out.

Maryn stepped in, shut the door behind him and barred it. For a nonent he
stood | eani ng agai nst the door and smiling, on the verge of laughter, really,
as he watched her. She sat up, crossing her arnms over her chest, so

sl eep-nuddl ed that for a noment she thought she was drean ng

"QOggyn told ne you caught him' Maryn said, smling. 'l thought, well, since
you know, | might as well come make ny plea nyself.'

"My liege -' Lilli found herself stammering

"Don't.' He sat down beside her, and his snile was gone. 'Don't call ne that.
Not my |iege, not your highness, none of that. I'mnot the prince, Lilli, but

a man who can't sleep for love of you.'

He sat close, leaning toward her, and she had no strength to pull away. She
felt as if she'd drunk nead; his warnth flooded her and nade it difficult to
think. H's eyes were as grey as storm clouds and as dangerous.



"What shall | call you, then?'" She could hear her voice shaking.

"Marro will do.' He noved closer, smiling. 'Do you want me to leave? | will if
you ask me.'

She knew that she should send himaway. She renmenbered all her worries and her
fears, renenbered Nevyn's strictures and even Bellyra's unhappi ness, but they
were all voices heard in sone distant room barely conprehensible. Slowy he
bent his head, hesitated, his lips half-parted, waiting perhaps for her to
tell himto | eave. She knew that she should force herself to speak and send

hi m away. He reached out with one hand and touched her face with his
fingertips, stroked her cheek, brushed her hair back, his touch gentle, soft.
Al'l at once she realized that he was trenbling, afraid perhaps that she would
still speak and forbid him That he could find her capable of wounding him
trapped her. Wen his fingers touched her lips, she turned her head and ki ssed
t hem

Early in the afternoon, Nevyn collected the proper herbs from his chanber,
then went downstairs, heading for the royal broch and Lilli. Although she'd
seened i nmproved that norning, her illness troubled him He was keeping from
her the truth that such a disease threatened to end her dweoner studies unless
he could rid her of it once and for all. Studying dweomer with weak | ungs
could lead to a deadly inbal ance of aethyr by bringing nore of the fifth

el ement into the blood than the person could assimlate - or so the lore ran
Wiether it was accurate or not, the end result was all too well known:
consunpti ons and fevers that could kill the student. As he was crossing the
great hall on his way to the staircase, Oggyn hailed him Nevyn waited and | et
the councillor catch up

"May | have a nmoment?' (Oggyn said. 'The prince has charged me with finding a
suitable holding to settle upon Branoic the silver dagger, and truly, this

rai ses all manner of vexing questions.'

'Such as?' Nevyn said.

"Well, if | nmake the holding too small, | insult Branoic. If it's too |arge,
then I'minsulting our liege's noble-born vassals. And then there are all the
ot her silver daggers, or | should say, those to whomour |iege extended a

boon. How many of them do you think, will want [and? If the whole three and
twenty do, things could turn ugly."'

" Ch, cone now The Boar clan's holdings are huge. There'll be plenty of |and
to go round when the prince attaints them'

"Your point's well-taken, but the prince's vassals will want those attainted

| ands for thenselves or for their younger sons.' Qggyn paused, chew ng on his
lower lip. "I've got maps up in the council chamber. Could you come | ook them

over with me? I'd like to settle these natters as soon as possible.'’

'"No doubt, but you've got nonths to do it in. Maryn won't be able to di spose
land till he's been given the kingship.'

"Ah, | didn't know that. Could you tell me precisely howit's done, then?
"I"ll be glad to, but I've got to go ook in on nmy apprentice first.' Nevyn
hefted the packets in his hand. '|I need to brew up sone nedicanments for that
cough of hers.'

"Uh, well, | really would appreciate your imediate help.' (Qggyn's voice,
normally so fluid, carried just a trace of desperation - only a trace, but
qui te enough.

"And what's all this?" Nevyn snarled. 'Has the prince told you to decoy nme off
whil e he goes hunting Lilli?

Sweat broke out on Qggyn's bal d head.

"OF all the -' Nevyn stepped around Oggyn and headed for the staircase.
"Wait!' Qggyn came chasing after him 'Please, good Nevyn! Let us at | east
di scuss this matter privately.'

"Very well. Conme along, then, and we'll get clear of the great hall. You're
ri ght enough - everyone's staring at us.'

They went upstairs to the council chanmber, where a new set of maps and
parchnents lay thick as snow on the table.

"Assorted letters patent,' Oggyn said with a wave. 'Now about this matter of



your apprentice -
"I dislike being lied to,' Nevyn snarled. 'That's the true issue here, not
what Lilli may choose to do. | realize that you could hardly refuse to do what
t he prince comranded."

"Just so. Truly, this entire thing has struck me as lacking in dignity from

the first. I"mmuch too old to be a go-between. The prince should be
considering affairs of state, not shoving |ove notes under doors.'

"Precisely. | take it he went to her chamber, and you were supposed to hold ne
of f ?'

"Just that. Apparently he's there still. He told me he'd come down to the

great hall once he'd spoken with her. He was expecting her to send himright
away, you see, but that was some while ago. Mst likely she's finally all owed
himto dip his bucket in her well.'

Nevyn relieved his feelings with a few foul words.

"I only hope,' GOggyn went on, 'that his highness will get his fill of the |ass
and end this affair sooner rather than later.'

"No matter what the |lass may think about it, eh?

"That's no concern of mine. | hope | may count on your aid to get this matter
tidied away as soon as possible.'
"You mayn't, actually. You're forgetting that Lilli is ny apprentice, and her

wel fare is ny concern.’
Qggyn took a sharp step back at this veiled rem nder of dweoner.

"Eventually the prince may well tire of her,' Nevyn went on. '"But 1'll not
have your neddling bring that day sooner than it needs arrive.'
"Well, by the gods!' QOggyn snarled. 'If you' re so concerned, then consider

this! A speeded courier rode in this norning with news of Princess Beflyra.
The barges are maki ng good progress despite the rains, and she's likely to
arrive within the eightnight. It lies well within the princess's power to nake
little Lilli's life mserable.’

"It does, but she won't. '"1'll see to that. It's you |I'"mworried about.'

"You are in no position to tell me what | nmay or may not do.'

'Indeed? | think ne you misconstrue ny position. Let us consider another
matter for a nonent, that of the child king' s unexplained death. | have a
witness to the lad's death who can testify he was poi soned. | happen to know
that you had access to the poison that killed him'

Qggyn went dead white.

"Arrogance is a luxury you can't afford,' Nevyn went on. 'l've refrained from
| ayi ng the evidence before the prince sinply because O aen was dooned. |f
you'd not killed him there would have been sone sort of quasi-Iega
execution. But if Maryn knew that you personally nmurdered a child, even if he
only suspected it, his honour would demand retribution - even though you did
the killing for his sake. You know himwell enough to know that.'

Qggyn nodded. Sweat trickled down his face and began to soak his beard. Hs
eyes flicked this way and that around the chanmber, as if he were searching for
nore ways out than the door

"Now, then,' Nevyn said, 'l suggest that you allow this affair to run its
natural course. Do we understand each other?

"Perfectly.’ Qggyn's voice shook. He pulled a rag out of his pocket and began
wi ping his face.

"You know, you sweat much too easily. In a man of your age it's a bad sign
I'd attend to ny health if | were you.'

Nevyn stal ked out of the chamber wi thout |ooking back. Al that afternoon he
waited in the great hall for Maryn to show hinmself, but it was close to the
eveni ng nmeal before the prince finally came down the staircase with his usua
boundi ng wal k. He | ooked better rested than he had in weeks, sniling and
sonmehow sl eek, like a cat who's just been fed. Wth himwere Oygyn and the
usual pages, but Nevyn was willing to wager that the councillor had told the
prince nothing about their earlier conversation

Nevyn waited until Maryn was seated, then gathered up his medicinals and went
to Lilli's chanber. At the closed door he paused, reninding hinself that being



harsh with her would do no good for anyone, then knocked. No one answered, and
he knocked again, nore loudly. Still no answer, and he tested the door. It
opened just enough for himto look in and see Lilli, sound asleep, wapped in
a tangl ed bl anket on top of her bed. Her green dresses lay crunpled on the
floor, doubtless where they'd been thrown. He started to cl ose the door, but
she woke, sitting up with alittle cry.

"Lilli? Nevyn said.

"Ch, it's you, ny lord.' She clutched the blanket around her. Thank every god!
| was dream ng about my nother.'

"Shall | cone in?

' Pl ease!"’

VWhile Lilli dressed, Nevyn busied hinself at the hearth, lighting a fire and
hangi ng a pot of water fromthe iron hook

You nust know,' Lilli said suddenly.

"About the prince's visit? It's a bit obvious.'

'"Do you hate nme?

"What ?' Nevyn gl anced over his shoul der and saw her honestly frightened.
"\What ever gave you that idea?

"Well, | did what you told me was a wong thing to do.'

"Not in any absolute sense. Dangerous is perhaps the better word.' He got up
Wi pi ng his sooty hands on his brigga. 'Conme sit down, and we'll talk while
your medicine is heating.'

Lilli cane over, conb in hand, and sat down in a chair while he perched on the
wi ndowsill. Qutside the |ast of the sunset brightened the dark towers of the

dun, but the wards lay in shadow. The wi nd flowed, cool against his face.
"It's getting dark noticeably earlier every night,' Nevyn remarked. 'Wnter

will be here soon with the snows, and you know what that neans. Going
el sewhere, to your brother's dun, for instance, will be difficult.'
"I do know.' Lilli was concentrating on conbing her hair. '1I'll need to be

very careful. That's what you're saying, isn't it? Wth the princess here and
all.’
"Not just the princess. Wat about Branoic?

Lilli | ooked up on the verge of tears.
"I should have just sent Maryn away,' she said. 'l knew | should have. |
woul dn't hurt Branno for the world.' Al at once she was crying. 'l've been

such a dolt!" She dropped the comb into her lap and hid her face behind her
hands.

"Here, here,' Nevyn said. 'Don't - or truly, why not cry? You'll feel better
for it. Lilli, my apologies. | forget how young you are. And this is the day
t hat changes a wonan forever, or so they always say.'

Nevyn got up, glanced around, then fetched her a danp rag fromthe washbasin
in the corner of the room Wen he handed it to her, she w ped her face. He
was pleased to notice that the tears hadn't brought on her cough

"I truly don't blanme you for anything,' Nevyn said. 'Maryn is another matter.'
Lilli crunpled the rag and tossed it onto the table.

'Please don't berate him' she said mserably.

"I"lIl try not to for your sake. Not his.'

Lilli stared at the conb in her lap as if she were trying to nmenorize its

i mge, then at |ast |ooked up

"I"ve heard that, too,' she said. 'About the first time a man beds you bei ng
the nost inmportant day in a lass's life. Wll, that's not true for nme. You
know what day truly changed me, ny |ord?

"I don't. Wich?

' The night ny nother made ne scry, and | saw you in the vision. Today wth
Maryn? Well, first it hurt and then it was wonderful, but ye gods, | grew up
in a country dun. |I saw lots of horses and dogs and suchli ke doing the sane.'
Al at once she smiled with sone of her old spirit. 'But the dweoner - that's
worth having, ny lord. And that's why | wept when | thought you m ght cast ne
off. I feel like I could die, just fromloving Maryn so much, but to give up
the dweorer - | really would die then, | think.'



"If that's truly how you feel,' Nevyn said, 'then you've no need to worry
about having to give it up.'

"Truly?

"Truly. Though | warn you: you're going to have to proceed slowy wth that
weak chest of yours. Wirking dweomer puts a trenendous strain on the physica
body. It's like, well what? Like running for mles, say. If youre fit and
strong, you can run half the day, but if you' re not, then running that far

would kill you.'

"True spoken.' Lilli considered for a noment. '|I do understand, my |lord, but
couldn't | just practise nmy reading in the |ore book? It's been dreadful

lying here ill with naught to do. If | only read and don't try to do the work'

Very well. Hunmph. If 1'd not let you get so bored, mayhap you woul d have had
the sense to turn the prince down.'
She | ooked up startled, then | aughed. Nevyn found hinmsel f | aughing with her

Wll, that's that, he told hinmself. No use in cursing over spilt alel What
matt ered now woul d be how well he could ease the inevitable heartbreaks when
they came. As long as Maryn didn't get Lilli with child before he tired of

her, she would weather this affair well enough

As the barges made their slow way upriver, the silver daggers rode on the
towpath. When it rained, and it rained for nost of the trip, the wonen could
retreat into the wooden shelter built on deck, and the chickens could have
their coops covered with canvas, but the nen rode wet as their horses pl odded
al ong. Fortunately, a great nmany of Maryn's vassals, old and new, had duns
along the river, and at night the princess and her wonen sheltered with them
Her escort nobst often slept in the stables, but since the stables were warm
and dry, no one conpl ai ned.

Fi nal ly, though, when they reached Canrydd Bridge, the weather cleared.
Princess Bellyra invited Maddyn and his harp onto the barge to play for her
and her wonen. He had to adnmit that it was pleasant, sitting in the sun while
t he barge glided noiselessly through the water. The princess had a chair; her
serving women sat on crates; the nursemaids and the little princes sat on the
deck with Maddyn, though he insisted that the nurses keep the boys away from
his harp. He knew a fair nunber of instrumental pieces and played nostly
those, not trusting his voice in front of discerning nobl ewonen, but
eventual ly Bellyra asked himoutright for a song.

Your highness, truly, I'mnot nmuch of a singer.'’

"Don't be so modest.' Bellyra gave hima wi cked grin. 'Besides, we're bored,
SO we won't care.'

"Now really, your highness,' Elyssa said, |aughing. 'Don't be unkind to the
poor man! You play npost charmngly, Mddyn, silver dagger or no.'

"My thanks, ny lady. Very well, your highness. If you won't banish nme from
your lands, 1'll sing for you.'

Al t hough Maddyn started off with ballads, and the wonmen listened with sincere
interest, those grimtales of death and | ove betrayed, of cattle raids and

bl ood feuds, soon struck himas out of place on such a |lovely norning. Under
t he rain-washed sky the river ran full and silently between green banks. In
the trees by the riverbank, birds sang. Qut in the neadows grazed white cattle
with rusty-red ears, and now and again a cowherd and a pair of dogs sat in the
grass, keeping guard.

"I don't know very many courtly songs,' Maddyn said. 'I've not the voice for
them'

'Ch, do stop being nodest!' Bellyra said. 'Wat about sonething droll? You
know, those ones about the jolly tavernmen and suchlike.'

"My dear princess!' Degwa broke in. | doubt if any of those are suitable.’

" Your doubts are quite correct, my lady,' Maddyn said. 'Well, let ne think
Here's a song | nade up about a fox who was too clever for his own good.'

As he sang about Fanner Owmaen's chickens and the greedy fox, the wonen

| aughed, and El yssa even began singi ng harnony to the nonsense chorus. Prince
Casyl favoured himwith a stare of intense interest as well. Wen he finished,
Bel |l yra cl apped.



Very nice,' she said, smling. 'Though I wonder, truly, what inspired you,
bard. That fox and his conmeuppance - | think ne 1've net him Wat did Oygo do
to deserve this?

Suddenly Lady Degwa fol ded her hands in her lap and set her mouth in a sour
['ine.

"I trust |I've not offended your |adyship,' Maddyn said.

Degwa made a small snorting sound, got up, and swept inside the wood shelter
'"Ch curse ny tongue!' Bellyra nmuttered. 'l forgot about Decci.'

"So did I," Elyssa said. '"I'll just go speak to her.'’

Maddyn waited until Elyssa had gone inside. The walls on the barge's cabin
were so thin that he could hear the wonen rmurmuring, but the words were

i nconpr ehensi bl e.

"What have | done, your highness?" Maddyn said.

"Don't blame yourself,' Bellyra said. 'I should never have said anything, and
then she'd have missed the point. Degwa can be a bit dense.’
'But -'

Bellyra | eaned forward and | owered her voice.
'"Qggyn's courting her,' she said. 'He fancies hinself with a noble-born wfe,

and ye gods, she was w dowed so young, | can't begrudge her the pleasure she
takes in his attentions.'
"Ch by the gods! | feel like the worst dolt in the world! 1'd not have wounded

the lady's feelings had I known.'

"And you woul dn't have, truly, had | held ny tongue. Now don't go troubling
yoursel f about it.' She glanced over her shoulder. 'They'll be a while. So you
absolutely nmust tell me what Oggyn did to earn a fly ting."'

When Maddyn told her of the councillor's bribe-taking, the nursenaids |eaned
closer, all ears. Bellyra giggled, then turned sol emm.

"l shouldn't | augh. That was truly greedy of Oggyn, and ye gods, Owaen m ght
have killed him'

"I was afeared he mght, truly.’

"I"ve seen Ownaen, over the years and all, in ny husband' s conpany, and he
frightens me. He looks to me as if he mght kill a man for one wong word.'
Your highness has the right of it.'

Bel | yra shuddered, turning away, |ooking out over the sunny neadows.

"I hope to every god that the wars will be over soon,' she said. 'Do you think
they will be, Maddo?

"I do, your highness. Next summrer there should be one good battle, and that'l
be the end of it.’

"Il pray you're right, and that ny husband Iives to enjoy the peace. |'ve
never fancied nmyself regent to an infant son.'

" Now here, your highness! The prince has nen like ne all round him and we'd
rather die ourselves than let the | east harmcome to him'

"Wul d you?' She turned back, and tears glistened in her enerald eyes. 'Ah
Maddo! '

"W woul d, every l|last one of us.'

H s hands ached fromwanting to reach out and envel op hers, to hold themtight
and draw her close. He | ooked down and began sl acking the strings on his harp
"I doubt nme if | can play nore today, your highness,' he said.

"You' ve entertained us | ong enough. Shall | have the bargenman put into shore?
No doubt you'd prefer riding with your nmen, and | suppose |'d best go soothe
Degwa.

As worrisome as the curse tablet mght be, the matter of the Cerrnor
gwerbretrhyn presented a nore direct danger to the prince's dom nion. Messages
had come in fromPyrdon, finally, which lay far off to the west, a long ride
even for speeded couriers. King Casyl was overjoyed that Maryn had renmenbered
hi s hal f-brother so generously.

'"He wants to send Riddmar to live at ny court,' Maryn said. 'It seens a
prudent nove. |f El didd does nakes a strike on Pyrdon, then its second heir
will be away and safe. And once the lad's here, Eldidd won't be heaping

bl andi shnents upon him either.'



"Your father was always a far-seeing man, ny liege,' Nevyn said.

Maryn nodded. He was holding the rolled letter in one hand, slapping it
rhythmcally on the other palm

'Father wants to send him here strai ghtaway, before the snows,' Maryn said.
"I"d best send an escort to neet him hal fway."'

' That would be wi se. Now that Hendyr's lord is your vassal, Riddmar will be in
no danger, but the honour of the thing matters.'
I'msending men fromthe Cerrnmor warband. After all, they'll be R ddmar's nen

once |'ve won the kingship, And then as a gesture Oggyn thought sone of the
silver daggers shoul d acconmpany them as my personal envoys.'

' That sounds good.'

"I thought of putting Branoic in command of the whole lot.' Defiance edged
into Maryn's voice. 'It would be a considerable honour for him'

"My liege, that's unworthy of you.'

Maryn tossed the rolled letter on the table. Nevyn folded his hands in his |ap
and waited. At |last Maryn | ooked at him

" True spoken,' the prince said. '"I'll send Onaen.'

"My thanks.'

Maryn smiled, but ruefully.

"It will be good to get Cerrnor settled,' Nevyn said.

"It will. I wonder if the Council of Electors will see fit to support ny
candi date."'

"So do I. W'll have to put some thought into that.'

Maryn got up and started pacing. He went fromw ndow to wall and back agai n,
over and over, until Nevyn felt like screaning at himto sit down.

"What's troubling you so badly, my liege? Nevyn said instead.

"All this talk and politicking and weaselling around! Ye gods, | used to think
that once the wars were over, once | held Dun Deverry, then I'd be king, and
everything would fall into place. Apparently I was a fool for thinking that.'

"Not a fool, your highness. Merely uninforned.'

Maryn st opped pacing and smil ed.

"My thanks,' Maryn said, grinning. 'I rmuch prefer your way of putting it.'

"I thought you might, my liege. But truly, the talk's every bit as dangerous
as the righting. You won Dun Deverry by the sword, but keeping it - that
you'll do with words. A wong decision now could | ose you everything.'

After he left the prince, Nevyn returned to his own chanber, where the problem
of the curse tablet lay waiting for himinside a little wooden box of the sort
that holds tools for scribes. He'd narked the wood all over with wards and
sigils, then built astral seals over it as well, renewing themfive tines a
day at the changing of the astral tides. Once the seals were freshly set, he
woul d perform a bani shing to dispel any accidental evil that might have
accrued upon it. After all these precautions he would take the tablet out and
handl e it, hoping to gain some fragmentary visions or hear a voice, deep in
his mind, that mght tell himhowto unwap the dweormer tw ned around it.
Not hi ng ever cane to him

He hated to exploit Lilli's affinity for the tablet. She was young, just

begi nni ng her training, and always on the edge of illness. Yet he had no other
weapons at his command.

"I begin to think that you rmust be right,' Nevyn said to her. 'The baby mnust

have been your brother. We'Il never have proof, but nothing else will explain
the way the tablet affects you.'

"I was afraid of that,' Lilli said. '"It's so odd. My nother's been dead for
mont hs now, but it's as if she's still here, working her horrible magic.'

They were sitting in his chanber, |ate of an evening, with the tablet |ying
between themin a pool of candlelight. It was such an ugly thing, with its
sull en curse scratched in crude letters, to hold such power,

"You slept nmuch of the day, you told ne?" Nevyn said.

"I did," Lilli said. "Which is why | can't sleep now.'

Nevyn opened the second sight and studied her aura: stronger, brighter, than
it had been in all the tine he'd known her. He cl osed down his vision and



consi dered her physical body, |ess gaunt than ever before. H's herbs and
Maryn's attentions had apparently both been good for her.
"I"mthinking of asking you to try a dangerous trick,' Nevyn said. 'Are you

ganme?

"I am ny lord. Do you want me to touch it again?'

"Just that, but very lightly. | want you to see what cones into your nind when
your fingertips are lying on the tablet.'

Lilli obligingly reached out and laid her fingers just on the edge of the |ead

strip. She frowned in concentration while the candl elight danced around her
Al'l at once she began to speak in a holl ow voice, dark enough for a young man.
"Bind himround. He nust die slowy.' Her head tilted back, and her eyes
rolled up. "Burcan's child to bind him Burcan's death brings his. As this so
that,'

Nevyn | eapt up so fast that he nearly knocked over the candl es. He used his
whole armto scribe a pentagramin the air and thrust the banishing forward to
envel op her like a net.

"Lilli! Come back!’

Wth a sob Lilli straightened up in her chair. Nevyn rushed around the table
and grabbed her hands, pulled her to her feet, and flung an arm around her
shoul ders.

"Forgive ne!' he said. 'I'd forgotten how fast the trance takes you over.'
"What did | say? | can't renenber.’

"Some very grimthings. Here, sit down and rest while | seal this |oathsone
thing up again.'

Once the tablet was seal ed and bound, he put it back in its box, then hid it
deep within one of his herbman's packs. He wanted to ensure that no casua
visitor or careless servant would pick it up by mstake or out of curiosity.
Lilli sat exhausted in the chair, slunmped back, with one arm dangling over the
si de.

"I'"ll walk you back to your chanber,' Nevyn said. 'You need to sleep.'

"I do, truly. But | do wish you' d tell ne what | said.'

"In the nmorning, when it's light.'

That ni ght Nevyn wal ked for | ong hours outside in the silent fortress.
Overhead the wheel of the stars hung close to earth in the crisp fall air, yet
dark towers broke and bounded his view Merodda's nasty little sorcerer had
been a clever man, all right, who knew enough lore to turn his curse into a
trap. He had used Burcan's son, that pitiful child buried with the curse, as
surrogate to link Prince Maryn to Burcan. |f Burcan died, Maryn's death woul d

follow - if, of course, this dark dweonernman had the actual power to back up
his lore. He had certainly managed to energize the tablet to sone degree, or
Lilli would not have felt the link so strongly.

And Burcan was al ready dead.

In dark night Lilli woke at the sound of her door closing. She could nmake out

a figure standing by her bed, a dark shadow agai nst the grey, She sat up
stifling a scream 'It's just me,' Maryn said.

' Ch, good! You startled ne, that's all.’

"Were you having one of your bad dreams?' He sat down on the edge of the bed
and began to pull off his boots.

"I was. I'mso glad you're here.'

Wien he held out his arns she nestled close to him H's nouth brushed her
cheek, then found her lips. Hs kisses were famliar, now - it always anazed
her, that she would know his body so well, when once she'd thought hi m beyond
her. He let her go, then stood up to pull back the blankets. She |ay down,
stretching with a little sigh of anticipated pleasure. He | aughed and | ay down
next to her.

"I trust, ny lady,' he said, '"that this isn't just a grimduty you performfor
your prince?

Laughing she rolled into his arnms. He kissed her again, letting his nmouth
linger on hers while his hand |ingered on her breast. She |oved the way he
touched her, forceful but slow, |oved the way he took control of her, catching



her hands, moving them where he wi shed her to touch him She could lie back in
a warm sea of trust and let his strange magneti sm envel op her. That night she
had never been nore aware of the force that seened to pour fromhim in the
dark room she could see it, a golden cloud that gushed fromhis body to wap
around them bot h.

H s hand slid between her |egs, and she whi npered, shutting her eyes, but
still it seemed she was aware of that spiral of gold, wapping her around nore
and nore tightly. He nmoved, knelt between her |legs, and entered her at |ast.
She cried out as the pleasure of it swept over her, but in some small part of
her m nd she knew that this time was different, that his raw nale force had
found her too open, dangerously open. Lying clasped in her arms his entire
body went rigid, stopped noving, and she heard the soft sigh that was the only
sound he ever allowed hinself.

He noved again, |ying beside her, turning on his side to pull her into his
arms. The cool air touched her sweaty back. She twi sted away just in tine and
coughed, felt her back arch like a strung bow, coughed again, pulled free of
his arms and sat up, covering her nouth with both hands to gasp for breath,
"Lilli, ye gods! Wat's w ong?

"I don't know,' she numbled. "I'Il be all right in a nonent.’

She got up, staggered around the chanber, and finally found a rag |ying on her
table. As delicately as possible she coughed up what was troubling her |ungs.
She coul d hear Maryn novi ng behi nd her

"Shall | go fetch Nevyn?' he said.

"Il be all right. Please don't.'

"As ny | ady commands, then.' Maryn sounded worried. 'You don't have a banked
fire in this hearth, do you? | wish we had a bit of light, so | could see how
you fare.'

Lilli found her way to the shutters and swung them open. The chill night air
snel l ed wonderfully fresh. The starlight and the | ast gl ow of a wani ng noon
turned the chanber a bit brighter, enough so she could see hi mhunkering down
by the hearth.

' CGet back under the covers,' Maryn snapped. "You'll catch your death of cold,
standi ng there naked like that.'

"I was just going to have a drink of water.'

"G |lie down and get warm Now'

Maryn found the water jug and cup, then fetched her a drink |ike a page. She
took it in both bands and drank it slowy, lying propped by pillows. He sat
down next to her, took the cup, and set it on the floor

"Shall | go away?' he said.

' Pl ease don' t!"'

He | aughed and ki ssed her, but gently, then stood up and wal ked back to the

ot her side of the bed. She could see himsilhouetted agai nst the open w ndow
and the stars, but she fell asleep before he lay down next to her

When she woke in the norning, Maryn still lay beside her, sound asleep on his
back and snoring. In the silver dawn |ight she allowed herself the I uxury of

| ooking at him sinply looking for a long silent while. Qut in the corridor
voi ces passed, servants, perhaps.

"Marro? Marro, you'd best wake up.'

"I'nmphr!' He sat up, yawning, staring at the open wi ndow. 'Ye gods! It's light.
|'ve got to be gone.’

Hurriedly he dressed, then lingered at her door for one |ast kiss.

"Hold me in your heart, my lady,' he said, smling.

" Al ways, mny prince.'

He ki ssed her once nore, then opened the door, |ooked around, and slipped out,
runni ng down the hall and bounding up the stairs. Lilli shut the door and
stood yawning for a nonent. She crossed to the window to close the shutters
and took a deep breath of the cool dawn air. Like knives it sliced through her
| ungs. She gasped, nearly fell, caught the table edge and steadi ed herself.
The rag she'd used the night before lay on the table. It was stained with dry
bl ood.



Lilli sat down heavily on a chair. She should dress and run to Nevyn, she
knew, but fear turned her so heavy and cold that she only managed to cross the
room and crawl back into bed. Although she fell straight asleep, a pounding on
her door woke her.

"Lilli, are you in there?" Nevyn's voice.

"Come in, ny lord. It's not barred."'

Nevyn strode in, his arnms full of cloth sacks. WIldfol k and the scent of
strong herbs swirled around him

"The prince told me you're ill."’

"I am | coughed up blood | ast night.'
Nevyn froze, staring at her
"It wasn't much, truly,' Lilli said

"Any is too nuch,' Nevyn said. 'Fromnow on the only dweoner you're going to
study is the lore in my book. W' ve got to get you well.'

In those days, when there were no | ocks and weirs, barges on the Bel aver could
travel no farther upstreamthan the South Downs. At the village of Lauddbry
the prom sed carts were waiting for Princess Bellyra and her party, and with
themthe local lord, a nmenber of the western branch of the Stag clan, cone to
of fer her and her people his hospitality for the night. Wile his warband

hel ped her servants unl oad the barges and |oad up the carts, Bellyra, her
servi ng worren, and the nursemaids, carrying the two young princes, wal ked down
to the river bank away fromthe dust. Wth a shout for themto wait, Maddyn
and a swarm of silver daggers cane running.

You' d best not wal k about al one, your highness,' Maddyn said. "We'll keep well
back if you'd rather not be overheard and all."’

"OF course,' Bellyra said. "Silly of nme to forget. We're not in Cerrnor any
nore, where things were safe.’

"That's true.' Degwa | ooked around nervously, as if she expected to see
bandits in every bush and garden. "Oh, I'Il be so glad to be inside a proper
dun!’

Safely escorted they headed for the river again, the royal wonen first, the
nursemai ds and the silver daggers trailing after. As Bellyra watched the
water, flow ng fast here and churning toward the south, it occurred to her
that she mi ght never see Cerrnor again. Somehow she'd not allowed herself that
thought. In letters Maryn had told her of his plan to give Cerrnor to his

hal f-brother, an idea so clever that she assuned Nevyn had thought of it,
Cccasional |y, she supposed, Gaerbret Riddmar would invite the royal famly to
take his hospitality. OGtherwi se her life would belong to Dun Deverry rat her
than the city where she'd been born and rai sed. She shivered, glancing around.
Trees rustled in the cool wind, and already their north-facing | eaves were
turning yel |l ow

'Mama?' Prince Casso said suddenly- 'l want to get down.'

'"Do you, lover' Bellyra turned to the nursermaid. '"I'll take himfor a bit.'
When Arda set the young prince down, Bellyra grabbed his hand fast before he
could run off. She let himlead her a little way downstream Maddyn and four
silver daggers hurriedly followed.

"Ch really, Maddo!' Bellyra said. 'Wiat do you think will happen? That someone
will seize us for ransom or suchlike?

"Don't nock, your highness. The | ords hereabouts haven't been the prince's
vassals for long.'

"True spoken.' It seenmed to her that the wind had turned even colder. Very
wel | . Cone al ong, Casso. Let's go back and join the others.'

After an unconfortable night in a shabby dun, they set out early on the norrow
nmorni ng. Some of the silver daggers rode ahead of the wonen, sonme rode behind,
and a few rode off to either side, scouting down the side |anes for possible
dangers. The carts, creaking and conpl aini ng, brought up the rear. Bellyra
took Casso fromhis nursenmaid and let himsit in front of her on the saddle.
Baby Marro and his nursemaid rode in one of the carts, which made Casso feel
quite grown up and inportant. In a few nore nonths he'd be three years old,
she realized. She would have to have Maryn's equerry find hima pony and begin



teaching himto ride

Since the carts were so slow, and wheels broke with tedious regularity, they
travel led only sone twelve miles a day. They were maki ng about the sane speed,
Maddyn told her, as the armnmy had over this same route. She was just thankful
that the weat her held cool but sunny, sparing thema ride in the rain. At

ni ght they inposed thensel ves on one or another of Maryn's new vassals, who,
it struck her, were nmuch nore interested in pleasing the new Marked Prince

t han ki dnapping his wife. The lords and their wonenfol k grovell ed and spared
no hospitality to show their gratitude for Maryn's pardon. Still, Bellyra was
al ways aware of the silver daggers, standing nearby, hands on their sword
hilts, ready for the |l east sign of treachery.

Every day's journey seenmed an eightnight long to Bellyra, but finally the dawn
canme when Maddyn could tell her with confidence that Dun Deverry lay only a
few days away. Toward noon one of the carts laden with taxes broke a wheel

and Bellyra decided that they all might as well eat while the carters were
repairing it. Maddyn had just hel ped her di smount when, distantly, she heard
horses coming and the jingling of tack and mail that inplied armed nen. Maddyn
swore and rushed away, yelling to the silver daggers to mount up

' Take shelter,' Bellyra shouted to the servants. 'Dccci, Lyss, all of you! Get
in anmong the carts!'’

She scooped up a terrified Casso and ran, heading for the circle of carts that
woul d at |east slow an attacker down. The ot her wonen huddl ed around her

Marro hegan to how in his nursemaid' s arns; the nearby pigs began to squeal
pi cking up the general nood. The silver daggers were shouting, turning their
horses and mlling in what at first seemed to be panic but which proved to be
practised efficiency. In but a few nonents they sorted thenselves out into a
protective ring around the carts and wonen.

Ahead on the road horsenmen were trotting straight for them about fifty of
them as far as Bellyra could estimate, since they travelled in a cloud of
dust. Nearer and nearer - Casso suddenly | aughed and poi nted.

"Da!' he crowed. 'It's Da! Look! The big bird banners!’

What he always called the big bird was indeed the red wvern device. Bellyra
br oke out | aughi ng, and the other women joi ned her

"Call off the silver daggers, Maddyn!' she shouted. 'It's ny lord."'

Bel lyra |l et Casso down, grabbed his hand, and then wal ked with himfree of the
carts. As they hurried to the roadside, Maryn kicked his horse and jogged out
ahead of his men to ride first into canp. He dismounted with the fluid ease of
a man who had spent half his Iife on horseback and tossed the reins of his
mount to a servant. Bellyra curtsied as he strode over. He was unhel ned, but
despite the quiet countryside he was wearing mail, though he'd tied a tabard
over it.

"Well, ny lady,' he said, smling. 'Once you left the river old Nevyn could
scry you out and tell ne where to find you. So | thought |'d come escort you
to your new home.'

"It gladdens my heart to see you, ny lord.' Never had she said anything so
true, or so she felt. She wi shed she could run to himand throw herself into
his arms. You | ook well .’

‘"I am at that. Now, who's this with you?

Laughing, Bellyra let the straining Casso go. He could and did rush to his
father, who scooped himup and settled himon one hip. For a nonent they
snmled at each other, two bl ond heads cl ose together, and fromthe grey eyes
and the profile they shared no man woul d ever doubt Prince Casyl's paternity.
" And have you been brave?' Maryn said.

"l have.' Casso reached out and touched the tabard. 'The big red bird.'
Everyone | aughed. By then the silver daggers had di smounted, and Maddyn wal ked
over to kneel before the prince.

"It looks like you' ve done a splendid job guarding ny lady,' Maryn said. 'MW

t hanks. '

"It's been an honour, your highness.'

"I"mabout to repay you ill for your efforts.' Maryn smiled with a twist to



his mouth. '"I'mgoing to take her and the children and suchlike back with ne
and ny nen. You get to follow along and guard these cursed carts.' He turned

to Bellyra. 'That way we can reach the city on the morrow. W'll let the taxes
cone creaking in whenever they get there.'
' That would be splendid, ny lord," Bellyra said. '|I assume my wonmen are

i ncl uded in the suchlike.’

"If you wish, certainly." Maryn turned to | ook over the canp. 'Maddyn, we'll

| et everyone eat and then split our forces for the ride back.'

That night they sheltered with a certain Tieryn Cardomaen, or rather, his

not her the regent nade them wel come, since the tieryn was no ol der than Prince
Casyl. His father had been killed the year before in the sumer's warfare, or
so Maryn told her, fighting on the side of the Boar clan. That the Lady Therra
was now forced to feed and shelter the man who was ultimately responsible for
her husband's death made Bellyra squirm but in truth, the | ady seened

wel com ng enough. During the evening neal she only referred to her husband
once, and then she called himby his full nane and title. They had had,
Bel | yra supposed, the usual narriage.

That ni ght Lady Therra personally showed themto the dun's best bedchanber,

whi ch sported a pair of chairs as well as a bed with a full set of enbroidered
hangi ngs. The walls, however, were bare, and the w ndows had not so nmuch as a
tanned hide to cover them A low fire burned in the hearth. Maryn's page
pull ed off his lord's riding boots, then hurried out to join the other
servants in the stables. Maryn tossed the boots onto the pile of the mail he'd
taken off earlier, then sat down on the edge of the bed with a sigh

"It gladdens ny heart to have you with me,' Maryn said.

"Does it?" Bellyra smiled at him

"I need your good sense. Lyrra, things are so tangled at court that | don't
know what to believe. And then there's Braenys. Did Nevyn tell you about his

gal I ?

'"He did.'

'Good. That'll save ne the trouble of repeating it all.’

She busied herself with unwapping her kirtle. I will not let himsee nme cry,
she told herself. I will not, not, not!

"What's wrong?' he said.

"I"'mjust weary. It's been a long journey.'

"So it has. | wish that it had been safe to send for you earlier, when the
weat her was better, but it wasn't. | can only hope it's truly safe now.'

She nerely nodded and concentrated on folding the kirtle. She heard the bed
creak as he got up. He wal ked over and put his hands on her shoul ders. Her

pri de was goading her to stiffen and nove away, but she | eaned back agai nst
himand felt herself trenble.

"You're truly weary,' he said. 'l should let you take your rest. M
apol ogi es.'

He et her go with a little pat on the shoul der, such as he m ght give a dog,
and turned away so easily that it wung her heart. And yet, she told herself,
what was he being but nore considerate than nost nobl e-born men woul d ever be?
She was so exhausted that she fell right asleep, and in the norni ng when she
woke she found hi m gone before her

During that day's ride north the | andscape around them changed. They'd ridden
hal f the nmorning before Bellyra fully realized what she was seeing. Al though
t he neadows were lush, no cattle grazed in them The fields were green and
tall with weeds, not wheat. Wen they passed farnsteads, either enpty
bui | di ngs or burnt ruins stood behind their packed earth walls.

"Ye gods, Marro!' Bellyra said finally. 'There's no people.’

"Not along the river, truly,' Maryn said. 'One arny too many took their crops
and livestock, and they fled. | can't say | blane them either, even if

they' re supposed to be bound to me. But wait until you see the city. You'l
see why |'ve been schem ng to keep Cerrnor under ny control.'

See it she did, late that afternoon, when with the sunset they rode through
the massive outer wails of Dun Deverry and into a wastel and. Siege after



siege, fire after fire, the looting of soldiers in the sunmer and the thieving
of desperate neighbours in the winter - she saw barely two houses standi ng
together in all the long ride through to the hill where the dun stood. As they
rode up to the outer wall of the dun proper, Maryn pointed across a shall ow
valley to a hill crowned with oaks.

'"Things fare better there," he said. 'That's the tenple of Bel, and they
managed to protect the people on the hillside.'

"I see. Do you think the folk will return?

"Nevyn insists they will. | can only hope he's right.'

Slowy they wal ked their horses up the spiral road into the dun itself- At
first Bellyra could nmake no sense out of what she was seeing. Twilight was

dar keni ng the sky, turning the junble of brochs, towers, walls, and sheds into
an i nconprehensi bl e nass of stonework. Their procession made one last turn and
cane out into what she assumed was the nmain ward, a huge cobbl ed open space
surroundi ng a conpl ex of brochs, hal f-brochs, and oddly random seemni ng towers.
Torches flared in sconces on the outer walls of a huge squat broch, and by
their light she saw, waiting for themon the steps, Nevyn, Oggyn, and off to
one side, O ho the smth.

"\l comre home, Lyrra,' Maryn said, grinning. 'It gets worse inside.'

It was weep or |augh, but she was happy enough at seeing Nevyn and O ho that
she [ aughed. Maryn disnounted, then hurried round to the side of her horse to
hel p her down. She | ooked back and saw servants trotting forward to hel p her
servi ng wormren and the nursemai ds. Once she was down, Maryn hurried off to give
orders to the captain of his riders, but Nevyn came forward and of fered her
his arm She took it gratefully.

You nmade himcone to neet ne,' she said, 'didn't you?

"I wish you were | ess perceptive,' Nevyn said. 'You' d be happier.'

"Well, | appreciate it, actually.' She patted his armw th her free hand.

"G ho! It gladdens my heart to see you!'

The dwarven smith stammered, blushed, and ran off.

"Hi s manners haven't inproved,' Nevyn said.

"Ch, fromhimthat greeting's worth a thousand flattering words from sone
courtier,' Bellyra said. 'Were's Lilli?

"I'l'l', I'"mafraid. That cough of hers troubles ne.'

Bellyra could feel himgo as stiff as boiled | eather. She could only think of
one thing such tension mght nean.

"WIl the poor child live? Bellyra said.

"Most likely. My apologies - | didn't mean to make it sound so grave.' Nevyn
smled, but only briefly. 'Ah, here's your husband, cone to escort you

i nside.'

When Maryn strode over, Nevyn released Bellyra's hand, but Maryn nmade no nove
to take it.

"What's this about Lilli?" Maryn said.

"She's ill, nmy liege,' Nevyn said.

"Ah.' Maryn's face went perfectly bland. "A pity.'

At that noment Bellyra knew, just as she always knew when he tried to hide his
ot her wormen. She was tenpted, bitterly tenpted, to ask ever so casually if
Lilli were with child, but for Nevyn's sake she kept silent. Maryn finally

of fered her his arm and, smiling, she took it, to let himlead her into Dun
Deveny's great bail

For sone days after the princess's arrival, Lilli barely saw Prince Maryn.

Al t hough she | eft her door unbarred at night, he never cane to her chanber.
During the day he would walk in the ward, but always with his councillors and
pages. \When their paths crossed, she would drop hima curtsy, and he would
acknow edge her with a smle. At times she saw himin the great hall, but
often the princess sat with him at other tines he was surrounded by his nen.
Even though she felt stronger every day, Lilli was at first glad of her
illness, simply because it gave her such a perfect excuse to stay away from
the wonen's hall. Quite regularly Elyssa would stop by her chanber and ask
after her health, and Lilli could always answer in perfect honesty, 'Nevyn's



worried about it.'

Branoi ¢ was another matter. During the brief times when Nevyn allowed her to
go out and about the dun, Branoic kept her constant conmpany. He was so
solicitous, bringing her food or drink when she needed it, letting her |ean
upon his arm when they wal ked together. Once, when she'd wal ked nuch too far
he insisted on carrying her up the staircase to spare her the effort. Guilt
began to ghaw at her soul. How could she let himdote upon her like this, in
happy i gnorance, when the truth about her affair with Maryn woul d doubt!| ess
drive himaway? Finally, on a norning when she'd slept better than usual and
thus felt she had the strength, she nade up her mind for honesty.

"I can't stand it any nore,' Lilli said. There's a thing |'ve got to tell you,
Branno.'

"I ndeed?' Branoic smiled at her. \Wat?

Seeing how easily he smiled hurt. She found herself on the verge of gasping
for air and for a | ong nonent could do no nore than | ook at him Despite the
grey sky and the chill in the air, they were sitting on their usual bench in

t he kitchen garden, one of the few places that, Lilli could be sure, Maryn
woul d never go. She w apped her cloak tight around her and tried to think. Her
careful ly prepared speech had deserted her nind

"What's so wong? Branoic said at |ast.

"I can't marry you.'

" Ah ye gods!' Branoic slunmped down on the bench with his |legs stuck out in
front of himand crossed his arnms over his chest. Tour brother's spoken

agai nst me, hasn't he? T always knew he woul d.'

"It's not that! Anasyn thinks you're a fine man. He's already told nme that we
can marry provided you can support me. It's - well -' She paused, gathering
breath. "It's the prince. He's taken - | nmean, I'mhis -' The words stuck in
her throat so badly that she wondered if she were going to cry.

Branoi ¢ uncrossed his arns and turned on the bench to face her. She'd expected
rage, but he seened nerely sol emn.

"I"ve heard runours,' he said at last. 'So they're true?

She nodded, swall owi ng hard. She shoul d have known, she supposed, that the
court would be speculating. Branoic |laid one I ong armon the back of the bench
behi nd her.

"I couldn't go on lying to you,' she said.

"And you have ny thanks for that. But |'ve got to say that |I'm di sappointed in
our prince. It's nore than a bit selfish of the man to forbid you to nmarry.
You need a place of your own at court. Just in case things change, like.'
"What? He didn't forbid ne anything.'

' Then why can't you marry ne?

Lilli could not have been nore surprised if the day had turned to night around
her .

"You mean you woul d?' she whispered. 'Still marry ne anyway?'

"Alord whose wife has the king's favour is a lucky man.' Branoic considered
her for a noment. 'Lilli, I'"mnot saying this because |I'mjeal ous, though | am
that, or to be harsh and get a little of ny own back. But truly, |I've seen
somewhat of the world, and a bit nore of our prince, and how | ong do you think
Maryn will dote upon you, anyway? Half the wonen at court will be setting
their caps at him and he'll not see any reason to deny them'

The tears did conme, rough and painful, as if she wept hot sand. She covered
her face with both hands and sobbed. Branoic put a brotherly arm around her
shoul ders.

' There, there, hush,' he said. 'Forgive me, will you? But | think ne |I've only
sai d al oud what you' ve been thinking,"'

"Just that.' She managed to force the words out between sobs.

"Just that.'

One sob too nmany, and she felt her chest tighten so hard she began to cough
and weep at the sane tine. She funbled in her kirtle for the cloth she'd
tucked away there, but she just couldn't seemto find it, and the frustration
made her sob the nore. Branoic fished into the folds of cloth, pulled the rag



free, and handed it to her.

"Bl ow your nose,' he said.

She did, then wi ped her face on the clean part of the cloth. She crunpled the
soggy ness in her fist while she breathed, forcing herself to inhale | ong and
cal Mmy. Wen she | ooked up, she found Branoic smling at her, but sadly.

"What does ol d Nevyn think of this? he said.

'"Ch, he was ever so angry. He'd told nme not to give in to the prince.'

"l guessed that. What will he think if we marry?

"I don't know. |I've not said a word about it. | just assumed you woul dn't want
me any nore.'

"Well, you were wong. Wiy not talk to the old nan about it today, |ike?

You' re his apprentice now, anyway, and it's up to himto announce the
betrothal .

"So it is. Oh ye gods, | just thought of somewhat! |f people have been

gossi ping, the princess nmust know." Lilli held a hand out in front of her and
found it trenmbling. 'How am | going to face her"? Branno, | feel so wetched.
I"mnot worthy of you, truly I'mnot."'

"That's a stupid thing to say. If | thought that, 1'd have spurned you on the
runours alone. Your Maryn's said he'll make me a lord, but in my heart I'm
still a silver dagger, and ye gods, I'll not be giving nyself airs.’

"But 1'mnot being fair to you!'

"Fair?' Branoic shrugged the comrent away. 'Fair is where you go to see the
pi gs race, ny |ady.'

She managed a snile.

"That's better,' he said, grinning. 'Now, if you'll have me, 1'll work out a
way to get to Hendyr and ask your brother, all formal-like. Well, if Nevyn
gives his approval, that is. I'll risk Maryn's jeal ousy, but cursed if 1"l
cross Nevyn. |'ve never wanted to be turned into a frog or suchlike."’

'"Ch don't be silly! Dweomer can't turn nen into frogs.'

Wll, that's a relief, but I"'mnot crossing himanyway.' He grinned at her
"But | think me he'll be sensible about this.'

"So do I. He worried, he told nme, about what woul d beconme of ne if he should

di e or suchlike.’

"And he's not getting any younger. So you tell himwhat we've decided.
"I will, but I want to sit here with you for a bit.

Branoic smled, and all at once she wondered what it would be like to sleep
with him She knew, now, what love neant. As if he'd caught the drift of her
t houghts, he took her hand in both of his, drew her close, and ki ssed her on
the nmouth. Pleasant, warm - a congenial sort of kiss, she felt, but next to
t he passion she shared with Maryn, it held all the excitenent of a bow of

war m porridge, another pleasant conmpanion on a cold day. Still, for his sake
she slipped her arnms around his neck and | et himkiss her again.
You know what?' she said. 'I've been sewing on your wedding shirt."'

'Have you now?' He grinned, so genuinely pleased that she began to share his
pl easure. 'Wen did you start that?

"Afair bit ago. After you left for Cerrnor.'

"Huh. You're lucky | didn't change ny nind.'

They shared a | augh, then another kiss. Lilli felt a gratitude so i Mmense that
she could al nbst nmistake it for love. A marriage with Branoic would keep her
steady and safe, the way a keel steadies a boat when it runs before a storm
desperate for harbour.

"My lord?" It was Lilli, standing in the doorway. 'May | speak with you?'

"By all means,' Nevyn said. 'Cone in and shut the door.'

Lilli did so, sitting in the chair when he offered it to her. He was pl eased
to see her cal mer than she'd been in days.

"Branoic still wants us to marry,' Lilli said. 'Even though he knows about the
prince.'

I ndeed"? Well, that's large-hearted of him Do you want to marry hin?

"I do, but will it interfere with ny dweomer work?

"I doubt it. Branoic will be at best a very minor lord, so his household will



be sinple for you to run.'

"W'll be glorified farners, nmore like." Lilli smled. 'l can't imagine Branno
sitting in his hall doing naught when there's work to be done outside, no
matter how nuch | and owes hi m dues.'

"No nore can |, frankly. Well, then, ny blessings on you both.'

" Ch, ny thanks! You know, Sanno's already given ne his permssion, so you
coul d announce the betrothal if you' d like. |I mean, you're ny master in a
craft.’

"So I aml You know, |'d not thought of it that way.'

"Although - well, they announced ny betrothal to Braemys here in the great

hall.' Her smle vanished. 'It seens |li ke a bad onen, to announce a second
betrothal there.'
"So it does. I'll just spread the word around to those who need to know.'

'Li ke the prince?

"H m and others.’

"My thanks. It's going to be a |long while before Branno gets that |and,

anyway. | gather Maryn can't give it to himuntil he's the king.'

"Just that.' Nevyn hesitated for a noment. 'And that neans bringi ng Braemys to
heel , one way or another.'

"So it does,' Lilli said. "It aches ny heart, ny lord, to think of him being
slain. He always was ny cousin, and now | know he's ny brother as well. | w sh
he'd just surrender and swear to Maryn. Do you think if | wote hima letter
it mght hel p?

"Now that's a thought. It nmight at that. Let nme ponder the idea for a bit.'
Late that night, when nost of the dun had | ong since gone to bed, Nevyn had
another visitor. He was studying certain obscure sigils relating to the

pl anetary spirits when he heard a noise that m ght have been a tim d knock
upon the door. He rose and shut the book. The noi se canme again.

"I's sonmeone there?" Nevyn called out.

"There is.' A wonan's voice, and trenul ous.

Nevyn crossed to the door and opened it. Princess Bellyra stood on the

| andi ng, wearing a plain linen dress and a shawl over her head and shoul ders.
She clutched the hal ves of the shawl together at the neck, so that with a
flick of her wist she would have been able to hide her face from passers-by.
"Do come in, your highness,' Nevyn said. 'I hope you're not ill."’

"I"'mnot. |'ve cone to see if you can nmake me a | ove charm'

Nevyn started to answer, then nerely sighed. Bellyra wal ked in and sat down in
his only chair. She let the shawl fall back over her shoul ders, then reached
up and ran a hand through her hair, hanging | oose and di shevel | ed.

"I'"d wager you can't, actually,' Bellyra went on. 'Love charns have the fine
ring of |egend about them'

"You're quite right.' Nevyn sat down on the edge of his bed. "And it's just as

well. The legends are built around all the troubles they cause, you know'
"What | really want is a potion that nmakes a person fall out of [ove.'

"If I had one I'd make Lilli drink it.'

"Ch, not for her! | don't blanme Lilli for one single thing. She's so young.
How was she supposed to resist Maryn once he'd set his heart on having her?
certainly never could, so I'll not be finding fault with her.' Bellyra paused,

and oddly enough she was sniling. 'The potion would be for nme. It would solve
SO many i nconveni ences.’

"Ah. Well, there | have to agree with you. Unfortunately, | don't have any
such thing anobng ny nedicinals.’

"So | feared.'

"Here's a thought to hold, though. No matter how many m stresses Maryn m ght
have, you'll always be his only wife.'

"Not true! Once the priests proclaimhimking, he'll marry again, won't he?
And to his one true love, | think me, beyond any | ass of the noment or ne.'
Nevyn si ghed, noddi ng his agreenent.

"You warned ne,' Bellyra went on. 'l wote it down in my book at the tine.

Maryn will always |ove the ki ngdom nore than anything else, you told nme. And



fear me you were right. | suppose that's why his wonmen don't bother ne. They
don't have his heart either.’
"That's certainly true. You know, your highness, once Maryn is seated as Kking,

the kingdomw ||l belong to you as well as to him He needs you rather badly.
Your advice he'll always be able to trust. You won't be flattering himto get
 and and honours out of him'

"Just so. | know there'll be plenty of conpensations. | also wish | weren't so
given to self-pity."'

"Ch come now | can inmagi ne other wonen in your position taking things a great
deal nore badly than this.'

"My thanks. | do appreciate it.' Bellyra paused, thinking. 'l wish | had
somewhat that was all ny owmn. My stationin life |l owe to Maryn. My children
are Maryn's. My duties are those of Maryn's wife. He's blasted lucky I |ove

himso nmuch, or I'd hate him

They shared anot her | augh.

"Well, then,' Nevyn said. 'Perhaps you should find a thing that's yours al one.
What makes you happy?'

' The most peculiar things. Truly, | should be positively giddy with joy over
this dun. There are so many odd corners of it to poke around in. | |oved doi ng
that in Cerrnor, poking around in old roons and | earning odd bits of the

hi story of the place.'

' Then here's what your herbman prescribes. Get the heralds to cut you up sone
cal fskins and turn theminto parchnents. Go poking around to your heart's
content and wite everything down, just like you did in Cerrnor. By sheerest
chance | know a fair bit about the ol dest broch, and you can start there.'

Bel  yra | aughed, seened to be about to speak, and from her smile she was about
to nmock the idea. Then she let the snmle fade.

You know, | think me I'll do that,' she said at last. It sounds a bit daft,
but truly, Dun Deverry is the nmpost inportant hol ding under the high king's
dom ni on. Why not wite its tale dowmm? And I'Il hold you to that prom se about
the lore.'

'Have no fear. I'Il honour it.'

"I should go,' Bellyra went on. 'Probably Elyssa and Degwa are frantic by now,
wondering where | am'

"No doubt. 1'Il walk back with you.'

"My thanks. Do conme visit us in the wonen's hall, will you?

'"dadly. What's it |ike?

'"Ch gods!' Bellyra rolled her eyes. "It mght do to house prize cattle. It's a

good thing we brought so many furnishings with us.’

Nevyn got a cl oak, and they went downstairs. Just outside the door a man stood
in the ward, wal king back and forth as if he were waiting for soneone. Nevyn
held up his lantern and caught the fellowin its light.

' Maddyn?' Nevyn said. 'Wat are you doi ng here?

"My apologies, ny lord.' Maddyn bowed to Bellyra. 'Begging your pardon and
all, your highness, but | happened to see you crossing the ward, and

wondered if sonmewhat was wong, like. | thought I'd wait to see if you needed
an escort back to the wonen's hall .’

"I think,' Nevyn broke in, '"that it would be far nore politic if | escorted
the | ady.'

'Ch probably so,' Bellyra said. 'But cone with us, Maddo, if you'd like.'

Her use of the bard's nickname struck Nevyn like a warning. Don't be a fool

he told hinself. Wiat's the source of her sorrow, anyway, but her being
entirely too faithful to her husband?

When Owaen | ed the honour guard out, Branoic went down to the ward to bid them
farewel . The autumm norning was so crisp he wapped hinself in a warm cl oak
To escort Lord Riddmar to Dun Deverry the prince was sending two hundred nen,
a hundred and fifty fromthe Cerrnor warband and fifty silver daggers. Men and
horses mlled around whilst they tried to draw up in sone sort of decent

order. Branoic stood on the steps, out of the way, where Maddyn eventual |y

j oi ned him



"I"'mcursed glad "'mnot riding with this detail,' Branoic said. 'Look at
Onaen strut! He's taking the prince's command as seriously as a wetched
priest.'

As if to continue the thought a silver horn blew six urgent notes. Carrying
the horn, Ownaen was riding up and down the line on his grey gelding, yelling
at everyone to get ready to fall in when the troop began to nove out of the
gates. At last the nmen seened to have sorted thensel ves out well enough to

pl ease him He took his place at the head of the line and shouted the order to
march. The mob of nen and horses unwound like a spiral, riding two abreast out
t he gates and down.

"Where will they be neeting our prince's brother? Branoic said.

"Hal f-brother,' Maddyn said. 'At Hendyr. |'msurprised you didn't ride with
themto ask Tieryn Anasyn for his sister's hand.'

"He already told Lilli he had no objections. Ad Nevyn's sent hima letter, to
make everything right and proper, like.'

"Atieryn's sister, is it? Youll be rising highin the world, Lord Branoic.'

" Ah hold your tongue or 1'll shove it down your throat!"’

When the last of the troop had ridden out, Branoic and Maddyn returned to the
great hall. They fetched thensel ves ale, then sat down not far fromthe table
of honour, enpty at this hour

"W're alnost up to strength,' Maddyn remarked. 'I'Il keep nmy eye out for good

men whil st Omaen's gone.'

' How many sil ver daggers did Onaen | eave behi nd?'

" About twenty. It should be enough to guard the prince in the mddle of his
own fortress.'

Branoi ¢ was about to answer when he saw Lilli com ng down the staircase. He
started to rise and join her when he saw Councillor Oggyn hurrying to neet
her. QOggyn took sonething out of his shirt and handed it to Lilli so furtively
that he might as well have shouted aloud that he was trying to keep a secret.
Now what's all this"? Branoic thought. Lilli took the nysterious sonething,
slipped it into her kirtle, then turned and went back up the stairs, while
Qggyn came back down to the hall

"I wonder what that was about,' Maddyn said quietly.

"Sliny Oggo, you nean?' Branoic said. '| wonder too. Mayhap it was just a gift
fromthe prince or suchlike.’

'Branno, can you really go through with this weddi ng?

"Way wouldn't 1?2

"Well, aren't you jeal ous of hinf

Branoi ¢ consi dered the question seriously while Maddyn wat ched, his dark eyes
full of honest concern.

"I am' Branoic said at last. 'But not enough so that it matters. Now, if it
were any man but our prince, we'd have this out with cold steel.’

"Very well, then. If it were me, |'d be cursing himdaily, prince or no.'
Maddyn was | eaning back in his chair, |ooking absently away, hut sonething in
hi s voi ce caught Branoic's attention, sonething painful. Since he had no idea
of what to say to address it, he said nothing.

Lilli was so eager to read the prince's note that she clinbed the stairs too
fast. At the top she had to rest |longer than she |iked, but she gai ned her
chanmber w thout coughing - a solid victory. She sat on a chair in the sunlight
and read Maryn's letter tw ce through

"Forgive ne, my lady. | hold you in no | ess esteemthan before, but affairs of
state have nmuch distracted me. Stay in your chanber this afternoon, unless
Nevyn has need of you, of course.’

Lilli kissed the witing, then got up and hid the letter with his others.

The afternoon dragged itself along. She practised her readi ng and enbr oi dered
a band of knotwork on Branoic's shirt. She kept breaking off whatever she was
doing to go | ean out of her wi ndow and squint at the sun. Wen it di sappeared
behi nd the dun, she judged its progress by the shadows creeping across the
ground bel ow.

That afternoon Lilli realized what a treasure she'd thrown away by cutting



herself off fromthe princess and her wonen. Always before she had Iived her
real life in the wonmen's hall anmong other wonen who did the same. Men cane and
went; their fighting determ ned the course of wonen's lives, just as they gave
their woren children. But when it came to raising the children, or living with
t he inevitabl e wi dowhood, wonen had ot her wonen, and they were the ones who
mat t er ed.

"I"ve got no one to talk with,' Lilli said aloud. 'On Goddess, what have |
done?'
Sunset touched the sky with flane, but still Maryn didn't cone. At |ast, when

she could see the first star bloom ng in the pale evening sky, the door

opened. She spun around just as he slipped in, carrying a candle lantern

"I brought you sone fire,' he said. '"It's growing cold out, Lilli, and so
you' d best light that wood | see in your hearth.’

"My thanks, ny prince. It's so wonderful to see you.'

'"Is it? Maryn set the lantern down on the mantel. 'I can't stay but a few
nmonents. '

Tears came before she could stop themand slid down her cheeks. Maryn crossed
the roomin a few quick strides and enfolded her in his arms. She clung to him
whil e he stroked her hair.

"Forgive me. My days aren't nmy own any nore.'

"I know.' At |ast she managed to staunch the shameful tears. 'O course.’

He ki ssed her, but she could feel the distance he'd set between them Wth a

I ong sigh he let her go.

"I'"d best be off," Maryn said. 'Till tonorrow afternoon, ny lady. 1'll do ny
best to get away then.'’

"That will be splendid.'

Maryn ki ssed her one last time and left. For a nmonent she stood | ooking at the

cl osed door. This is what being the king's mistress will mean, she thought.
Waiting and waiting for the few nmoments the wetched kingdomw Il et himgive
me! Her heart seenmed to chill and sink within her. And yet, even in the m dst

of his delicate manoeuvres, devolving the Cerrnmor rhan, trying to outguess the
king of Eldidd - even then he had worried about her heing cold. She'd never
known anot her |ord who woul d have done the sane.

She took the candle | antern and knelt down by the hearth, extracted the
burni ng candl e and touched it to the waiting tinder. The straw caught with a
crackle; a fine web of fire blazed over the kindling, which snoked, then
caught as well. Lilli sat back on her heels and returned the candle to the
antern. The smaller | ogs were beginning to burn, and the warnth swept over
her. Sal amanders appeared to caper in the flanes. She got up and went to her
wi ndow to close the shutters, but lingered to see the night sky deepen to a
field of stars. She wondered if Maryn would cone to her on the norrow or if
she'd watch the stars alone then, too.

Her days devolved into a tedious pattern of waiting for one man or another. In
t he norni ngs she could wal k abroad, but in the afternoons she waited for her
prince. Maryn sent notes, and occasionally he cane to her chanber for a few
qui ck words and ki sses. Nevyn was nmuch concerned with the priests of Bel and
their stubborn refusal to nane a day when Maryn woul d becone king. Wthout her
dweorer work, all Lilli could do was read lore, and whilst the dweoner denands
a great deal of menorizing, lore work alone can chill the soul. Nevyn at |east
woul d appear at the end of the day. They woul d eat together while they

di scussed her reading and her health.

'The weather's getting quite cold,’ Nevyn said one evening. You should spend
as little time outside as possible.'

"Ah ye gods! 1'll go nad!'
Nevyn rai sed one bushy eyebrow
"It's so awful," Lilli went on, 'sitting here alone all day.'

"Why don't you go join the other wonen?

"And face the princess?

"Lilli, Bellyra blames you for naught.'

Lilli picked up a slice of bread and broke it in half.



' Come now,' Nevyn said. 'Ask Elyssa if you don't believe ne.'

"It's not that | don't believe you. Maryn's asked ne to wait here for himin
case he can get away.'

"It would do himgood to show up here one day and find you gone.'

"But then 1'd miss my chance to see him'

Nevyn roll ed his eyes heavenward.

'Things are about to get worse when it cones to demands upon the prince,’
Nevyn said. 'Gaerbret Amerwdd of Yvrodur is on his way here to discuss the
devol venent of the Cenrnor rhan. He heads the Council of Electors, you see.'
Lilli began shredding the bread into crunbs. After a nmoment she heard him

si gh.

"I"mbeing so strict about your health for a reason,' Nevyn said at last. 'At
t he nmonent your cough results only froma congestion of the lungs. What if it
turns into a consunption?

Lilli | ooked up fast and felt as if all the blood were draining fromher face.
Nevyn | eaned back in his chair; never before had she thought of himas truly
ol d, despite his white hair, but that night he did |l ook old and sad as well.

'"It's aterrible thing to have your youth eaten up by illness,' Nevyn said.
"But it's better than dying young.'

"Just so.' Lilli felt her voice shake. 'l didn't realize this cough was so
peril ous.'

"Well, it is. WIl you swear to me you'll guard your health, no matter what
the prince may or may not do?

"I will, truly. I"'mso frightened.'

"I'"d hoped to spare you that, but mayhap | wasn't being w se. You deserve to
know the truth. 1 brought back nmy books of physick and herb | ore when we
visited Cerrnor, and |'ve been studying them nost carefully. There seens to be
little to be done for a consunption in the lungs. Not Galyn, not the great

| ppocratrix hinself, not even the Bardekian Karliko know how to cure it.

| ppocratrix does say that if a lass be losing flesh and having trouble with

her breathing, the best preventative is intercourse with a nman. | have ny
doubts, but then, you've taken that nedi canent on your own.'

Lilli blushed, and he | aughed at her

After Nevyn left, Lilli dragged her chair over to the fire and sat down cl ose

to the warnmh. Life seened so bitterly unfair. She'd bl ossomed as a worman and
found the great love of her life - but had everything ended so soon? She could
see herself ending up a prisoner to ill health in the grimtowers of Dun
Deverry, or at the best becom ng Branoic's poor frail wife that everyone
pitied. On the hearth the fire crackled and blazed in a shower of sparks,
glorious and gold only to die away in a few heartbeats. Perhaps her life would
do the sane.

And what of Branoic? she asked herself. She'd not seen himin days, shut away
as she'd been. Once before she'd managed to call himto her by dweoner. She

t hought of him sounded his nane in her thoughts, and all at once she saw him
inthe fire. First it seenmed that he and Maddyn the bard were sitting, as tiny
as dolls, in anmong the logs; then her vision suddenly swooped into the flanes,
and it seened that she stood near themat a table in the great hall. She could
hear not hi ng, however, but the crackling of the fire in her hearth. A puzzled
Branoi ¢ was | ooki ng around him He got up, said a few words to Maddyn, then
headed for the stairs.

Her triunph di ed when she remenbered that Nevyn had forbi dden her to work any
dweoner, not even sinple exercises, and scrying was far from sinple. She broke
the vision and found herself back in front of her fire. The warnth, the fee

of the chair under her, the snmell of pine snoke - they were all so solid that
she deci ded she really hadn't had a vision. She'd fallen asleep and dreant it;
that was all. In the fire a log slipped in a fine spray of flame-red jewels.
She got up, |ooking for the poker, just as Branoic knocked on her door and
cal | ed her nane.

Lilli screaned. She stuffed her hand into her nouth to stifle it just as
Branoi ¢ shoved the door open and strode in, reaching for his sword's hilt.



"I"'mall right,' she said. 'You just startled ne.'

"Did 1?1 could have sworn | heard you calling ne.'

"Wll, so | did, but | never thought it would work."'

Branoi c stared at her, then burst out |aughing. He turned and shut the door
'"W're a fine pair, aren't we?' He wal ked over to the hearth. '"Here, 1'll nend
up the fire for you.'

"My thanks.' She handed hi mthe poker. 'My mmidservants brought up sone big

| ogs - there, under the w ndow.'

Lilli sat back down and watched himfussing with the fire. He picked up in one
hand a | og that would have strained her to lift with two and set it carefully
i n place.

" That should do for a while.' Branoic laid the poker down. "Is this why you
called ne? To tend your hearth?

"It wasn't. | just wanted to see you.'

' That gl addens ny heart. |'ve been worrying. | keep asking old Nevyn how you
fare, and he keeps shaking his head and | ooking grim'

"Well, it's not that I'mhorribly ill yet. It's that | could be, if |I don't

t ake care of mnyself.’

Branoic smled, so sincerely pleased that she rose and | aid her hands on his
chest. bligingly he kissed her, then took another. She realized that it
wasn't only Maryn she m ssed, but his | ovemaking.

"Branno?' Lilli said. 'l just thought of sonmewhat.'’

"I ndeed-?'" He sniled down at her. 'Wat?

W're betrothed in everyone's eyes.'

He considered this, his head cocked a little to one side; then he sniled,
slowy this tine.

"So we are,' he said. "You honour ne, ny |ady.'

When she slid her arns around his neck, he stooped, caught her, and picked her
up to carry her to the bed.

Maki ng parchment from cal fskin is not such an easy thing. Bellyra was
expecting to wait weeks for the materials for her new book, but fortunately
the prince's heralds had brought blank sheets with them ready for wits of
attai nder and bani shnent, should the fortunes of war require such. Gavlyn
delivered her a share hinmself, although he had to wait until Maryn was in
attendance upon his wife in the wonen's hall before he could enter. On a sunny
nmorni ng he laid the parchments down on a table by a window. Bellyra ran her
hand over them just the col our of creamand as snmooth, neatly scored with a
blunt stylus to mark out the witing |lines and the nargins.

"My thanks, good herald,' she said. These will do splendidly."’

' Mbst wel come, your highness,' Gavlyn said. 'May you fill them w th happi ness
as well as words.'

Gavl yn bowed agai n, wal ked backwards, and bowed hinself out of the door. Maryn
strolled over to exani ne her new treasure. He ran his fingertips down the
surface of one piece and nodded hi s approval

"What are you planning on using these for?' he said.

'Lore about Dun Deverry. What's in it, and its history, and any oddities | can
di scover.'

Maryn | ooked utterly baffled.

"Li ke the book I found down in Dun Cerrnor,' she said, 'and then | finished
out the blank pages.'

"Ah. | do renenber that, truly. Very well, if it anuses you. Except - wait a
monent. | renmenber what you were |ike then, poking around filthy old chanbers
and sitting with the servants in the kitchens and suchlike. You're not going
to do that again, are you?

"I am How else can | find out what | want to know?'

"Well, | don't want you to go about alone. Sone of the floors in these old
towers are half rotted through. And it's not seemy, anyway.'

"I"ll take one of the pages.'

"That's not sufficient. Take a pair of men fromny guard.’

"They'll get in the way. The old people aren't going to talk freely if they've



got a great hul king pair of silver daggers |oom ng over them'

'"Only one man then, and sone pages, but 1'Il not have ny wife wandering around
al one like some servant |ass. Here, | know What about Maddyn? He's a bard;
he'll find the lore interesting.'

"Done, then, | shan't mind himas nuch. Wiich rem nds me.' Bellyra | aughed,

feeling pleasantly wi cked. 'Have you heard his song about the fox who's really
Counci |l or Oggyn?'

"What ?' He picked up her nood and grinned. 'Shall | ask himto play it?

"Not right out in the great hall where poor Oggyn could hear it. It's a
flyting, because Oggyn tried to extort sone coin out of men who wanted to be
silver daggers. He made them pay himfor introductions to Onaen.'

"Ye gods! Owmaen might have killed himfor that.'

'"He nearly did, apparently.'’

"Huh, no wonder Oggyn kept urging ne to send himoff to fetch Riddmar.' Maryn
shook his head in nock sadness. 'How Oggo's greedy little heart nust have
ached! | will ask Maddyn, if | have a noment, but when that will be, the gods
only know. And now |'d best be off, ny lady. Nevyn will be waiting for ne.'
Bel lyra sent one of her servant girls off to find a page, and hi mshe sent off
to find Maddyn. Although she couldn't receive the bard in the wonen's hall
she saw nothing wong with standing just outside the open door and talking
with himin the corridor. Wen she expl ai ned her new venture, he seened

genui nely pleased to be invited al ong.

"Qur prince thinks | need guarding,' Beflyra said.

' Treasures shoul d be guarded, your highness,' Mddyn said. 'And a treasure you
are.'

'Ch, get along with you! What's this? The wars really must be over, if silver
daggers are turning into courtiers.'

Maddyn | aughed. ' Maybe so,' he said, 'But |I'll be honoured to be your guard,
your highness.'

' Splendid! Wiat | want to do first is just wal k around and see everyt hing.
Such as the bolt hole. Maryn's told ne about the silver daggers opening the
gates.' She felt her sunny nood di sappear. 'My heart aches, thinking of your
losses. I'll wite about Caradoc in ny book, so he'll be renenbered.’
Maddyn's eyes filled with tears. Hastily he turned away, w ping his face on
the sleeve of his shirt. The silver dagger device enbroidered there, she
realized, sumed up his life, his honour, and his |oyalties beyond even those
he paid to her husband. Losing so nmany conrades nust have wounded hi m worse
than a sword.

"My apol ogi es, your highness,' he nunbl ed. You took ne by surprise, like.'

' None needed. | know you honoured the captain. So did nmy husband, and he's
told me that he misses Caradoc still.'

"Wll, so we all do.' Maddyn managed a smile. 'My thanks for the honour you'l
be paying him'

'Most welcome. I'Il get ny cloak.'

Bellyra returned to the wonen's hall to find Degwa, standing off to one side
but cl ose enough to the door to hear anything that m ght have been said. Degwa
dropped her a distracted sort of curtsy.

"I"ll be back in a bit,' Bellyra said. 'Make sure nothing happens to ny
parchnents.'

"OfF course, your highness. They're ever so lovely.'

When she left the broch with her silver dagger in attendance, Bellyra took a
pair of the youngest pages with themas well, as rmuch to give the boys a
chance to run around and play as for the propriety of the thing. Maddyn | ed
her through the maze of walls, sheds, towers, and wards to the ruins that hid
the bolt hole. Men of the fortguard stood on duty there all day and all night,
mat ched by another guard far away, inside the ruins where the escape tunne
debouched beyond the dun walls.

"Qur prince is talking of rebuilding that dun and settling it upon sone
particularly loyal lord,' Bellyra told him

'"That's a good idea, your highness,’ Maddyn said. 'It would be a fitting



denmesne for Branoic, if | can presunme to offer nmy advice.'

"You may. It's a good idea. I'lIl nmention it to the prince.'
"We'd best do somewhat about getting Branoic and his |ady married soon,’
Maddyn went on, 'before he gets her with child. Well, if he hasn't already."'

Oh indeed? And why are you worrying about that?

' There are nights when he doesn't sleep in the barracks, and Branoic's never
been a man for sleeping out in the rain. One of the other lads twitted him

about it, and | had to step between them Branno was ready to kill him over

the insult to his betrothed."'

Bellyra smled, and this tine her wicked feeling had little of the pleasant

about it. Revenge upon her husband tasted sweet, but beyond that Lilli's
unfaithfulness to Maryn had its practical advantages. The prince would tire of
Lilli sooner or later, no doubt, but now, when she had a child, there'd be no

talk of it being another royal bastard. Having one of those out in fosterage
was quite enough.

It also occurred to her, as they wal ked through the sunny ward, that Lilli was
young, so dreadfully young that she might well not realize just how dangerous
her situation was, caught between two men |like the hull of a boat tw xt rocks.
Since she could hardly warn Lilli herself, she decided to send El yssa for as
honest a talk as Lilli would allow.

Nevyn set the wood box in the centre of his table, then opened his dweorner
sight and inspected each etheric seal. They held strong, but he was aware of a
feeling emanating through the wood, the touch of some force that nanifested as
a deep unease. \Wen he shut down his dweoner sight it appeared ordinary
enough.

"I swear the wwetched curse is gathering strength!' Nevyn said. 'Look at it,
Lillif but don't touch it. Do you see anythi ng odd?

"I do, ny lord. It's alnpst like it's glowi ng, or naybe it's nmaking the air
trenble, but it's all oily and strange. Ch here, that doesn't make any sense.'
"I"'mafraid that it does. It's drawing power froma very unpl easant part of
the I nner Lands.'

On a storny afternoon they were sitting in Nevyn's tower chanber. Rain

spl ashed down onto the roof overhead, and the wi nd noaned, trenbling the

| eat her drapes over the wi ndows. Every now and then it would flip up the edge
of a hide and come rushing into the roomuntil Nevyn had despaired of keeping
candles lit. Huge balls of glowing silver light clung to the walls and lit the
chanmber with a peculiarly even gl ow.

"We'd best have a good | ook at the thing,' Nevyn said. 'Shall | take it out of
t he box?'
Wth a little cry Lilli laid a hand to her throat. Nevyn's first thought was

that the curse tablet was terrifying her, but then he realized that she was
staring at something behind him He turned round and saw the spirit who aped
Lady Merodda, standing just inside the doorway.

" A good evening to you,' Nevyn said. 'Have you cone to let nme help you?

The spirit laughed. '"I'mnot so easy to trick, old man. What you have in that
box bel ongs to Lady Merodda. Did you steal it, too?

"I won't be answering your questions until you answer some of mne.'

"That | won't do.'

"Then I'1l tell you naught.' Nevyn | eaned over the box and started to open it.
You' d best be gone. I'll be drawing a dweoner circle in a nonent, and it m ght
trap you.'

"Well, | mght answer one question.' The spirit took a step closer

Very well.' Nevyn let the box lie. "You say this belongs to Lady Merodda. Did
she create it, then?

'She didn't, but that ugly man who served her.' She glanced at Lilli. Your
uncle slew him'

Lilli nodded, her face dead-pale. 'So |I heard.’

"I found a baby with this tablet,' Nevyn said to the spirit. 'Was he Merodda's
own?'
"I'"lI'l not answer that till you answer one for nme. \Were is she now?'



' She's dead.’

"What does that nean?

' She's gone to the Otherlands. She no longer lives on the earth.'

"Where does she live?

' She doesn't live at all. Here,' Nevyn glanced around, saw a bit of charcoa
lying on the table, and picked it up. 'She's all broken and gone, like this.'
He crushed the charcoal in his fingers and | et the black dust sift to the

fl oor.

"And just what is that supposed to nean?

"I don't know how to nmake you understand.'

You lie, old man. You nust know where she is.'

"I tried to tell you.'

The spirit snarled like an animal. Her careful imge of Merodda wavered and
swelled like an inmage reflected in a pool of water when a breeze disturbs it.

"I shall find her, old man. | warn you. | shall find her, and then together we
will come get her daughter back.'
"I was not stolen,' Lilli snapped. 'l canme of my own free will."’

The spirit ignored her

"You can't find Merodda,' Nevyn said. 'She's dead and gone.'

The spirit screeched like an angry |lynx and sl apped at him Nevyn flung up one
hand and sketched a bani shing pentagramin the air. Wth one |ast snarl she
vani shed. Nevyn let out his breath in a puff of relief.

"WIl she keep troubling us?" Lilli said.

"I have no idea.' Nevyn paused, considering her. 'Are you frightened of her?
"Not truly. When she appears, she always startles ne, but then I rem nd nyself

that she's not truly nmy nmother.' Lilli grinned at him 'No spirit could be as
bad as that.'

' That speaks volunes, doesn't it? Very well, then.' Nevyn laid one finger on
t he wood box. He could feel nothing particularly unusual, but the spirit's
appear ance had troubl ed him breaking his concentration. 'I think I'll put
this back for the nonce. But sooner or later, I'lIl have to think of a way to

deal with it.'
"Well and good, nmy lord. Uh, do you have further need of ne?
"Not in particular. Wiay? |Is Branoic waiting for you?

"He is.'

'Then by all neans go keep your tryst.'

"My thanks.' Lilli blushed, then got up, turning quickly as if to hide it
"WIl | see you at nightfall?

"Not tonight. |I'mhaving dinner with the prince and Gaerbret Amerwdd.' Nevyn
paused, sighing. '|I suppose |I'd best put on a clean shirt, cone to think of
it. That fancy one with all the blazons. Irritating, but there we are. The
prince needs nust act like a king these days, and so I'l|l play the part of a
courtier.'

Late that evening Elyssa cane to Lilli's chamber, but instead of asking her
how she felt and | eaving again, she sat herself down wi thout being invited in
one of the chairs. A fire was burning in the hearth, and Lilli had cl osed the
shutters over the wi ndows, so that the room gl owed warmw th confortable
firelight.

"It's good to see you.' Lilli sat down in the other chair.

"Well, we've mssed you,' Elyssa said, smling. "Lilli, is it truly your
illness that's kept you out of the wormen's hall?

Lilli felt her face burn with a blush worse than any fever

" The princess herself asked ne to speak to you,' Elyssa went on. 'She thinks
that you nust fear her, and that distresses her. She bears you no ill wll."’
"Truly?

"Truly. It's not like you're the first |lass her husband' s fancied."'

'So Nevyn says, too.'

"That must be a hurtful thing to think on.' Elyssa was watching her in
concern.

"Well, it is," Lilli said, 'Everyone tells nme that, and they think |I'm



supposed to feel the better for it, but | don't. |I feel like a prize mare,
either bred or locked in the stables at her master's whim'

"That's not far wong, is it?

' True spoken. And | keep wondering when he'll find sone other horse to ride.'
'He m ght not, you know. \Who knows why nen do what they do"? Mayhap he's
finally found the one | ass he's been | ooking for all these years. If so, won't
that ease the princess's heart rather than vex it?

Lilli considered this with a feeling much |ike shock.

You know,' Lilli said at last, 'that's true spoken, but | hadn't thought of it
that way.'

'"There's a great deal to think about, isn't there"? It will take time for you

to sort through it all.’

"Just so. And then there's Branoic.'

"The prince will never forbid you that nmarriage. | hope you realize that.'
"Ch, | do. He has his own sort of honour, Mryn.'

For a nonent they sat in silence.

"Tell me to hold ny tongue if I'mprying,' Elyssa said at last. 'But do you
t hi nk you m ght be with child?

'Not yet, but truly, it nmight happen.’

"It will happen, sooner or later.'

"Ch | suppose, but | don't want to think about that.'

"Lilli, Lilli, how old are you? Do you have any clear idea?

"Well, 1 was twelve when | came here out of fosterage, and that was over two
years ago now. | was born in mdsumer, ny nother told me once.'

"So let's think: you' ve seen maybe fifteen years? |'ve seen a fair few nore,
and | know it would be for the best if you started thinking about this

possible child now WIIl it be Maryn's, or could it be your silver dagger's?
"Either, | suppose.' Lilli shrugged, feeling increasingly mserable. 'I'd
never ask the prince to claimit."'

"It's you I' mworried about. What will Branoic say if he thinks the child's
not his?'

"You don't understand. Branoic is as devoted to the prince as | am Wy el se
woul d he want to marry me, knowi ng what he knows?

'He knows?' Elyssa stared for a long nmonent. 'Well, then!' She rose, smling.
"I think me you've nmade a good choice for your husband. Now, please renmenber
to come to us tonorrow, in the late norning, say, or early afternoon. You can
hel p tease Dccci about Oggyn.'

Only later, long after Elyssa had gone, did it occur to Lilli to wonder how
she'd known that Branoic had been sl eeping in her chanber now and agai n. She
felt suddenly sick, wondering if Maryn knew it as well.

On the norrow, Lilli woke up convinced that she'd continue to avoid the other
worren as she'd been doing, but as the norning dragged on, her fat conviction
faded into a thin fear. Finally, not |ong before noon, she decided that she
was tired of her own cowardice. She left her chanmber and went up to the next
floor of the broch to the wonen's hall. The sight of the door, and the thought
of opening it, filled her with a sudden revul sion, so strong that she finally
realized it had little to do with Bellyra. She'd spent time in this hall wth
bot h Bevyan and her nother. For a noment she thought she could see them pale
grey waiths, wal king down the corridor toward her, yet she knew she was only
seei ng her own nenories. They clawed her heart worse than any ghost.

Wth one last gasp for breath, Lilli pushed open the door and wal ked in.
Across the big sunny room Bel |l yra, Degwa and Elyssa were sitting at a wooden
table franme, stitching on a bed hanging. For a nmonent Lilli could neither
speak nor mnove, not, however, fromthe sight.

"It's so different," Lilli blurted out. 'The hall, | nean.'

"It certainly is,' Bellyra said, smling. 'l couldn't believe how awmful it was
when we first arrived. Do conme in, Lilli, and have a | ook around.’

"My thanks, your highness.' Lilli curtsied, then shut the door. '"It's truly

[ ovel y.'

Al'l the old furnishings had been replaced by the princess's own. Bright



tapestries graced the walls, and Bardek carpets lay like little gardens upon
the polished floor. The chairs, the cushions, Bellyra's little tables with her

silver oddments - she had brought Cerrnor with her. None of Lilli's nenories
bel onged to this hall.
"It's splendid,’ Lilli said,

Qut of sheer habit she took a chair and brought it over to the frane. Wen she
sat down, Elyssa handed her a needle threaded with bright red wool .

"I'f you'll start on that wyvern there,' Elyssa said, 'I'll just finish off
t hese spirals.'
Lilli brought her thread through to the front of the hangi ng and began to

stitch, one hand bel ow, one above, in a rhythmso fanmliar that her

sel f-inposed exile struck her as one of the stupidest things she'd ever done.
And the talk, the news of the dun, news of Maryn's allies and the negotiations
over Cerrnor - after the silences of her sickroomno bard song had ever
sounded so sweet.

"Lilli," Bellyra said eventually. "You're so quiet today!'

"Well, your highness, nmy life's been terribly dull. I've been shut up so

l ong."'

" Ch huh! And what about Branoic? Is he dull?

Everyone | aughed, including Lilli. As they tal ked about Branoic, and the sort
of demesne that Maryn would settle upon him Lilli began to feel that her

affair with the prince had perhaps never happened. Mst certainly it had
lasted only a brief time, and perhaps it had ended already. If so, she

deci ded, she could not only live without him- she was also in sone deep way
relieved.

And yet, about the nmiddle of the afternoon, Maryn opened the door to the
worren's hall and started to walk in. For a noment he froze, his face utterly
expressionl ess as he considered the group at the enbroidery frane. Wen the
worren began to rise, he waved at themto sit, turned on his heel, and left,
sl ammi ng the door behind him

'How very odd,' Elyssa remarked. 'Well, our prince is much distracted these
days, what with the electors to worry about.'

"How kind you are,' Bellyra said, grinning. 'He | ooked terrified to ne.’

Lilli bent her head and paid strict attention to her stitches. She could fee
her heart pounding like a traitor, crying out that she loved himstill.
After the dinner hour Lilli was sitting with Nevyn in her chanber when Maryn

appeared. He wal ked in without knocking, then stood hesitating at the sight of
his councillor.

"I assune, ny liege,' Nevyn said, 'that you'd like me to | eave.'

"I would, truly.’

Nevyn smil ed, gathered up the book he'd been showi ng her, and with a bow to
the prince, left. Lilli felt as if she were crouching in her chair,

hal f-afraid Maryn woul d | eave quickly, half-afraid he'd stay for a long while.
He sat hinmself down in the chair Nevyn had just vacated and stretched his |ong
| egs out toward the fire.

"I take it the princess asked you to attend upon her today,' Maryn said.

' She did, your highness.'

"Don't call ne that!’

"My apol ogi es. "'

For a long while Maryn scowmed into the fire, which | eapt over big logs in the
stone hearth. The sal amanders lurking in the caves of gl ow ng coals gl owered

ri ght back, but fortunately of course he couldn't see them Lilli folded her
hands in her lap and tried to think of something to say.
'"Forgive ne, my lady,' Maryn said at last. 'I don't know what's wong with e

t hese days.'

"It's all the waiting, isn't it? Sitting around and tal king and waiting for
sumer. It nmust be dreadful for a man like you.'

"I suppose it is. But what is this creature, a man |like nme?

Lilli was too surprised to answer. Maryn | ooked up with a peculiar |opsided
smile.



"Don't let me spoil this little span of tine we have, ny lady.' He stood up

gl ancing around. 'Cone |lie down with ne instead."'

Yet after his |ovemaki ng, when he'd dressed and gone, Lilli lay awake for a

| ong while, wondering what his question neant, and what could have driven him
to ask it. Finally she fell asleep w thout an answer.

Gner bret Ammerwdd of Yvrodur stood nearly as tall as Branoic, and he was as
broad in the shoulders. Grey streaked his dark hair and stained his noustache.
As he tal ked, he reached up to stroke the noustache repeatedly with one wi de
hand, as if he feared he'd lost it. Since the prince had given himleave to
stand, he | eaned against the wall next to the hearth in the prince's reception
room and considered his sworn liege lord with cold dark eyes. Maryn, | oungi ng
in a chair, |ooked steadily back

"l understand your reasoning,' Amerwdd said at last. 'But there's going to be
a cursed | ot of grunbling about your handing Cerrnor over to a lad.'

"He'll be a man before long,' Maryn said, 'and is that truly what the
grunbling will be about?

Amrerwdd smil ed, glancing at Nevyn and Oggyn, who sat at a table off to one
side, then back to the prince. Wien Oggyn | ooked as if he m ght speak, Nevyn
rai sed a hand and silenced him

"Cerrmor's a rich prize," the gwerbret said. 'I'd never deny that.'

Maryn got up, beckoned to Anmerwdd to follow him and joined his two
councillors at the table, where a map of Deverry lay spread out. Maryn pointed
to the north-east corner and laid a fingertip on one town.

"This is Cantrae,' Maryn said. 'It belongs to the Boars. Follow the river
down, your grace, and we have d asloc, also in the Boar's hands. Then there's
the old WIf |lands. They have a claimon Lughcarn as well, and the gwerbret

there is trying to see which way the wind bl ows before he pledges to nme. He
doesn't know it, but he's waited too long. If the sumrer's fighting goes well,
all these will be mne by attainder. | intend to be generous to ny Cerrnor
vassal s.'

Amrer wdd nodded, stroking his noustache.

"These lands are all a cursed long ride fromthe Belaver,' the gwerbret said
at last. 'Men who have land there aren't going to want to give it up and nove
north.'

'"Who says they have to give up their old holdings? Wll, whoever the Electors
appoint as Gaerbret Cantrae will, and then Lughcarn as well. But the |esser
lords won't be under that sort of obligation.'

Amrerwdd started to speak, then | aughed, a short bark that sounded as angry as
it did merry.

"Hi ke that,' the gwerbret said.'Divide their holdings; let themspend half the
year riding back and forth; keep them out of trouble.'

"So | thought.' Maryn turned to Nevyn. Tell ne, councillor. If dasloc returns
to Ganerbret Daeryc, will he give up Mabyndyr ?'

"He will, your highness,' Nevyn said. 'And Mabyndyr's worth nore than

d asloc.'

"And then, ny liege, there are the northern demesnes,' Oggyn put in.

"That's quite true.' Amerwdd swept his hand across northern Gmaentaer. 'How
many of these lords will hold loyal to you in the spring?

"I don't know,' Maryn said. 'Probably none of them'

Bot h nmen | aughed, a hard grimchuckle. Their cynicismwas justified, Nevyn
assuned, but not |ong after something happened that proved hi mw ong.

On a day when the chill wind hinted of autumm comi ng, one of Maryn's new
vassals rode in with his honour guard of fifteen nen, and it was the |last one
that any of them would have expected: Lord Nantyn. As soon as he saw his
horses well stabled and his men housed, Nantyn stonped into the great hall and

yelled for the prince. He was a burly man still, Nantyn, even though his white
hair lay thin on his skull; he had watery blue eyes and a face pocked with old
scars. Nevyn, who happened to be in the hall, canme hurrying to greet himwth
a bow.

"Well, good norrow, ny lord," Nevyn said. '|I've sent a page off to fetch



Prince Maryn.'

'Good.' Nantyn peered at himfor a monent. 'Ah, that's right. You're that
cursed sorcerer. Wll, I've come on an inportant matter.'

Nevyn seated the lord at the honour table and sent a servant for nead. Since
Nevyn had heard the gossip about Nantyn, that he'd beaten at |east one wife to
death for no particul ar reason, he was predi sposed to detest him and snall
talk was difficult. Fortunately Maryn canme trotting down the stairs soon
after. Nantyn rose, nmade a sort of bend at the knees coupled with a bob of his
head that would have to do for a kneel, and got right to the point.

'Braemys is scouring the countryside for bandits,' Nantyn said. 'Enlisting
them | mean, not hanging themlike he should be doing. There's a cursed | ot
of desperate men out there, ny liege, and he's offered themall a place in his
war band. '

" Ah horseshit!' Maryn matched his way of speaking to his hearer. 'There's nore
than one way to raise an arny, eh?

"Just so.' Nantyn sat back down w t hout being asked and picked up his gobl et
again. 'l figured you'd better know it now'

"You have ny sincere thanks.' Maryn sat and notioned to the servant. 'Mead for
me and the councillor, lad. I'msurprised you'd ride all this way to tell ne.'
"So am 1, your highness.' Nantyn | aughed, a sound nore |ike another man's
death rattle. 'But winter gives a man time to think. 1'msick as | can be of

t he cursed pi ssproud Boars. Suppose they win. Once they take all the good | and
south of them they' Il be conming after my |Iand and anyone el se's they can get
their trotters on, | want my grandson to inherit, not some stinking Boarling.'
Nevyn opened his dweoner sight and studied the lord. Nantyn's aura was a
ghastly sort of blood-red, not surprising, considering the sort of life he'd
ied. Nevyn could tell, though, that he was undeniably sincere in his loyalty
to the new king. He was also telling the absolute truth as he saw it about
Braemys's recruiting tactics. The last lord | ever wuld have expected to hold
[ oyal! Nevyn thought to hinself.

It was the best omen he'd had in a long tinme. If nmen |like Nantyn were sick of
fighting, then the astral tides had turned for certain, washing the kingdom
toward peace. If only the wetched priests would see it, too! Yet as the
conversation went on, Nantyn sol ved that on-going problemfor himas well.
"I was hoping to send for all nmy vassals soon,' Maryn said at one point, '
cel ebrate ny assum ng the kingship.'

"Huh!' Nantyn snorted, 'That won't happen, ny liege, till you' ve defeated
Braenys.'

"Trul y? Why?'

"I forget you don't know the priests here in Dun Deverry. They've nade

t hensel ves rich out of these wars. They're not going to declare for one
candidate till they know beyond doubting he's won.' Nantyn paused for a
swal | ow of nmead. ' Greedy bastards, but they're not stupid. Bring them
Braemys's head on a pike, and they' |l seat you as high king quick enough."'
"l should have seen that |ong ago,' Nevyn nuttered.

Nantyn shrugged, reached across the table for the flagon, and poured hinself
nore nead.

"Well and good, then,' Maryn said, 'Come the sunmmrer, and we'll do just that.'
Nantyn | aughed and saluted himw th his goblet. Wth nmuttered excuses Nevyn
left Nantyn to the prince and fled the great hall-Long shadows |ay across the
ward. When Nevyn gl anced up at the sky he saw a streak of mackerel clouds
coming in fromthe north, signalling a rainstorm he supposed, since it was
far too early for snow. As he was wal king over to the side broch that held his
chanmber, he saw Princess Bellyra and sonething of a retinue - Maddyn, two
pages, and O ho - all standing with their heads tipped back. They appeared to
be | ooking at a narrow tower that graced one of the newer buildings. Wen
Nevyn joined them Bellyra explained their odd posture.

"Look how it leans,' she said. 'lI was wondering why.'

Nevyn | ooked and saw the alarming angle the tower made to the ward bel ow.
"It's badly built, that's why,' O ho snapped. 'They just stuck it on top

to



like, instead of starting at the ground and digging a proper foundation.'

"It does | ook dangerous,' Nevyn said. 'One of these days it could cone down of
its own weight. Well, or so | think. Oho?

"I agree, ny lord. A bad job all round.’

"I"ve | ooked through sone old accounts Oggyn found,' Bellyra said. The tower
was built about fifty years back. The accounts even tell where the stone cane
from up in Grvaentaer. They barged it down. Fascinating, | thought.'

O ho nodded hi s agreenent.

"Well, your highness,' Maddyn put in. 'In the last day's fighting, when we
finally broke through and took this area, sone of the Boar's nmen were up there
droppi ng stones fromthe roof. Thanks to the | ean the stones fell straight
down wi t hout bouncing off the walls. So | thought they'd built it that way on
pur pose, |ike.'

"Now that | hadn't thought of.' O ho | ooked profoundly sour. 'You nay be
right, bard. But it's not stable anyway.'

"Eventually I'"msure our prince will have it down,' Bellyra said. 'But this is
all very interesting indeed. 1'll have to wite about this tower.'

' There's another one round back,' Oho said. '"And just as rickety as this.'

' Ch good! Let's go see!'’

The princess and her retinue trooped of f, heading around the central broch
conpl ex. Nevyn, however, went back to his chanber where it was warm There
were times when the magical forces that prolonged his life ignored his aching
joints.

It was Bellyra's habit to compose in her head, then conmit her words to the
expensi ve parchnent only after she had themright. Normally she would wite in
t he norni ng, when the sun cane strongly through the wi ndows, but at times she
woul d find herself adding a line or two in the evenings by candlelight. Oten
formng letters absorbed her until her eyes ached when, as on that evening,
she'd found sone particularly interesting lore to record.

"Nevyn's told me lots about this broch,' she renmarked to Maryn. The one we're
in. Did you know it was the ol dest?

"I didn't," Maryn said, yawning.

She turned in her chair to |l ook at him I ounging half-dressed and hal f - asl eep
on their bed.

You find this tedious,' she said.

"l don't. Go on.'

"Well, there was sonmewhat so odd about the way Nevyn told ne about the broch
He was so caught up in it, like, and he made it seemso real. It nmade ne fee
that he'd been there and seen it with his own eyes.'

"Ch come now He's old, truly, but not that old."'

"I do rather know that. It was just his way of telling.' She glanced at the
pi ece of parchment. 'I've got it all down now But anyway, the king who built
it believed in keeping the old ways, and in his time the old ways incl uded
sacrificing horses and putting their corpses under the foundations of a new
broch, so that's what he did."'

' They must have rotted away by now,' Maryn said. 'Bones and all."’

"Just so. Perhaps that's why your arny could take the dun. The ol d king

t hought it woul d never be captured as long as the spirit horses guarded it.
Nevyn told ne that he'd read in a book that in the Dawnti ne, the kings woul d
have sacrificed children and buried theminstead of horses.'

Ye gods! Truly?

"Truly. Onh, and count yourself lucky, nmy lord and husband, that they don't
consecrate kings now the way they did in the Dawntinme. You woul dn't have j ust
ridden that white mare in the procession. You would have had to nount her and
ride her like a wife, and right in front of everybody, too, so they could be
sure you'd really done it and didn't just say you had.'

Maryn bl ushed scarlet to the tips of his ears, and she | aughed at him

You're inventing that,' he snarl ed.

"I"'mnot. Ask Nevyn if you don't believe ne.'

"I'"ll do naught of the sort!’



"Well, it's true. Nevyn found it in a book that was ever so old."'

"Then you're right: |I do count nyself lucky. Ye gods!' All at once he sniled
at her. You've got ink on your nose.'

She al so had ink on her fingers, she realized, and her reed pen had gone al
mashed at the tip. It's a good thing | seasoned nore of them she thought. She
tossed it into the fire, where it burned with a hiss. She w ped her hands on a
rag, then blew out the candles. By the light of the fire she wal ked over to

t he bed.

"Do you think you could have?' she said to Maryn. Taken the mare, | nean, if
you had to in order to be king?

"I have no idea, and | don't care to dwell wupon it.'

"Well, I"mjust curious. I"'mnot a man, so how would I know? You couldn't even
get drunk first, not too drunk anyway, or you wouldn't be able to do anything
at all.’

Maryn roll ed his eyes heavenward. She picked up a bone conb fromthe wood
chest under the w ndow and began to conmb Her hair.

"You're thinking about it,' she said. 'Aren't you?

["mnot!'

"Il wager you are. | hope they washed the mare off first.'

"Just hold your tongue about it!’

'Have | made you angry?

"What ? You haven't. To tell you the truth, | Iike seeing you like this, so
j oyous about your lore. It's |like you' ve cone alive again.'
"Wll, so it is.'" She stopped combing and considered for a nonment. 'I'd not

realized it, but that's true,’

He sat up, snmiling at her

'Come here,' he said. There's no use in your conbing that out if I'monly
going to tousle it for you.'

'"And are you, then?

"You can pretend you're the mare.'

"You beast!' She threw the conb at him

He ducked, | aughing. When she sat down next to him he took her by the

shoul ders and ki ssed her. Wapped in his arms she could forget everything,
good and bad alike.

But |later, when he'd fallen asleep, she |ay awake, thinking. In a way she was
the white mare, she realized. By nmarrying her, Maryn had nmarried the Cerrnor
rhan and the claimon the high kingship with it, just as in the old days the
sexual intercourse between king and mare had served as his marriage - but not
to the kingdomitself, exactly. To the sovereignty of the kingdom she

t hought. That's what they married, and then the ruling is a separate thing
fromthe land itself! The idea was so interesting that she got up, lit a
candle fromthe glowi ng enbers in the hearth, grabbed a fresh pen, and wote
it down.

Over the next few weeks, as the last of the sumrer vani shed into a chil
autumm, Maryn stayed in her bed every night. In the nmornings he would |inger
in their chanmber. They would sit in the sun if there was any or near the fire
if there wasn't, and she would tell himwhat she'd di scovered about the dun's
hi story. Her serving wonen began to remark upon how happy she | ooked, and she
had to admit that they were right. Ohers noticed the change in her as well.
"Wl l, your highness,' Nevyn renmarked one afternoon, 'you seema good bit nore
cheerful these days.'

"I am truly,' Bellyra said. "And | owe you ny thanks for the idea of witing
in a book again.'

"You' re nost wel cone.'

They were sitting by a window in the wonen's hall on a day warm enough to

| eave the openi ng uncovered for the light. It was a pl easant enough view,

Bel  yra thought, when the sun gilded the dark towers. Down below in the ward
servants were trotting to and fro on various errands, and as she watched, part
of the Cerrnor warband returned fromexercising their horses. Fromthis height
the clatter of hooves on cobbles and the jingle of tack sounded like a



cacophony of bells.

"It's not just the book,' Bellyra said, 'Maryn's been rmuch - well, warmer
toward me in the past few weeks. He finds me interesting again, | suppose.’
"That's splendid! And it sounds as if you and Maddyn have ferreted out quite a
bit of lore, all of it of some inportance.’

"I find it so, certainly. I'"mnever sure if poor Maddo is just being patient
because he can't get out of guarding ne.'

" Naught of the sort. He told nme that he finds it quite interesting.'

'Ch, good! But it's going to be an eccentric sort of |ore book. Al the other
ones |'ve ever heard of were of herbs or the laws or suchlike.'

"True enough. But 1'll wager the priests of Wimw I| want copi es anyway when
you' re done.'

"Truly?" Bellyra raised one eyebrow. "It will be tainted, after all, because
["ma wonman.'

' The priesthood of Wi nay not admit wonen, but it doesn't hold themin scorn
either, the way the priesthood of Bel does. Your book will be very wel come, |
assure you.'

"That's gratifying. | was wondering if anyone el se but ne would ever care, you
see. '

"Ch, | think your book will have a good many readers over the years. W'Ill get

the scribes to make up several copies.' Nevyn paused, blinking as if at a
sudden thought. "You've been questioning the various servants, haven't you?

"I have. They're ever so flattered, too, that someone will listen to them'
"Well, | was wondering. Have you heard any tales of ghosts? In particular, a
worman with bl onde hair dressed in nmourning - she speaks of a daughter that
soneone's stolen fromher.'

Bel | yra considered for a nonent.

"lI've not,' she said at last. 'I did hear that there used to be a haunted side
tower attached to the royal broch. They had it torn down sone eighty years ago
to quiet the ghost init.'

"What sort of ghost, did they say?

"A young lad, a claimant to the throne, who was walled up alive in his chanber
and allowed to starve to death.'

Yen! Well, that's not what | was |ooking for.'

"I ndeed? You nean you have a particular spirit in mnd?

"I do. If she appeared to the servants, they'd think her a ghost, but she's
anot her sort of apparition entirely.'

Ych, indeed!' Bellyra shuddered at a touch of cold on the back of her neck
"Wll, 1've only talked with a few people so far. If | hear anything, I'Il be
sure to tell you.'

A bit of asking around did bring her several nore ghost tales, but none fitted
t he description Nevyn had given her. She recorded them anyway, to add

exci tement should anyone want to read her histories.

Nevyn was having no nore luck than the princess when it came to discovering
the nature of the mysterious spirit who assuned Merodda's form Hi s books
described nothing Iike her, his meditations told himnothing, and even the
Lords of the El enents knew nothing of such as she. Once he saw her wal ki ng
along the corridor that led to Merodda's old chanbers, but at the sight of him
she vani shed. Finally, after some weeks of his futile investigations, Lill

saw her agai n.

"It was just as | was waking, nmy lord," Lilli told him 'l thought at first it
was a dream about ny nother. | do have them now and again. But anyway, she
was standing by the table in ny chanber, and she | ooked just l|ike nmy nother
when she was angry. | asked her what she wanted, and she told ne | was a crue
and ungrateful child. | started to cry, and she di sappeared.’

You're sure it wasn't a drean?' Nevyn said. 'It certainly sounds |like one.'

"I could feel the wool blankets under ny hands. And the tears were wet.'

"Ah. Well, then, you actually did see her. It's interesting that she knows
you' re Merodda's daughter. Mst spirits have no understanding of kin and clan
but it seens to matter to her.' Nevyn paused, considering the idea that had



just cone to him Tell ne, how are you feeling? |I've not heard you cough in a
good long while.'

"I'"'mmuch stronger, ny lord.'

"Do you think you' re well enough for a bit of excitenent? Hunting this spirit,

say. '

Lilli's eyes went as wide as a doe's when she's ringed by dogs. 'I could be
bait?

"Only if you're willing.'

'O course.’

"OfF course? Nevyn paused for a snmile

"Well, I"'mfrightened, but | want to know what she is. It's fascinating, a

sort of ghastly grimfascination, but one nonethel ess.’
Very well, then. Let me tell you what to do.'

Merodda's ol d chambers still stood enmpty. In the reception roomone of the
hi des had slipped fromits wi ndow, and rain puddled under it on the floor. The
snel |l of mildew hung so heavy that Nevyn hurried Lilli into what had once been

t he bedchanber.

"Lots of dust in here,' he said. 'Good. Now, you stand out of the way whilst |
draw our trap.'

Wth the little broomof sticks he'd brought Nevyn swept a circle into the
thick dust, then decorated it with five-pointed stars, one at each cardina
poi nt .

'"Or as close to the cardinals as matters,' he remarked cheerfully. 'Spirits
rarely understand what north and south and so on mean anyway. Now, step
carefully, Lilli, so you don't rub anything out, and go stand just there, in
the centre.’

Lilli did as she was told. Nevyn raised his hands above his head and call ed
upon the Light. A sheet of blue fire raced round the circle and forned a wall.
When Lilli gasped aloud, he realized that it had nmanifested on the physica

pl ane as well as the etheric.

' Does somewhat puzzle you?' Nevyn said.

"Not truly. It's nuch like the circle Brour nade for a ritual. But he had to
work so hard, ny lord. He invoked things and broke out into such a sweat,
while you - all at once the fire just sprang up.'

Nevyn | aughed. 'Well, when | was an apprentice, | would have had to work nuch
harder, too. Now, let me stand back in the curve of the wall here. Are you
ready?

Lilli nodded. In the dimlight she | ooked pale, but she took a deep breath and
steadi ed herself.

"Mother?' Lilli called out. 'Mdther, are you here?

Nevyn felt the hair on his neck prickle. Sone entity was hovering close to
them quite close.

"Ch nother, nother,' Lilli continued. "Were are you? Please forgive ne.'
Across the circle from Nevyn she appeared, so |ike Merodda that Lilli sobbed
al oud, just once.

"I cannot reach you,' the spirit said to Lilli. "Rub out a bit of that circle
and I'Il come to you.'

"I think not.' Nevyn stepped forward.

The spirit snarled and swung toward him her nouth open |like a beast's.

"Who are you?' Nevyn said.

"That | shall never tell you.'

"Way not? Let me help you find peace.’

"Naught will ever bring me peace but ny daughter. Her father's hidden her from
ne.'

" And where has he hidden her?

The spirit tipped her head to one side and | ooked hi m over

"I'"l'l not answer any nore of your questions. You' ve stolen her daughter, and
so no doubt you'll help himsteal mne!’

Wth that she vanished, leaving Lilli shaking in the mddle of the circle.
Wth a wave of his hand, Nevyn bani shed the blue fire.



"Let's go back to ny chamber,' he said. You need to get warm'

Al t hough Nevyn's chanmber had no hearth - he'd sacrificed a fire to gain a view
- his charcoal brazier put out an amazing lot of heat, thanks to the WI dfol k
of Fire. He put the chair next to it for Lilli, then perched on the edge of
hi s bed.

"That's better,' he said. 'You' ve stopped shivering.'

"I"'mnot sure | was truly cold," Lilli said. "It was nore seeing the spirit.’
"Well, no doubt. | think it's time | taught you how to nake a circle round
yourself for protection. You're well enough nowto try a sinple ritual |ike
that .’

"I"ll be glad of it. It would take nmy mind off - well, uh, | do get bored of
an afternoon.'

' Take your mind off what? The prince?

Lilli nodded, suddenly m serable, 'He's not cone to me in ever so long.'

"Ch here, child!" Nevyn said. '"lI'msorry.

"Don't be. | always knew he'd tire of me sooner or later.' Bitterness cracked
her voice. 'l don't want pity!’

Very well, then. W'll let the natter drop.'

"My thanks.' Lilli w ped her eyes on her sleeve. '|I feel so hatefully greedy.
After all, | have Branoic.'

'So you do.'

Nevyn waited for her to say nore, but she nerely | ooked across the chanber,

her mouth set tight. Wth a sigh, he changed the subject.

Nevyn stayed awake | ate that night, sitting in his tower roomwith only a
lantern for conmpany while he thought about Prince Maryn and the dangerous

m sery he was bringing to the wonen around him He had rai sed Maryn to be bold
in war and to hold strong in defeat, but he had never considered that victory
woul d bring its own snares and dangers. He realized then that despite the
approval of the Great Ones and the desperate need of the kingdom he had quite
simply never believed that his grand plan woul d succeed. Never, when he was
educating his prince, had he thought of educating himfor peace.

On the norrow norni ng when he woke, Nevyn went to his w ndow and | eaned on the
sill to look out. He could see over the brochs and sheds and general clutter
of Dun Deverry all the way down the grassy hill to the outer walls. The grass
glittered with frost, and the fewtrees left standing flamed w th autum

col our. Soon enough the winter would shut themall in together, Maryn, Lilli,
Bel yra, | ocked inside the grimstone walls of Dun Deverry with snow and storm
for jailors.

"Little Lilli seenms npbst unhappy these days,' Elyssa renarked.

'So she does,' Bellyra said. 'l suppose | should feel sorry for the poor
child.'

"Why? Serves her right, | should think, for sleeping with your husband in the

first place.'

"I"'mafraid I've had thoughts that way nyself. But she's dreadfully young,
only a lass, really, and how many wonen have your strength of character?
El yssa shrugged the conplinment away. Even some years after the incident it

still amazed Bellyra that a wonan existed who could resist Maryn. Elyssa had,
in fact, sent himaway with words so sharp that Maryn had ruefully repeated
themto his wife. There will always be one worman | can trust, Bellyra thought.
| suppose that's why he told me, so I'd know what a friend |I have.

"Ah well,' Elyssa said at last. 'Shell live through it. She has her silver
dagger, anyway.'

'So she does, and Maryn will nmake hima l[ord soon enough.'

The two wormen were sitting alone in the women's hall. Sunlight streaned in a

near by wi ndow and scattered gold across the new y-polished floor and the
carpets. Bellyra rose and stood in the fugitive warnth.

"Summer's gone,' Bellyra said. 'l wonder how early it snows, this far north.’
"I wonder what real snowwll be like. | gather it gets quite deep, not |ike
the scatter we have back hone.'’

' Back home? Do you miss Cerrnor, Lyss?'



"I do. But it's certainly interesting, being here in Dun Deverry. You know,
it's odd. All nmy life |I've heard about it, but I never quite believed it
actually existed. It seemed too unreachable, |ike the Blessed Isles or
suchlike, to be real."’

"I used to feel that way, too.'

"At times you | ook happy enough to be in the Isles. It gladdens ny heart to
see. '

"My thanks. | am happy, | suppose.’

"You suppose?

' Thi ngs change, Lyss. If I've learned one thing in nmy marriage, it's that.'
During the day she had her work upon the book, and at night she had Maryn's
attentions again. Bellyra never allowed herself to think he |oved her, not in
any true sense. She amused him at those tinmes when the ki ngdom gave him a
little leisure - that was all. So |ong as she stayed m ndful of this reality,
she could take joy in his conpany and not ask too much of himor of her life,
or so she told herself. The days passed, one after the other, in a calmas
hushed as the silver nonents before dawn. She refused to |let anything break
the calm no matter what she had to ignore to keep it.

On a day when the frost lasted well into the norning despite the sun
nmessengers rode in from Yvrodur. Gaerbret Ammerwdd sent letters describing in
some detai! his meetings with the various nmenbers of the Council of Electors
for the Cerrnor rhan. Prince Maryn summoned Nevyn and Oggyn to his counci
chanmber to discuss them The stone walls seened to ooze cold despite the fire
blazing in the hearth. Maryn had a servant pull a small table up to the fire
and chairs for the three of themas well, Nevyn and Oggyn took turns in
reading the letters aloud while Maryn sl unped down in his chair and |listened
with grimintensity.

'So far so good, your highness,' Nevyn said at last. 'It appears that none of
the electors truly objected to young Ri ddmar.'

'None of them junped up and down in glee, either.' Maryn picked up one of the
letters and waved it vaguely at his councillors. '"At |east they understand the
El di dd situation.'

' They should,’ Nevyn said. 'The wars woul d have been over fifty years ago if
there'd only been two claimants for the kingship.'

Qggyn nodded his agreenment. He was taking a second | ook at one letter and
doing his best to mimc Nevyn's silent way of reading, a slow process for him
apparently. At last he tossed the letter back onto the table.

"I'f only, your highness,' Oggyn said, 'we could give thema good accounting of
t he Lughcarn rhan, | suspect that sone of the objections would vanish. It's a
rich prize by all accounts, and if we procure it by attainder, it will be
yours al one to bestow'

' True spoken,' Maryn said, 'but several of the electors for that rhan cane
over to me last summer, and | intend to give thema voice in the decision.'
Qggyn set his lips tight together

"There are tinmes,' Maryn went on, 'when generosity brings its own rewards.
want these nen to stay loyal not just to ne but to ny heirs.'

"Hi s highness is nost far-seeing,' Oggyn said. 'And doubtless correct.'
"Which reminds ne.' Maryn | eaned back in his chair and consi dered Cggyn.
had a conpl ai nt brought to ne agai nst you.'

"Indeed, ny liege? Oggyn turned white around the nouth. 'I trust it's no
great matter.'

"It was to those who brought the conplaint. The cook tells me that you had a
talk with her.'

"My liege!" Oggyn tried to laugh, but his voice choked. 'How obnoxious of the
vulgar little woman, to trouble you!'

"My wife brought her to ne, actually.’

"Uh, well, then, of course it would be her right -
'Hol d your tongue,' Maryn snapped. 'Less flattery, nmore truth. She told ne
that you tried to extort coin and favours out of the servants for the |eavings
frommy table.'

I've



Qggyn went well and truly pale. Nevyn alnost felt sorry for him pinned by the
prince's cold stare as he was.

"I'"l'l not have any nore of that,' Maryn said. 'Do you understand ne?

"I do, ny liege."'

' The servants are wel cone to eat what they w sh after the nobl e-born have been
served. That's how it was in Cerrnor, and that's how it shall be here. Is this
cl ear?

"It is, your highness.'

"Splendid!'" Al at once Maryn laughed. 'If you don't mend your grasping ways,
Qggyn lad, 1'Il have Maddyn sing his little song about you to the entire great
hal I .'

Qggyn's pallor vanished in a flush of red. He tried to speak, failed,
swal | owed hard, and finally forced out the words. 'My |iege, you know about
that, then?

"I do.' Maryn was grinning at him 'My lady told me of it, and | had Maddyn
play it for me, but in ny private quarters. Don't | ook so wetched, Oggyn.
Mend your ways, and I'll never mention a word of this again.'

"I assure you, your highness, | will. My word -' Oggyn stopped, gul ping,
gasping, and at |ast sighing instead of speaking the nore.

' Your assurance and your word are all | need.' Maryn rose, glancing Nevyn's
way. 'I'll |eave you now, good councillors. Don't rise on ny account, and stay
by the fire as long as you like."'

The prince strode out of the chanber. As soon as the door closed behind him
Qggyn dropped his face to his hands and wept.

"Here, here,' Nevyn said, as gently as he could manage. The prince will keep
his word, you know. No one else will ever hear of this.'

Qggyn rai sed his head, snivelling, Nevyn fished in his brigga pocket, found a
rag, and tossed it to him Oggyn wi ped his face and bl ew his nose, then
crunpled the rag in one fat fist.

"It matters not,' QOggyn said. The prince has heard of it, and that's the worst
thing of all. One of these days, I'll find a way to settle with that wetched
bard. | know not how, but I wll!"’

He threw the rag into the fire. It caught and flared into a sheet of ash.

' Taki ng revenge on a silver dagger is a dangerous thing,' Nevyn said quietly.

I think ne you' d best be content with the prince's forgiveness and let the
matter die.'

Qggyn turned and | ooked at himw th eyes that reveal ed nothing. 'Perhaps
you're right,' the councillor said. 'Indeed, no doubt you are right.'

Nevyn knew that he was |ying, but he could do nothing one way or another but
keep an eye on Oggyn and his schem ng. He won't dare cross ne, Nevyn thought,
knowi ng what | know. Still, later that day he had a private word with Maddyn
and warned himto be on his guard.

"Ch, 1've never trusted Slinmy Oggo,' Maddyn said, 'not fromthe day | met the
man. But mayhap |1'd best forget that flyting song. He may be a hound, but
hounds can bite as hard as wol ves.'

For sonme while Bellyra had been unusually tired. Life in Dun Deverry, she

rem nded herself, was a good bit nore difficult than Dun Cerrnor. The autum
nights felt as cold as full winter did down by the sea. The dark stones and

t he vast disorder of stairways and towers, paths and unexpected walls, at
times seened half-alive, as if the very dun were a ghost, waiting for its
chance to suck life fromthe living. No doubt she felt tired for all sorts of
such reasons. She told herself that daily.

Yet the tinme inevitably cane when she could no longer lie to herself. The
first snow arrived on the north wind and fell hard all day, but the w nd drove
it off again by nightfall. Froma wi ndow in the wonen's hall Bellyra | ooked up
at the stars in an achingly clear sky and saw a fat slice of moon shining in
its waxing quarter. | should have had my bl eeding before this - and it didn't
cone | ast nonth as well. She stood gripping the windowsill wth both hands and
staring at the nmoon, while the cold night wind swirled around her

"Your highness?' Degwa canme hurrying over. 'Do come away fromthe wi ndow.



You'll get chilled."'

Bel | yra nodded and sat down in her chair by the fire, where Lilli and El yssa
sat waiting, Elyssa in her chair, Lilli on a cushion right at the hearth.
Degwa hung the oxhi de drape back over the w ndow, then dragged a chair over to
join themin the dancing |ight.

"I's somewhat wrong, your highness?" Lilli said.
' Ch, naught, naught. I'ma bit distracted, that's all. | was thinking about ny
book. '

They were all watching her, all three of her serving wonen, with such concern
that she felt |like screaming at them She |eaned her head agai nst the high
back of the chair and stared at the ceiling. Spider webs heavy with dust hung
inalong fringe fromthe oak beans.

"My lady?' Elyssa said. 'Sonmewhat's wong. Please tell us.'

"I think I"'mwith child again. O wait, that's not true. | know I'mwth
child. | can feel it, |I've mssed two bl eedi ngs, and ah Goddess! how | hate
this.'

They all spoke at once in soft voices, reassurances and little flatteries. It
woul d be better this time, they would all be there to help, her lord would be
so happy at another heir -

'Please don't!' Bellyra snapped. 'Please don't lie to ne!’

The voi ces stopped. The spider webs waved |ike grey plumes, back and forth. In
her view El yssa appeared, |eaning over her chair.

"Well, of course it's going to be awmful,' Elyssa said calmy. '"But this tine
we won't just stand around and hope for the best like half-wits. We'll be
ready to ward it off.’'

' The madness, | suppose you nean?'

"Just that. If it happens.’

Bellyra felt her cold hands start shaking. She rubbed them together and
berated hersel f for demandi ng honesty.

"It mght not, your highness,' Degwa said. 'Each tinme's different, or so they
say. "'

By the fire Lilli sat crouched on her cushion. Like a cat, Bellyra thought, a
cat when she sees prey. She | eaned forward in her chair.

"Maryn's going to run right back to you,' Bellyra said. 'l suppose you realize
that .’

Lilli threw her head back and went stiff - nore |like the prey than the cat,

all of a sudden. Wth one snmooth notion Elyssa knelt beside Bellyra's chair
and laid a hand on her arm

"My lady,' Elyssa said. 'Please! Think well on your words.'

Bel l yra knew that she was right, but Lilli |ooked so pretty, so young there on
her cushion, all w de eyes and gold hair - no wonder Maryn's fascinated with
her, Bellyra thought, her and her little slender waist!

"I's this what you' ve been hoping for?" Bellyra got up and took a step toward

the girl. "He'll desert ny bed, you know. He did the last two times. And there
you are, waiting for him Wll, aren't you?
Lilli scranmbled up, her nouth working, her face glistening with tears. For a

brief monment Bellyra felt as if the scene had turned to a painted design such
as a scribe puts in the margin of a book. She could see themall clearly in
the firelight: Elyssa kneeling beside her, one hand rai sed; Degwa wth her
hands cl asped over her nmouth; Lilli, weeping with the firelight bright on her
face. Bellyra knew that she shoul d apol ogi ze, go to the girl and clasp her
hand, nutter some reassurance. It seened that she had all the time in the
worl d to decide, since Tinme had stopped around them She felt her face crease
in asmle, and sone sharp thing deep in her m nd goaded her

You little slut!'" Bellyra snarled. 'I hope he does the same to you. | hope he
gives you twins and the three of you die of him Get out of here! Get out of
ny sight!’

Lilli sobbed aloud and ran for the door. She grabbed the bar and tried to
raise it, but she struggled, westling with its weight. Bellyra grabbed a
silver goblet fromthe nearest table and for a nonent stood, listening to her



m nd scream at her to stop and sit down. Rage twitched her arm and she threw
the gobl et as hard as she could, with nore force, it seenmed, than she'd ever
sumoned in her life. It struck Lilli full in the back just as the girl opened
t he door. She shrieked and ran, |eaving the door swaying on its hinges behind
her .

' Ch gods,' Bellyra whispered. 'What have | done?

She sank into her chair and sobbed, rocking back and forth. She heard El yssa
nmutter something to Degwa, then Elyssa threw her arns around her.

"Ch Lyrra, Lyrra,' Elyssa said, over and over. 'It will be all right this
time. W'll nmake it all right this tinme.'

The tears stopped at last. Bellyra wi ped her face on her sleeve and | ooked
over Elyssa's shoul der. Degwa was gone and the door shut.

"I wanted to kill her,' Bellyra said. '"And it's not even her fault.'
"Isn't it? Elyssa said. 'But truly, that was a bit nuch of a queenly gesture,
heaving the royat silver at her, | nean.'

El yssa smled, trying to turn a jest, Bellyra supposed. In a few nonents
Elyssa let the snmle fade and settled back on her knees. Bellyra | eaned back
in her chair and watched the dust plunes waving in the draughts. She stil

felt as if she viewed a picture of herself; she had nerely turned the page in
that hypothetical illum nated book

'There are the herbs and suchlike,' Elyssa said at last. 'W've all heard the
ol d woren tal king -'

"I know, but | can't do that.' Bellyra shuddered, shaking her head, 'Not to
Maryn's child, | just can't.'

'They could kill you, too, anyway, those herbs, if they went the | east wong.'
"Ch, I'mmindful of that. Never fear.'

Wth a sigh Elyssa stood and stretched her back with her hands on her hips. In
the fire a |l og burned through and dropped. d owi ng coals flew onto the hearth
stones. Elyssa hurried to the hearth and knelt, reaching for the poker

Bel  yra watched her flicking the coals back into the fire.

"I"'mreally going to have to apologize to Lilli, | suppose,' Bellyra said at
| ength. ' That gobl et nust have stung.'
' She's young.' Elyssa glanced over her shoulder. 'She'll survive. And you're

the princess. She has no right to an apol ogy fromyou.'

Bel l yra was about to agree when her detachnment deserted her. A wave of fear
turned so cold that she nearly vomted

'Ch ye gods,' Bellyra whispered. 'Wat if she tells Maryn?

She could not talk, she could not sit upright, she curled over herself and
twisted in the chair until she lay sideways in it like a child sore froma
beati ng. The wood bit into her side and | egs; she curled the tighter and wept.
' Goddess, hel p!' Elyssa cane rushing over. 'Lyrra, don't, don't!’

She heard the door open, heard Degwa call out in alarum She felt their hands

on her arnms, let themraise her up, let themhelp her stand, but still the
tears canme in |long sobs.

"If she says one wong word to your husband,' Degwa said, 'I'll beat her black
and blue, and I'll wager she knows it, too. | gave her a good talking-to, |
did.'

Tears and nore tears - even in the mdst of them Beliyra found herself
thinking: so this is what shanme feels |ike. No wonder the men would rather die
than be shaned. Wth the thought, with the distancing it brought her, she
could stop weeping at |ast. \Wen Degwa brought her a rag dipped in cold water,
she took it with a nuttered 'ny thanks' and w ped her face methodically,
starting at the eyes and working outward in a spiral.

" Ah ye gods.' Bellyra handed the rag back. '| suppose |I'd best tell Maryn
about the child straightaway. |'m such a rotten poor liar.'

El yssa handed her a goblet of watered nead. Bellyra waved it away.

"I can't bear to be nuddled now,' Bellyra said. 'l still don't know what cane
over ne.'

'"Righteous indignation, that's what,' Degwa said, 'She's still a Boarswoman,
no matter what our Nevyn says. And we all know what that neans!’



After Degwa left, Lilli sat for a long while on the edge of the bed and
shivered in the winter cold of her chanber. Although a fire lay ready in the
hearth, she had nothing to light it with. Normally she woul d have brought a

candl e or suchlike with her fromthe wonen's hall. She could fetch a splint
fromthe great hall, she supposed, or find a servant there to do it for her
but she could not force herself to move. If she went to the great hall, she

was sure that everyone would be able to read her shame from her face. They
woul d know that she'd lost the princess's favour - doubtless forever - nerely
by | ooking at her.

When she could stand the cold no | onger, she went to bed, fully dressed

agai nst the icy sheets. As her shivering eased, she fell asleep, but she
dreant of her nother, scolding her to eat nore. You're too thin, Merodda kept

saying, thin as sticks, thin as sticks, and howwi Il | find you a good husband
now?
Lilli woke to grey dawn |light and her nisery. The bed had finally got warm

and she curled up in her blankets, watching the gleamof light fromthe
shutters brighten on the walls. She was renmenberi ng how generous Bellyra had
been to her, an exile without so much as a horse for a dowy. She took you in,

and you turned into a viper, Lilli told herself. Degwa's right, |I'mas bad as
nmy wretched kin!
Lilli sat up, testing the air - so cold that her bruised back cranped in pain.

She | ay down again and pulled the blankets up as if she could stop her ears
agai nst the voice in her mnd, reproaching her for an ingrate and a fool both,
to turn the dun's wonen agai nst her. What would Bewa think, if word of this
ever reached her in the Oherlands? Finally she managed to drift off to sleep
When she woke, the sun had fully risen, and Maryn was just shutting the door
after letting hinmself in to her chanber. He was wearing a cl oak over a pair of
much- nended brigga and a shirt that hung sloppily over them he was unshaved,
unconbed, and nore beautiful than she had ever seen him or so it seened to
her .

'Good nmorrow,' he said. '"WIIl you forgive ne ny |ong absence, ny |ady?

Lilli shoved the blankets back and stood up, gathering words. You nust do
this, she told herself. You can do this!

"I see naught to forgive, your highness. Men's affections change.' She took a
deep breath. 'So do wonen's.'

He stood blinking at her.

"I have my betrothed, your highness,' Lilli said. You have your wfe.'

Maryn | aughed. He pulled off the cloak and tossed it onto the fl oor
"Beautifully put, ny lady,' he said, grinning. 'But utter nonsense. Pl ease,

pl ease, won't you take ny apology? Truly, | know |'ve treated you badly, and
deserve your haughtiness.'

"I"mnot being haughty! | don't |ove you any nore.'

'OF course not.' Maryn | eaned over and caught her by the shoulders. 'I grovel

at your feet, ny lady, or I would if the floor weren't so blasted cold.’

When he kissed her, all her resolve disappeared. She slid her arnms around his
neck and ki ssed hi m open-nmouthed in return. He |aughed, picked her up, and

| aid her down on the bed in one strong swing of his arns.

El yssa opened the door of the wonen's hall and let in Degwa, who was burdened
wi th baskets of bread and cheese and a flagon of watered ale. Bellyra supposed
that she had better eat something, but the very idea of food choked her

"I met your husband upon the staircase, mnmy |lady,' Degwa said. 'He seened
troubl ed."

"I told himabout the child, that's why,' Bellyra said, 'when we first woke.
You know, | have ny reasons for being devoted to him He apol ogi zed. He | ooked
at me ever so sadly and said that he was sorry he'd done such a thing to ne.'
Her serving wonen exchanged a gl ance that was anything but admring. Had Degwa
seen Maryn with Li H ? Bellyra wondered. She decided that she couldn't bear to
ask. When Degwa wal ked over to the table near the princess's chair, Elyssa
took the flagon from her, then hel ped her set down the baskets.

'Do eat sonewhat, your highness,' Elyssa said.



"In a bit. 1've got to get out for sone fresh air first. | sinply nust.’

Bel lyra rose and waved a vague hand at them 'But please, eat now Don't wait
for me.’

Bel lyra sent a nmidservant for her cloak and clogs, then summoned her pages
and her bodyguard. As they were wal ki ng down the spiral stairs, it occurred to
her that she might see Lilli in the great hall. The thought gave her an odd
sensation: a cold, weak feeling that nmade her trenble before it mercifully
passed on. She hesitated for a nmonment hal f-way down and | ooked out over the
great hall, nobbed with riders and servants. At the table of honour Nevyn and
Qggyn sat tal king. She saw neither Maryn nor Lilli.

Qutside the crisp air made her gasp. Wth Maddyn besi de her, she wal ked
slow y, gauging each step on the slick cobbles before she took it. Her pages
ran on ahead to scoop up handfuls of the clean bright snow. She paused,

wat ching them fling snowballs at one another and listening to them | augh. She
found hersel f remenbering the child she'd been at their age: a solem little
girl, not given to |aughing at much of anything.

Your highness?' Maddyn said. 'Are you unwell? | hope | don't speak above
nmysel f, but you're as pale as the wetched snow. '

"AmI? It's just the cold, truly. I"'mnot used to it.'
"Very well, then.' He was studying her face as if he could read truths upon
it. 'l don't mean to presune.’

Bellyra turned away fromhis stare. She tipped her head back to | ook at the
sky and saw t he | oom ng towers dance through tears.

"Ch, ny lady,' Maddyn said, and his voice was as soft as a plucked harp. "It
aches ny heart to see you sad.'

"Does it?" She turned around and wi ped her face on a fold of her cloak. 'M
thanks. | wish | were better at hiding it. | won't be much of a queen if |
can't learn to lie.'

"Don't jest!' He reached out his hand, then jerked it back. 'Your highness,
forgive ne! | forget nyself.'

'Do you, Maddo? Then | envy you.'

Bef ore he could answer she turned and ran, slipping a little on the icy
cobbles, ran all the way back to the broch with her pages haring after
yelling ' Your highness, wait!' over and over. At the door she stopped, took a
deep breath, arranged a smile, and wal ked decorously inside.

"Lilli, has the cough returned?" Nevyn said.

"It hasn't, nmy lord. I"'mjust tired.'

Nevyn set his hands on his hips and studied her. In his tower room she was
sitting in a spill of sunlight fromthe w ndow. She slunped in the chair, and
her pal e face | ooked blotchy, as if perhaps she'd sat up | ate being sick
"It's not good for an apprentice to lie to her nmaster,' Nevyn said at |ast.
"Especially in our craft.’'

"Well, in truth, | hurt ny back.'

' Ch i ndeed? How?'

"I slipped on the stairs com ng out of the wonen's hall."’

When Nevyn opened the dweomer sight, he saw that she'd hardened her aura

around her till it |ooked |ike grey stone.

"Lilli, don't liel"

"I"'msorry.' Lilli |looked only at the floor while she spoke. 'It was rather
awful , actually. | was in the women's hall, and the princess grew angry wth
me. Over Maryn, | nean, and she yelled at ne and told nme to get out.' Her
voi ce shook badly. 'She called me a little slut. And so | started to | eave,
and she threw somewhat, |'mnot sure what it was, but it hit ne in the back
It still hurts, ny lord, so 1'd say it left a bruise.’

Nevyn was about to call her a worse liar than before - but her aura reveal ed
her to be telling the truth.

'Lean forward,' he said. 'l want to see if there's a swelling.' Wen he ran
his fingertips down her back, he could feel the contusion clearly even through
her pair of dresses. 'l should make you up a poultice for that.'

"WIl it make it heal nore quickly? | don't want Maryn to see it. I'd better



make up sone story. He probably won't be able to tell if I'"'mlying.'

"I doubt it very nuch, truly.' Nevyn sat down on the edge of his narrow cot.
"I can see why you didn't want to tell ne.’

"I feel so shamed,' Liili whispered. '|I deserve a beating, no doubt, not just
one bl ow.'

' Ch nonsense! Princess Bellyra's never acted so harshly before, and the gods
all know that Maryn's given her plenty of reason to. | wonder what could have
possibly set her off like that? | - wait. What about our wetched tablet?
"Ch.' Lilli's eyes grew wide. 'Could the curse have touched her sonehow?'
"It's but a guess, though it's quite possible. Not that the dweoner spel
forced her to turn on you. It doesn't nmatter how powerful a dweomer you cast
upon soneone or sone thing: you can never nmake them go against their own true
nature. It's possible that the curse will bring out the worst parts of
people's true natures.'

"I see. Do you think that Bellyra's been angry with ne fromthe begi nning, but
she didn't let it out until the curse began working upon her?

"Exactly. It takes dweoner to resist these things, and she has none.’

"Coul dn't you make another talisman that's the opposite of this one? You know,
it woul d make the good parts of everyone's nature sing out and rmaybe drown out
the bad.'

"By the gods! That's a splendid idea.’

"But you won't need a dead thing to make it work, will you?

"OF course not. We'll use a jewel of sone sort instead, not a hard cl ear one,
t hough.' Nevyn thought for a nmonment. 'We'll want a jewel with veins and depths
for this job, an opal for instance, since it's nmeant to operate upon the

hi dden parts of the soul. It would be a |long job, maybe the work of years, but
still, a job worth doing.'

I'd hoped you could make it quickly. To counter the curse tablet, | nean.'

"I only wish.' Nevyn smiled at her. 'Alas, that woul d take a dweoner master
with ten tines ny power - at |least. But you've given nme an idea. |'ve been
afraid to destroy the tablet for fear the curse would redound upon our prince
if I did, but to counter it mght be another thing entirely. I mght call down
the Light perhaps and try to cleanse it sonmehow. It's not clear in nmy mnd
yet, but 1'll meditate upon it. And then we'll see what we shall see.’

It was some while before Maddyn saw the princess again. A page told himthat
she'd left off working on her book, but the boy couldn't tell himwhy or when
she might take it up again. Every norning after breakfast, the usual tine she
woul d have summoned him he lingered at the foot of the staircase in the great
hall, just on the off-chance that she'd send hi mword of some sort. It never
camef and neither did she.

Final ly Maddyn cornered El yssa when she appeared in the great hall to fetch
bread. He knelt on one knee to block her path and caught the hem of her dress
in his hands.

"What's all this? Elyssa said, laughing. 'I've no bounty to di spense, bard,
or boons to grant.'

'Ch, but you do,' Maddyn said. 'News of her highness. |Is she ill or suchlike?
"Not truly. A bit indisposed, | suppose one could call it.'

"I"ve been worried.' Maddyn found hinsel f speaking with no power to stop
hinsel f. 'Wen last | saw her, she seemed so unhappy. | keep thinking there's
somewhat w ong.'

'"Ch.' Elyssa glanced around at the crowded hall, then | owered her voice. 'You
truly are devoted to her, aren't you?

Maddyn | ooked away. '| suppose | am

"Do get up, will you?

He stood, brushing the straw fromthe knees of his brigga, while she watched
himw th eyes that told himnothing of her thoughts.

"Can you tell nme what's amiss?' he said at |ast.

"Way not?' Elyssa smiled in a twisted sort of way. 'She's had two babies in
four years, and both of themwere big. And now, oh ye gods! she's with child
again, and little Prince Marro is what? Barely four turnings of the noon old.



It sucks the life out of a woman. She's not a mare or a prize cow, you know,
no matter what our prince thinks.'

Maddyn bl ushed and | ooked away.

"A bard without words,' Elyssa said. 'There's a rarity. Or are you angry that
I've spoken ill of the prince?

"Not in the least. |I'd just not thought of things that way before.'

'No doubt, since you're a man |like any other. Here - they always say bards can
speak freely, even to a prince. Wen you' ve got a nmonent, perhaps you m ght
speak and mention that if his wife keeps on conceiving this way, it could kil
her.'

"I"ll do better than that. 1'Il have a word with old Nevyn and | et himdo the
speaking. Maryn won't be listening to the Iikes of ne.’

"You have ny thanks. It's just a blessing that the prince has his little
mstress. | hope to the gods he doesn't get her with child, too, and have no
one to -' She paused, her nouth twi sted tight, considering Maddyn. ' Ch never
m nd. Qur princess has us - her wonen | nean - to see her through this, but
Nevyn's aid woul d be a boon.'

"I"1l get it for you.'

"Good. And I'Il tell our |ady about your concern.'

"If I can be of any further service, call upon ne.' He bowed to her. "M

t hanks, ny lady, for this plain speaking.'

You're wel cone, |'msure, but don't tell another soul but Nevyn. Qur lady will
be nost distressed if you do.'

"Then tell her to fear not. There won't be one wong word fromne.'

Maddyn gl anced around the great hall and saw a cluster of pages over by the
honour hearth. He nade his way through the welter of tables and joined them
asking theminpartially if they knew where Councillor Nevyn m ght be.

"I do,' alad piped up, "Up in his tower room He asked us to find his
apprentice for himand send her there.'

"But we couldn't,' a second lad said. 'Find the Lady Lillorigga, | nean. If
you see her, bard, could you tell her that her master needs her?
"I will, at that. My thanks.'

The inside of the side broch felt no warnmer than the ice-kissed air outside.
As he panted up the stairs Maddyn was shivering inside his winter cloak. Heat,
however, filled Nevyn's chanber |ike a menory of sunmmer. Maddyn dunped his
cl oak on the floor and stood hol ding his hands out to the gl owi ng brazier
"It's splendidly warmin here, ny lord,'" Maddyn said. |'msurprised that the
charcoal does so well.'

Nevyn rai sed an eyebrow and smil ed.

"More fool me!' Maddyn said. 'l should have known it was dweoner.'

"After all these years, | should think so. Wat brings you to nme, Maddo?'

" A nmessage from Princess Bellyra's wonen. They need your help.'

"I ndeed?' Nevyn's smile vanished. 'Wat's wong?

'"The princess is with child again.'

Nevyn swore |ike a silver dagger

"It was inevitable, of course,' the old man said at last. 'But it aches ny
heart that it comes so soon.'

' The princess doesn't want anyone else to know this but you.'

"Very well, then. | suppose she's had to tell the prince. Ch - by the gods!
That's why Lilli been so hard to find, then. |I've been wondering, this past
few days, but she can be cursed sly when she wants to!’

For a nonent Maddyn found it hard to speak. H s rage broke over him and made
himtrenbl e.

"What's so wrong, Maddo?'

"I don't know, ny lord. | -ye gods! It just gripes my soul, thinking of the
prince with his nmistress while - | nean, | know that's stupid of nme. Wy
shoul dn't he have as many wonen as he wants? He's the prince.’

'"That's the usual way of thinking about these things,' Nevyn said drily. 'And
there's naught we can do about it. I'Il attend the princess straightaway,

t hough. Just let ne fetch ny cloak.'



"It's not the birth itself I'mafraid of,' Bellyra said. 'It's the after.’

"I know that, your highness,' Nevyn said. 'Maybe things will be different this
tinme.'

"That's what | thought last time. They weren't.'’

"This tinme I'Il be here.’
"You were there when Casyl was born. It didn't help. Ch, I'msorry!' Bellyra
| ooked on the edge of tears. 'l don't nean to be rude.’

'The last thing you need to worry about nowis ny feelings.'

Bel l yra wi ped her eyes on the sleeve of her dress.

In the women's hall they were sitting in front of the fire, which provided the
only light as well as heat. The mmi dservants had covered the wi ndows with
several layers of hides, that norning, and the | eather would remain up unti
the first signs of spring.

"I"msuch a coward,' Bellyra said at last. 'I've gone to earth |like a badger
in her sett. | don't want to see anyone but nmy women or |eave this hall."’
"You absolutely nmust! Do you want to | et the black hunour take you over now
and ruin even nore of your life?

"I don't, truly. But -'

'"There's no arguing with ne, your highness. You need to get out into the open
air.'

"That's the sinple truth, isn't it? You'll not be argued with. | mght as well
give in, | suppose, and save us a squabble.’

' How sensi bl e you are.'

Bel | yra | aughed.

"There's another thing, your highness,' Nevyn said. 'May | speak freely?

' Whenever coul dn't you?

"Well, it's a delicate matter. About Lilli.'

Bel lyra jerked her head to one side and stared into the fire.

"I"ve not seen your apprentice in sonme days.' Her voice sounded too high, too
brisk. 'She doesn't come to the sewing in the afternoons.’

' She doesn't?' Nevyn said. 'She told nme - well, no matter.'

"I think me we both know where she is at those tines.'

"Inmph. | take it you don't niss her.'

"I don't. But | feel like such a fool for being angry with her.’

"If you are, you'd be a greater fool to deny it.'

Bel  yra shrugged. She had gone pale, he realized, and fine sweat beaded her
upper lip. He waited, but she sat staring into the hearth in silence. The fire
hissed as it covered a danp log with a curl of flane, and she tossed her head
with a shudder.

Your highness? Shall | |eave you?'
"It would be best. But f prom se you I'll take your advice.'
As Nevyn left the wonmen's hall, he saw Lady El yssa standing at the end of the

corridor. She'd wapped a shawl around her shoul ders agai nst the chill

'Good nmorrow,' he called out. 'Are you waiting for -'

El yssa held a warning finger to her lips. Nevyn said nothing nmore until he
joined her on the |anding.

"Awrd with you?' Elyssa said. 'Indeed, | was.' She paused to gl ance down the
stairs, then spoke quietly. 'No one's about. Good. This guard our prince has
gi ven our |ady, Maddyn his name is. You know him don't you?

"Quite well, actually,' Nevyn said. 'Wy?

"I was wondering what manner of nan he was.'

"A good one, 1'd say. If it weren't for these cursed wars, he m ght have been
a first-rank bard."'

"That's not what | neant.' Elyssa pursed her lips briefly. "H s character. Is
he reliabl e? Decent?

' Most assuredly. Here! You don't suspect himof being slack in his duties or
suchl i ke, do you?

"Not in the |least.' Elyssa paused for a bland snile. 'l merely want to ensure
our |ady's safety.’

"Well, naught's going to happen to her here in her husband's dun.'’



"My dear Nevyn, there are dangers that can come upon a woman no matter where
she is.'

"Well, that's true. You can trust Maddyn to deal with them'

El yssa dropped hima curtsy, then hurried back to the wormen's hall. Now what
was all that about, | wonder? Nevyn thought. No business of mne, nost |ike.
Lilli was in her chanber, reading over the dweoner passage Nevyn had set her
to study, when Branoic called her nane and knocked on the door. She went
stone-still, wondering if she should pretend to be gone. The knock cane agai n,
and she rose.

"Do cone in, Branno!'

He opened the door and stepped in, shut it again and | eaned back against it,
hi s hands behind him as if he were pinning them agai nst the wood to keep them
under control. For a |ong noment he | ooked her over with eyes so cold that she
began to trenbl e.

"I just had a bit of a chat with the prince,' Branoic said at |last. 'He warned
me off you.'

"He di d what?'

"Told me to | eave you alone. That's not the bargain |I thought we had, you and
.

"It's not! He's got his gall. Branno, you don't think | agreed to that, do
you?'

Al'l at once he smled. He straightened up and wal ked into the chanber.

"My apol ogies,' Branoic said. 'The way he put it, | thought you knew, you
see. '

" Naught of the sort! He promised ne we could marry, and | never thought he'd
go back on his word.'

'"Ch, he tal ked about the marriage, all right. He's found a grand denmesne to
settl e upon us, says he. The one that guards the bolt-hole. He'll rebuild the
dun next summer, says he, in grand style, and well have it for the winter.'

"l don't understand.’

"Don't you? |I did. Until we marry he wants you to hinmself. After that-'
Branoi ¢ paused, his mouth twisted, as if he'd bitten into spoiled food. 'Wll,

we'll be on our lands, and he'll be here, but 1'll wager he visits now and
again."'
Lilli sat back down with a |ong sigh. Branoic stayed standing and shoved his

hands into the pockets of his brigga.

"l don't know what to do,' she said.

"Naught, | should think. Whatever else, he's still the prince. There's nmany a
great lord who wouldn't be so generous to the man who stole his mstress's
heart.' Branoic was staring at the floor. You' ve never weasell ed around behind
nmy back, Lilli. And when you cone right down to it, the prince never has
either.’

"Well and good, then. But |I'msorry."'

"Are you?' He |ooked up. 'So aml.’

Branoi ¢ turned and strode out, slamm ng the heavy door hard behind him Lill
rose, half-mnded to run after him but, she realized, he was right. There was
naught nore she could say or do to ease their situation or his feelings.

Unl ess, of course, she gave Maiyn up

"Don't be a fool,' she said aloud. You don't need dweomer to know that he'l

not let you go until he doesn't want you any nore.'

She sat down and wondered why she felt so weary.

So much of the troop had gone with Ovaen to the Pyrdon border that the silver
daggers' barracks stood nostly enpty. Those renmi ning, Maddyn and Branoic
anong them had taken the bunks closest to the hearth at the far end of the

| ong narrow room When sonmeone was nissing, the rest were bound to notice, and
conversely they noticed as well when Branoic returned to sleeping in the

barr acks.

"And what's so wong?'" Red-Haired Trevyr said to him 'Your lady turn cold to
you?'

Branoi ¢ never noved, never spoke, nerely | ooked at Trevyr in something of the



way he might eye a joint of meat waiting to be carved. Maddyn stepped in front
of himand turned to Trevyr.
'Hol d your tongue,' Mddyn snapped, 'before Branno makes you bite it off with

ny bl essing.'

"Here! Just a bit of a jest! | -' Trevyr caught hinself, 'M apol ogies,
Branno. | can be a dolt at tines.'

"No offence taken.' Branoic turned away. '| could do with a tankard of dark
about now. Think I'll go to the great hall."’

Branoi c strode off. No one spoke until the door had sl amred behind him Trevyr
sat down on the edge of his bunk and massaged his tw sted hand with the good
one. A smack with the flat of a sword had broken nost of the bones in his

shi el d hand, and not even Nevyn had been able to set it straight again.

"My apol ogies to you, too, Maddo. | didn't mean to cause trouble.’

"I don't suppose you did, truly. But it's a hard tune Branoic's trying to

whi stle. He doesn't need anyone else to make it harder.'

' Poor bastard.'

'"I's he? There's nore than one husband of a royal mstress who's been rewarded
with land and favours.'

"You're right enough about that. But still: poor bastard!’

"Wll, so heis. Nowlet's go eat. |I'mhungry.

As they stepped outside cold wind slapped them and the sky hung cl ose and
grey over the dun. In the ward dirty snow |l ay over the cobbles and the frozen
mud. Wth their feet wapped in rags servants hurried past themw th arnmn oads
of firewood or buckets of water fromthe wells. Maddyn al nost envied them -
they at |least had work to keep them busy, whereas he woul d spend anot her

t edi ous day brooding about Bellyra fromhis distance. Yet, when they wal ked
into the great hall, a page canme running to nmeet him

' The princess sent nme for you, bard. She wants you to guard her |ike you
usual ly do.'

"Well and good, then.' Maddyn steadied his voice to a fine indifference, but

he felt Iike shouting in joy. "WIIl her highness mnd if | just get a bit of
bread or suchlike first:?
'"CF course not. She'll be down in a bit, she said.'

The page trotted off. Maddyn got himself a chunk of bread and a tankard of
watered ale, then sat with Trevyr at a table near the foot of the massive
stone staircase that spiralled up one side of the great hall. They ate fast,

wi t hout ceremony or conversation, |eaving Maddyn free to watch the stairs. He
was just finishing when Bellyra appeared, bundled in a red cl oak, wal ki ng down
slowy with her pages behind her. He was surprised at how good it felt to see
her and to know that for this small space of tinme her conpany would be his.
"There's our | ady,' Maddyn said. 'A silver dagger's work is never done, eh?
"Better you than ne,' Trevyr said, 'tranping around in this cold."’

"Lucky dog! Well, 1'll join you at the fire soon enough.'
Maddyn grabbed his cloak and put it on, then hurried to the foot of the
stairs. When Bellyra reached the great hall, he knelt, but she I aughed and

waved a hand at him
'Do get up, Maddo! That straw s too mucky to kneel in.'
Smiling, he rose and bowed to her. 'Her highness is too kind.'

"Not truly.'
Her voice held an odd note, a hesitance perhaps. Wien he | ooked at her he saw
somet hing new in her expression, an ill ease of a sort he couldn't place. In

all their other tinmes together she had shown nothing but the graciousness of a
great lady to a trusted servant. Wth the pages so close by, he could say
not hi ng, but when they wal ked out into the ward the |lads ran on ahead, as

Bel lyra generally allowed themto do

"Have | displ eased your highness?" Maddyn said.

"What? Not in the least!' Bellyra laughed a few brittle notes. 'Wat nmakes you
say that?

"I don't know, ny |ady. Forgive ne.'

In silence they crossed the ward. The pages woul d dart ahead |ike dogs, then



run back to circle the princess before they rushed off again. Bellyra

hesi tated, | ooking downhill through the junble of buildings and walls, then
pointed off to her right.

'Let's go through that gate,' she said. 'Sonmeone told me there's a dedication
stone froman old tower that's been used in another wall. | think they neant
down in there sonewhere.’

They went through the gate, hurried past pigsties shaped |ike beehives,

foll owed a broken wall downhill, found another gate, and canme out into a
squarish little ward, defined by the stone walls of storage buildings. Bellyra
stood | ooki ng around her. On the far side stood a | ong barn

"There!' Bellyra pointed up toward its eaves. 'Just under the thatch. Look
you can see witing on that big stone.' She trotted over to the base of the
wal | and stood staring up, frowning a little. '"It's too high for me to read.'
She turned to the waiting pages. 'Do you either of you know letters?

"I don't, ny lady.'

"Nor | either, ny lady.'

"What a nuisance! Here, | know You two lads run back to the royal broch. |
saw sone enpty ale barrels standing by the servants' door. You roll one of
them down here so | can stand on it.'

" Your highness!' Maddyn said. You can't go clanbering about on ale barrels.'

' Can you read, Maddo?'

"I cant.

"Well, then, there's no use in your doing the clanmbering for ne, is there
now?'

Maddyn gl owered. Bellyra sent the two pages off, then noved a few steps away
from himand wat ched them go. The hood of her cloak had slipped back to revea
her gol den hair, caught back in a silver clasp, but in the cold light both
seemed as dull as |ead.

'"Elyssa said she had a bit of a chat with you,' Bellyra said abruptly.

"She did, ny lady. Your secret's safe with ne.'

' Thank you.' She turned to face him 'I| never doubted it. But she also told ne
-' She broke off, staring up at himas if she were trying to read his thoughts
t hrough his eyes.

Maddyn realized that he could renenber nothing nore about that talk with her
serving woman at the same nmonent as he realized he desperately needed to.
'"Forgive ne, nmy lady,' he said, 'for being such a dolt, but have | done
somewhat to distress you?

"Not in the |least. Rather the opposite, actually.'

"Well, that's arelief.’

"l suppose it is.' Bellyra hesitated for a nonent. 'Maddo, are you in |ove
with nme?

Maddyn felt his face burn beyond the power of the winter wind to cool it. He
groped for words, found none, could only stare at her helplessly while she
studied himwith all the fierce concentrati on she brought to her bel oved
stones and inscriptions.

' Ch dear goddess!' Bellyra said. You are. | didn't really believe - oh Mddo,
I"'mso sorry | blurted Iike that.'

Wrds - bard or no, he could think of not one. He shoul d babbl e | ong apol ogi es
that he had presuned so far above him he knew, but sonething deep in his soul
refused to grovel and apol ogize. To belittle his feeling for her would be to
kill part of his manhood. Wth that thought he found his tongue at |ast.
'"Isit awong thing to | ove a womman |i ke you? The true wondering woul d be at
a man who didn't,"’

' Li ke nmy husband, do you mean?'

"Hmas well.' Maddyn turned, glancing around them glancing up. No w ndows
over|l ooked this sheltered space, but in a crowded dun like this one, privacy
was nore precious than gold, and who knew i f they m ght be overheard or not?
"Shall | find you anot her guard?

For a | ong nonment she stayed silent.

'Please don't,' she said at last. 'O am| being horribly unfair to you?'



"I don't care.' He turned back. 'l don't care if you are or not. It would be
wWor se, never seeing you.'

Very well, then. W'll |eave things as they are.'

"Are you angry with ne? You're as far above nme as any woman could be.'

"Not in the least. If anything, I'm-"' She hesitated briefly. "I"'mgrateful to
you.'

If the prince had appeared at that nonent, Maddyn woul d have sl apped him
across the face, royalty or no. He took a deep breath and cal ned hinsel f.

"My lady,' he said, 'you'll never hear a wong word fromne again. | prom se
you that.'

' That woul d be best, wouldn't it?" She |ooked as if she mght cry. 'Ah ye
gods, there are tinmes when | wish | were a farmwife! | could pl ease nyself

wi t hout worrying about the wetched ki ngdom

The inplication made himsnile no matter how hard he tried to stifle it. She
smled in return, but at the same tinme it seenmed she might weep. Maddyn risked
- he risked everything, he felt, his life and happi ness both with the sinple
gesture - risked raising a hand and touching her cheek with his fingertips,
just once before he drew his hand away. Her smile steadied itself.

"I"'mglad you still want to be ny guard,' she said. 'But here come the pages
back again.' Al at once she | aughed, her nornal |augh, w cked with delight in
life itself. 'l nostly sent themaway to have a private word with you, but you
know, Maddo, | truly do want to read that inscription.'

The pages had had the sense to bring a barrel short enough for the princess to
climb upon it with some dignity. Maddyn twined his fingers together as if he
wer e hel pi ng her mount a horse and gave her a boost up while the | ads steadied
the barrel. She read the inscription aloud, while he | eaned back agai nst the
barn wall and listened to his heart, pounding as if he'd been running. He had
never been so happy, he had never been so frightened. He could make no sense
of his feelings and, finally, gave up trying.

Wth her inscription read and nenorized, the princess junped down on her own
bef ore he could stop her

"l need to return to the wonen's hall,' she said, "to wite this down before
forget it.'

Si de by side they wal ked together through the random maze of Dun Deverry while
the pages followed at a respectful distance. Bellyra said nothing, and Maddyn
refused to break the confortable silence between them He had been given nore,
he felt, than he could ever have hoped for. He would have to be content with
it, too - he told hinself that sharply, several times. They were wal ki ng

uphill toward the main ward when they heard shouting and the jingling chinme of
bridle rings.
"Sounds like a lot of men, ny lady,' Maddyn said. 'Wat - oh here, |I'Ill wager

it's your husband's brother and his escort.'

Maddyn was proved right when they reached the main ward. An orderly mass of

di smounted nmen and horses filled every inch of it, it seemed, whilst over them
tossed the ship banners of Cerrnmor, the red wvern of Dun Deveny, and the
rearing stallion of Pyrdon

"I can't see anything over this mob, ny |ady,' Mddyn said. 'But fromthe
banners 1'd say it nust be Ri ddmar.'

"He comes at an ill-onmened time,' Bellyra said. Tonight's Sanaen.'

'"Ye gods! So it is. But here! He's arrived now only by chance.'

' Chance?' Bellyra was watching the cromd with eyes that seened focused

el sewhere. 'I was born on Samaen, Maddo. Naught that happens on this day
happens to ne by chance.’

The qui et way she spoke turned himcold. He heard a voice |ike bells chimng
deep in his mnd, tolling out one of the prophecies that the gods give now and

then to bards, Riddmar's coming was ill-onened indeed. The gods, however,
refused to tell Maddyn why, and he kept his sudden fear to hinself.
Nevyn felt the onen as well, though his trained mnd could separate the

possi ble threat fromthe boy hinself, who would be bl anel ess in any danger his
presence mght bring. Wat that danger m ght be lay beyond his know ng, at



| east for the nonce; he intended to do everything he could to find out.

Since he was standing just behind Prince Maryn in the doorway to the centra
broch, Nevyn got a good | ook at the boy. R ddmar, Second Prince of Pyrdon, was
a lean child who shared his half-brother's blond hair, grey eyes and ready
smle. Wien Onvaen presented himto the prince, R ddmar pulled off his riding
hat and knelt on the steps with a certain grace.

You may rise,' Maryn said, smling. 'Wlcone to Dun Deverry, brother.'

"My thanks, your highness.' The boy got up, then bowed. '"It's awfully big

inn t?

"Truly. And very confusing. Until you've been here for some while, don't go
exploring by yourself. You could well get lost.' Maryn paused, |ooking this
way and that anmong the crowd in the ward. 'I've no idea where ny lady is.
Nevyn?

"I"ll go look for her, ny liege, if you d like.' Nevyn stepped forward. 'I
believe | heard that she'd gone outside to find |lore for her book.'

"My thanks,' Maryn said. 'But first - Prince Riddmar, this is Lord Nevyn, one
of nmy councillors.’

Nevyn bowed while the | ad wat ched hi m wi de-eyed.

"Are you the sorcerer? R ddmar said. 'My father told me there was one. And he
said | should never ever nmake you angry.

"I amindeed,' Nevyn said gravely. 'But | assure you that | never turn anyone

into frogs.'

Ri ddmar smiled in sincere relief. Nevyn glanced around, saw Lilli standing off
to one side, and beckoned to her. Wth a nod to Prince Maryn, Nevyn wal ked
down the steps while Lilli hurried after. Together they made their way through

the nob of armed men and horses. The WIldfolk of Air darted ahead of them and
| ed them so purposefully that he knew that they nust have spotted Maddyn in

t he general confusion. Sure enough, Nevyn found the silver dagger and the
princess standing at a gate in the main wall. Behind them stood a pair of
pages. Nevyn bowed to the princess. Lilli curtsied, but she stayed well back
and Bellyra never | ooked her way.

" Your highness?' Nevyn said. 'Your husband requests you join him'

'"dadly.' Bellyra waved at the crowd. 'Once | can get through.'

The groonms are beginning to take the horses to the stables, so you won't have
long to wait.'

"Wn't you come with me, Nevyn?' Bellyra said. 'There will have to be sone
sort of official meal or suchlike.'

"Which is precisely what |'d prefer to avoid, ny lady, if you'll rel ease ne.'
"Ch very well. There's no use in nmy making you suffer.’

"My thanks, your highness. My apprentice and | have a working on hand.'

By circling the long way round by a devious little path between sheds and
huts, they managed to avoid the nmob in the main ward. Lilli wal ked with her
head bent, |ooking only at the cobbles and the nud.

"If you want to regain the princess's favour,' Nevyn said at last, 'you m ght
consi der giving up her husband.’

Lilli Iooked up with tear-filled eyes. 'I did try.' Her voice barely rose
above a whisper. 'Twice, in truth.'

| ndeed? What did he do?

"The first time he just |aughed. Yesterday he grabbed nme and told ne he'd
never let me renounce him'

'Ye gods! Did he hurt you?

"He didn't, but he did frighten me. | keep thinking, nmy lord, of what you said
to nme so long ago. Do you renenber? You told nme that because | kept refusing
himit was a kind of ensorcel nent.'

Nevyn growl ed under his breath. 'I do renenber, and now you're trapped good
and proper, aren't you? Well, mayhap in tine things will change.'

"I know that he'll tire of me -'

"That's not what | neant. In tine Bellyra's good sense will reassert itself,
and she'll forgive you.'

"I hope so, ny lord. She was so good to nme, and now she hates ne.'



"Wll, I"mhoping that will pass, too. She's terrified, Lilli, because she's

with child, and she's sure the sane old nmadness will cone over her. Her fear
col ours everything.'

"WIl it happen again, the madness, | nean?

"I don't know.'

"Well, I'lIl pray it doesn't.'

"That's all any of us can do, alas.'

When they reached his chanber, Lilli hung her cloak on a peg in the wall, then

took Nevyn's and hung it next to hers while he heaped charcoal into the
brazier. When he snapped his fingers, WIldfolk of Fire appeared and strewed
flame over the black sticks. Lilli smled and stretched out her hands to the
war nt h.

"WIl | ever be able to sunmon the sal ananders |ike you do, ny |ord?

'Some day, if you do your lessons well. There's many a | ong wal k up that
particul ar nmountain, however, before you reach the top.'

While Lilli cleared off bis table and stacked the clutter on the floor, Nevyn
opened the big canvas pack of herbs where he kept the wooden box housing the
curse tablet. He'd buried it deep inside, for fear a servant night find the
thing, in the mdst of cloth bags of herbs and roots. He fished it out and

wei ghed it in both hands. He could have sworn the thing seened heavier than it
had before.

In the centre of the table he set the box down. Wth a stick of charcoal he
drew a circle round it deosil; at each cardinal point, he physically drew a
pent agram upon the table. Wen he called down the etheric light, it clung to
the Iines of the diagramand gl owed silvery-blue. Only then, with the

pent agrans radi ati ng power, did Nevyn open the box and rempve the |ead tablet.
In the mdst of blue fire it glowed with a light of its own, poison green and
oily, somehow, just as Lilli had described it earlier. That he could see it so
clearly troubled him Nevyn shut the wooden box and set the tablet upon it in
the midst of the sigils drawn upon the lid.

'"CGods, it's ghastly!' LiH said.

"It is that. Now, you take the chair and go sit by the door. Your part in this
is sinple. 1'mgoing to try to banish the evil by driving it out and

scattering it. I want you to watch the tablet and tell nme if it appears to
change.'
Lilli did as he'd told her. Once she was safely at a distance, Nevyn raised

hi s hands hi gh over his head. He took a deep breath, and as he let it out he
call ed upon the One True Light that shines beyond the gods. He could feel his
voi ce as much as hear it, boom ng and vibrating through his chanber. Wen he
shut his eyes, he saw the Light with the inner vision as a river of pure
brilliance, circling the earth and flowi ng anong the stars. Into his
outstretched hands Its power fell fromthe stars in a cascade of glow ng white
light. He felt it run down his arnms, felt it pierce himlike a spear and carry
hi m away. Hi s chanber di sappeared into the bl aze of white.

Wth a wordl ess cry Nevyn flung his arns out to the side, so that it seemed he
hung on a brilliant cross of light. Upon it he floated over the edge of the
waterfall. The tumbling light roared in his ears and carried himdown fromthe
stars. Slowy the brilliance faded and he could see once again. He stood in
his chanber, but the light, turned silver, trenbled within him no |onger cold
like water, but burning like fire. Al though he heard Lilli cry out in awe, her
voi ce seemed to conme froma thousand mles away, and he bent his concentration
to the tablet lying am dst the sigils.

The strip of |ead appeared shrunken, its poison light dimed, while the

pent agrans drawn on the table seemed to float free of the wood, as if they
were made of shiny black nmetal instead of charcoal. Nevyn raised his arnms and
brought his hands together over his head. He saw the |ight as a spear, rising
up fromdeep within him rising up through his arms and out of his hands unti
it seemed he held a spear of blinding white. He could feel its weight, fee

the warnth of the fire blazing at the tip.

"In the name of the Geat Ones!'’



Nevyn swung his arnms down and thrust the spear of light deep into the
talisman. It shrieked like a live thing, or so he heard it, and tw sted round
the point. Waite light drowned it and boiled; it seened he could see red steam
rise and hear it hiss. He could feel the light flow down his arms, flow

t hrough him and out of his fingertips while the tablet withed. It m ght have
nel ted, had only Nevyn possessed anot her spear of light, but all the power he
had gat hered, he had al ready spent.

Nevyn staggered back, let his arns fall to his sides, and caught hinself just
bef ore he col |l apsed onto the floor. He could sumon no nore power, could
physically bear to channel no nore |light than what he had al ready gathered,

but still the tablet sat on the table-top, a dull grey strip, gleamng with
oily light.

"Blast it!'" Nevyn whispered. 'Wetched thing!'

Lilli grabbed his armand guided himto the chair. He sank gratefully onto it
and listened to his breathing, hard and ragged in his chest.

'The curse is weakened,' Lilli said. 'But it's not gone.'

"I know.'

'For a nonent you were winning.' She sounded on the edge of tears. 'The Iight
- it was so beautiful, |I thought it had to win, and the | ead seened to be
nmelting, just for a nmonent.'

'"Wn? That's an odd word to use, but truly, | suppose it was a battle of
sorts.' Nevyn gl anced around the chanber, which still glowed and shifted |ike

flames to his dweoner-touched eyes.

"Cet me sone water, child.'

Drinking the water, icy cold froma metal flagon he'd set on the w ndow sil
earlier, brought himfirmy back to his body and its normal perceptions. He
bani shed the etheric fire fromhis magi cal diagramand scattered the grains of

charcoal, returning the table to its normal self as well. The curse tabl et
went back into its box, and the box back into its hiding place.
"I wonder what went wong? Nevyn said. 'It felt as if | sinply weren't strong

enough, and that may be, but when the power of the Light came upon ne, |

t hought it was potent enough to wi pe away all manner of evil things.'

"Just so.' Lilli frowned in thought. Wen you fashioned the spear, mny |ord?
had the oddest feeling. It was rather like you'd mssed your mark, but that
didn't nake sense, because the white Iight covered the whole tablet."’

"So | thought at the tine. But, here, that's an interesting thought. Wuld you
say |1'd not found the heart of the tablet?

'Somewhat like that. It's so hard to find words for this kind of thing.'

"It is, indeed. Huh.' Nevyn fell silent, remenbering as best he could the
downpouring of the light and its rush through his nortal flesh. There's
somewhat about this wetched tablet that |'ve overl ooked, perhaps. |'ve sinply
never had nuch affinity for it. That's been a problemfromthe very first.'
"But | do.'

" True spoken, but you've not had the training to do this sort of work. Don't
you even think of trying such a working! Do you understand ne?

"I do, ny lord." Lilli nanaged a faint smle. '"I'"mjust as glad, to be honest.
| know that |'m but an apprentice.'
' Good. Sone day, perhaps, if you work hard, you'll be able to channel the

[ight through your blood and bone, but that's years away. And | sincerely hope
we' ve destroyed this wetched thing before then.'

"WIl you try again, nmy lord? |Is there sonme other spell you can cast?

"I doubt it, unfortunately. I've spent many a |ong night thinking about it,
and this was the best | could come up with. But we can change the conditions
around the working. Perhaps it's the astral tides that are wong. They run so
low this time of year. Perhaps in the spring they'll be stronger and ne with
them'

But even as he spoke, he doubted it.

The first snow nelted quickly, and the weather turned dry if achingly cold.
Princess Bellyra bundl ed herself up in two cl oaks and started a new part of
her researches, a catal ogue of the various towers and outbuil dings scattered



around the main broch conmplex. It struck Maddyn as an odd thing to do, but

since it nade her happy, he was willing to follow her around.
"I"d really like to draw some sort of picture of the dun,' Bellyra renarked
one norning. 'A map, | suppose | mean. | don't have the slightest idea of how

to go about it.'

"No nore would I, your highness,' Maddyn said. 'But Otho might. He seenms to
know a fair lot of odd lore.'

"That's true, and it's a good idea.'

They had left the main ward behind by then and gone round to the back of the
broch conplex to one of the odd little spaces marked off by the walls and
rubbl e of buildings |ong gone. Pale sunlight fell on the dark stones with no
power to warmthem and cast bl ack shadows onto the nmuddy ground. As usual the
pages had run on ahead, this time to clinb up a pile of old cobbl e-stones that
| ooked dangerously unstabl e.

"Shall | go fetch them your highness?" Mddyn said.

"In a moment. They won't kill thenselves straightaway, or so we can hope. 1've
got a thing I want to give you.'

Bellyra took a small twist of cloth out of her kirtle and handed it to him
When he opened it, he found a silver ring, a flat band engraved with roses. He
turned it between thunb and forefinger to adnire the bl oons, so tiny yet so
perfectly drawn that it seenmed he should be able to snell their scent.

"Well, see if it fits you,' Bellyra said inpatiently.

"It's a lovely thing," Maddyn said, '"but truly, do you think I should take a
gift fromyou?

'"OF course! Wy would | have Otho nake it if | didn't want you to have it?

"I"mworrying what others m ght think. Gossips, | nean.'
"I"ve given lots of other people little trinkets over the years.' She was
smling at him "And in fact, | asked Maryn if | should reward you for being

so patient. He said indeed | should. So just don't go bragging about it, and
no one will think twce.'

Maddyn | aughed and slipped the ring over the mddle finger of his right hand.
He had to squeeze it over his knuckle, but it fitted snugly but confortably
once he had it seated.

"G ho's got a good eye,' Bellyra said. 'l thought he'd have to take it back
and size it, but it's meant to be yours, sure enough.'

"You have ny hunbl e thanks, ny lady. It's a splendid thing, and |I' m honoured
that you'd think of ne.’

"Are you really?

"I ' am A gift fromyou is worth half the earth to ne.'

Bellyra smiled in a way he particularly liked, glancing away as if she were a
young |l ass and still shy. He would have given the other half of the earth to
kiss that smle, but always he was aware of the dun | oom ng over them wth a
hundred wi ndows |ike a hundred eyes.

"W'd best go in,' Bellyra said. |I'm supposed to be teaching R ddmar about

Cerrnor, as if the poor child will be able to remenber all the things |'ve
told him And we'd better not |let those pages break their necks.'
After he escorted the princess back to the wonen's hall, Maddyn decided to go

back to the barracks before he joined the other nen for the noon neal. He
crossed the ward, thinking of very little, but at the stairs leading to his
gquarters he paused. Had soneone called his name? All at once he knew he was
bei ng wat ched. He felt the hair on the back of his neck rising and spun
around, his hand on his sword-hilt. Lady Merodda was standi ng about ten feet
away, her hands decorously fol ded at her waist, and studying himwith
unbl i nki ng eyes. In the sunlight her yellow hair gleaned as if it had been
oi | ed.

"That ring,' she whispered. 'It binds ny heart. It chokes ne.'

Wt hout thinking he raised his hand.

‘"It bodes evil to nme,' Merodda went on. 'But a worse evil to you, silver
dagger.' She tossed back her head and | aughed. 'But a far far worse evil to
you.'



The laughter died in md-peal. She had vani shed.

Maddyn felt hinself trenble, and cold sweat sheeted down his back. He sat down
on the stairs rather than risk clinbing themand tried to think. Was he ill?
Had he inmagined the whole thing? If the apparition actually had been a ghost,
had she spoken true about his ring? He | ooked down at his hand and the silver
roses. How could he give up the token his |ady had given him when it would
cause her hurt to see himw thout it? He would do anything to spare her pain,
even if it should nean his death.

Nevyn happened to notice the rose ring a few nights | ater, when Maddyn cane to
his tower roomwith a note fromthe princess. As he handed it over, the silver
gl eaned in the candl elight.

"That's a pretty thing,' Nevyn said. 'Were did you get that?

"Qur lady gave it to nme,' Maddyn said. 'The prince suggested she reward ny
pati ence, not that it needed rewarding.'

"Ah, | see.’

Nevyn | ooked up and found Maddyn troubled. He raised an inquisitive eyebrow.
"Wl l, soneone else noticed it, too,' Muddyn said. 'Lady Merodda's ghost.'

' What ?'

"It was a blasted strange thing, ny lord. She appeared in broad daylight and
told me the ring would cause her harm but it was a greater evil to ne. | was
fair troubled by it.’

"No doubt! Here, let me see it for a nonent.'’

Maddyn slipped the ring off and handed it over. Nevyn clasped it in his palm
and stared off across the room He could feel the ring emanating - sonething.
"It's odd," Nevyn said. 'There's dweoner on this ring, sure enough, but 1'd
not call it evil, exactly. Al dweomer is dangerous if you don't understand
it, and that's the sort of danger | feel.’

When Nevyn gave the ring back, Maddyn put it on without a heartbeat's
hesitation. He's accepted the dweoner, then, Nevyn thought. Wth the thought
cane the dweomer cold, racing down his spine, and gri mknowl edge. Wthin its
silver circle the ring bound many a Wrd within it: himself, Bellyra, Maryn,
and Lilli as well, but no one would know the truth and the working of it for
many years hence. At the centre of the circle of Wrd, however, would stand
Maddyn, down the Iong years and in the lives ahead of them all

EPI LOGUE

Spring, 1118

When a man wi shes to study sorcery, the art drives hima hard bargain, to wt,
that it will trade its secrets only for sacrifice and lonely toil. Should he
try to clutch at comon human happi ness, he will find that he m ght as well
pour wine into his hands. The sorcerer's art will allow himto drink no nore

of life's wine than the few drops he can lick fromhis fingers.
The Pseudo- | anbl i chus Scrol

Wthout any effort on Evandar's part, spring canme to his country. Formerly, a
hundred years and nore could pass in the lands of nen and elves while a single
afternoon crept by in his. Now spring burst upon himwhile he nmourned his

peopl e, so quickly that he knew it must have fallen upon the physical world as

well. He stood on the hilltop and watched, dazed, as the snow nelted into
rivulets that poured into the river below Spring, however, canme only where it
wanted to come. He picked his way downhill across brown nmud, flecked here and

there with dead stone. Once the river had run silver, but now it oozed, a dark
grey like lead. The water reeds along its banks stood dead and brown.

For a nonent Evandar stared into the river, which in the past had shown him
many a vi sion. He saw not hing. He turned away and set off upstream walking
slowy, listening for voices in the wind - none. As he wal ked, the dead
terrain around hi mchanged. First he spotted a few bl ades of grass, then sone
smal | saplings, nore grass, and then trees until he found hinself far fromthe



river in a meadow of spring grass, dotted with white flowers. Still, even in
the mdst of this burgeoning life, he heard no voices, and he saw no vi sions.
For the seem ng-space of an afternoon, Evandar wal ked his |lands to see how
they'd changed. Al the inages of cities had vani shed, and the rose gardens,
the arbours, the cloth of gold pavilions where his people had once feasted had
di sappeared with them Mich to his surprise the green hills remai ned, dusted
with yellow buttercups and little daisies nowinstead of roses. Tall trees
stood unpruned; straggly saplings grew am d tangles of weeds and shrubs. Now
and then a flock of birds flew overhead, and he coul d hear bees anong the

cl over. Once, when he passed a tangle of hazel withes near a stream he saw a
little pointed face and two bright eyes. He took a step closer, but with a

noi sel ess slide into the stream the water rat swam away. Above in the tangled
thicket, a red squirrel chattered at him

Where did they cone fron? he wondered. | never created any such. He found

hi nsel f renenbering other bestial faces, these snarling and dark, in the
strange country just beyond his |ands, where the old man sat endl essly peeling
his apple and bringing life down fromwherever it was that |ife sprang. The
old man had redeened those creatures, perhaps, and sent themoff to live in
the green fields.

"The wild things will endure,' Evandar said al oud. That soothes my heart.'’
Perhaps the land had lost its voice sinply because it had returned to the
wild. Yet as he walked in the eerie silence another reason suggested itself to
him Perhaps he had no future for the omens to reveal. Perhaps it was tine for
himto die, whatever 'die' might mean to such as him He found hinself

thi nking of Jill, who had spent her life like a coin to ransom Cengarn from

Al shandra. Must he do the same to stop his brother's meddling?

I'd best make sone other provision for Sal anander, then, if that's true.'

On a sunny hilltop Evandar stood waiting. No voice spoke, no answer came to
himfromthe future or fromthe green hills.

' Fade away and die!' He shouted it out. 'Is that what will happen to nme? Fade
away and di e?

Not even an echo floated back on the wind. Finally with a shrug he turned
away. So this, then, was what fear felt like, a bitterness in the nouth, an
enpty col dness at the heart.

In winter, dragons tend to their dreanms. Even on short sunmer nights dragons
are great dreaners; when they wake they consider their dreanms well, then |ay
themup in nmenory for the cold tine. Once winter comes they can brood them
properly, as they drowse deep within their fire mountain lairs. The old dreans
hat ch new ones, long el aborate visions and tales that often take severa

nights to conpl ete.

Al that winter Arzosah found the man she called Ron Dragonfriend woven into
her dreanms. At times she would relive the noment when he'd held up the rose
ring and enslaved her w th nane-dweoner. Fromthose dreans she woke shivering
and hissing in fear. She would | eap to her feet and stretch out her w ngs for
flight until she renmenbered that she was awake and safe in her bel oved hone.
She woul d I'ie back down on the stone | edge, and from her perch, high up in an
enornous cavern, she would contenmplate the steamrising fromthe hot springs
far below until at |last she felt soothed, ready to sleep and dream agai n.

At other tines she would dream of the battles of the sumer past: the stench
of blood like perfume and Rori's berserk laughter ringing over the slaughter
From t bose she woke snmug, yawning and stretching her claws at the nmenory of
dead horses. The renenbered taste of those feasts would drive her out of her
lair if the day were clear. She would soar over the snow, seeking out the
val | eys where she could find deer. In the deep snow they floundered, easy
prey. Once she'd gorged herself, she'd return to her home nountain and the
warnth of its gutted interior

Slowy the year turned toward spring. Wen Arzosah flew she felt warmer air
and saw the snow growi ng thin. Eventually the rains came, and the world turned
to brown nud. On a day when the trees were putting out buds, Arzosah returned
fromone of these hunts to find an unwel come guest. She entered her hone



cavern through a fissure high up on the side of a cliff, and as soon as she
started crawl i ng down the tunnel inside, she snelled dweoner. To her al

things magical snelled like the air imediately after a strike of lightning -
sharp and clean, tingling with power - a scent so strong that it could nask

t he accustoned stink of brinmstone and old burning within the cavern. She
backed out of the tunnel, clung precariously to the little | edge bel ow t he
fissure, and considered what to do. The dweoner snell attracted her, but she
renenber ed how she'd been mastered by dweonmer in this very cavern

'Once of that is enough,' Arzosah nuttered - in Elvish. Wth a possible eneny
so near, she refused to speak in Dragonish, a tongue the great wyrns keep to
t hensel ves.

She let go of the | edge and spread her wings with a slap of the air that
boomed like a drum but rather than fly away, she glided down to the valley
bel ow to perch on an outcrop of grey granite. Arzosah fol ded her w ngs, sat
back on her haunches, and contenplated the nouth of the fissure, far above
her .

"Aclumsy trick like that isn't going to fool me.' H s voice cane first; then
Evandar materialized in front of her. 'l heard you fly away."'

H ssing |li ke a thousand cats the dragon |l eapt to her feet. Evandar |aughed and
st epped back, raising one hand as if to ask for peace. He had taken the form
of an elf, dressed in a green tunic and tight deerskin trousers, but to her
dragoni sh sight his body wavered and gl owed. He snelled so strongly of dweormer
that she longed to eat him Unfortunately, he only |ooked |Iike neat, she knew,
rat her than being made of it.

"So!' Arzosah snarled. 'l thought | snelled trouble, and trouble you are.’
"None other,' Evandar said, grinning. 'Arzosah Sothey Lorohaz, renmenber that |
bound you by the power of your true nanme! | control and comand you.'

"I keep trying to forget, but | can't, so there we are, you nasty bit of
etheric slinme! What do you want with ne now?'

"A nunber of things. First of all, spring is here.’

"So it is, not that it's any of your doing.'

You nade Rhodry Mael waedd a pronmise, that you'd return to himin the spring.
Do you intend to keep it?

"What's it to you if I do or not?

" Ah, you don't, then. | thought not. You wrns are faithless, aren't you? A
prom se is naught to you. Nasty and faithl ess both.'

Arzosah growl ed at him but Evandar |aughed, waggling a finger at her like a
school master.

"I caught you out there, didn't |1?" Evandar said.

You did not! | never told you if | meant to go or not.'

"If you' d planned to keep that prom se, you wouldn't have been so coy.'

' Coy?' Arzosah hissed again. 'How dare you call me coy? If you didn't have

nane- dweoner, 1'd kill you.'
"But | do have it. The second thing | want is an errand. Rhodry Mael waedd' s
brother lives in far-off Bardek, and he's gone mad. | promised |'d bring him

hone, but | find that |1've got too many other inportant matters to attend to.'
"Hol d your tongue! Do you expect ne to fly across the Southern Sea and fetch
hi m back?

"I don't nerely expect you to. | intend to demand it and bind you with your
nane to ensure you do it.'
"But | can't. The ocean's far too w de, days and days of flying. | can't fly

forever without food and sleep. And how would | carry himhone? In ny claws?
And what woul d he eat and drink, anyway?'

" Ah,' Evandar hesitated briefly. 'l hate to admit this, but you're right. It
wasn't much of a plan, was it?

"Way not send a ship for hin? That's what ships are for, carrying things back
and forth over the water. Dragons aren't.’'

Evandar nodded, staring down at the ground with narrow eyes, as if he were

t hi nki ng things through. Arzosah sat back down and consi dered just how nuch
she hated him He'd tricked her into revealing her name, he'd given the rose



ring to Rhodry to enslave her, and now apparently he thought of her as sone
sort of servant, to run and fetch at his bidding.

"The third thing,' Evandar said at last. '|I have need of a vision, wrm It's
one thing to say I'll return Sal amander to Deverry. \Were exactly in Deverry
is another thing entirely. My heart is too troubled for ne to see clearly.
"Are you saying you want nme to scry for you?'

'Exactly that.'

" No.

You can't say no. | have your nane.'

Arzosah tipped back her head and roared her rage to the sky.
"Whine all you want,' Evandar said, 'But you'll do as | say.'

"Whine? Wiine, is it?" Wrds failed her, and she snarled, tossing her head
back and forth.

' The sooner you scry for me,' Evandar said, 'the sooner 1'll |eave you alone.'
"Ch very well, scry I will, but 1've never nmet Rhodry's brother, so how can
scry himout?

"It's the future I want to see. | know where he is now.'

' There's sonmething el se you need to know. You' re a wetched nui sance. Cone
intony lair.'

Evandar vani shed. Arzosah flewto the cliff-side, scrabbled her way into the
fissure, and paused to breathe deeply. The dweoner-snell |ay over everything,

hot and exciting. She crawl ed down the tunnel and, when she energed onto her
sl eeping | edge, she found Evandar there before her, sitting on the rock and
staring down into the cavern. Far bel ow them steamroiled and curled fromthe
hot springs deep within the fire mountain's heart.

"How wi | | you scry?'" Evandar said.

"Into the msts.' Arzosah lay down on the | edge and tucked her front paws
under her chest. That's the dragonish way. Tell ne of this brother and his
madness. '

Whi | e Evandar tal ked, Arzosah stared into the steam ng m st bel ow her. Shapes
formed, mere illusions of the sort that anyone can see in clouds, then drifted
i nto nothingness. In her mnd she began to picture this Ebany, began to see
his wife as well and the children, playing anong the tents of their travelling
show. She saw in her mind Bardek, green with spring, and the white cities on
their sea-cliffs. In the msts other images began to appear, fragnents only
and short-lived, until at last the scrying took her over.

'l see the ocean,' Arzosah began. The ocean poundi ng on great rocks beneath a
hi gh slender tower. Night is falling. | see the tower again, and lo! a fire is
burning at the top of the tower. Down below lies a dun, and beyond that, a
little town.'

' Cannobaen!' Evandar whi spered. 'Go on.'

"Strange ships are sailing into the harbour, ships with prows carved into the
shape of dragons. On the deck stands a blond man with a child in his arns, a
wild child with brown hair that's all matted and curly.'

' Sal amander and his son Zandro. CGo on.'

'There is naught nore but mst.'

"Don't lie to me!l’

"I"'mnot lying.' Arzosah swung her head his way and hissed. 'That's all | can
see. '

"Well, it's enough,' Evandar said. 'Strange things, indeed, and things of
great moment. To Cannobaen in ships in the elven fashion, is it? Strange and
twi ce strange.'

Abruptly he was gone. She had no perception of his vanishing; he sinply ceased
to be there.

' Good riddance!' Arzosah nuttered. The gall of him Faithless and nasty, are
we?'

She tipped back her head and roared out a dweoner command in the secret

| anguage of wyrnkind. Her answer cane as a runble and a hiss and spew of
steam Again she roared out the spell-word, and this tine the nountain
answered with a leap of fire deep in its heart. Al round the peak, the |and



trembled in fear.

"I"ve | ooked everywhere,' Marka said. 'l can't find him'

"I saw himjust alittle while ago,' Keeta said. 'He was wal ki ng toward
Vinto's tent.'

"He's not there now 1've already asked Vinto.'

'Ye gods. He coul d have gone anywhere.'

The two wormen were standing at the edge of the public caravanserai on the
outskirts of Myleton. Behind themthe travelling show was still setting up
canp. About half the tents stood, and all the animals bad been watered. Wen
she gl anced back Marka saw that the acrobats were beginning to unl oad bedrolls
and cushi ons from the wagons.

"Where are the children? Keeta said.

"Kwinto's watching them' Marka said. 'He hasn't seen his father since we
pulled in, he told ne."’

'He could have gone into the city to buy a permt.’

' Maybe. But something's wong. | can just feel it. Conme with me, will you?
'"OF course. Let's take the Myleton road. W've got a couple of hours till
sunset .’

Si de by side they wal ked down the archon's road. The winter rains had turned
Bardek green, and on either side of the road, set back behind | ow stone walls,
fields of hay bowed and rippled in the warmw nd. In the ditches tw xt wall
and road wild flowers blooned in scented tangles, red poppies, white al yssum
dark violets. It was in a ditch that they found their first hint of the
troubl e ahead; one of Ebany's sandals, |ying anong the flowers. Keeta picked
it up and inspected it.

"It's his, all right. Well, he can't have gone far, |inping along on one
shoe."

The second sandal turned up about a hundred paces on, lying right out in the
road. Keeta retrieved it, started to speak, then nmerely shrugged. They wal ked
on in silence. Another hundred paces or so, and they saw something white
flappi ng anong the flowers: his linen tunic. Keeta wapped his sandals in it,
and they hurried on, wal king faster. Ebany's floppy-brinmed riding hat showed
up next, lying off to one side of the road, and not too far on, the strip of
white linen that he used for a breechcl out.

'Ye gods!' Keeta snapped. 'He's wandering around stark naked.'

"It certainly looks that way.' Marka felt so suddenly, imnpossibly weary that
sitting dowmn in the nmiddle of the road and weepi ng seened |i ke an excell ent

i dea. Instead she took the bundl e of clothes fromKeeta. 'Mybe if you stood
on top of the wall and | ooked around for hin®

' Cood idea.’

Keeta climnbed the nearest stretch of stone wall and shaded her eyes with her
hand whi |l e Marka wat ched, hopi ng agai nst hope that Ebany hadn't got far. Keeta
turned this way and that, peered into the distance on all sides.

"Hah!' Keeta pointed off into the hay field. 'Sonething' s noving out there.
Doesn't | ook like a dog.'

Keeta junped down into the field. Marka trotted over and handed her the
clothing. Scranmbling over the wall, even with Keeta's help, took her a few
nmonents, and she begrudged every one of them fearing that Ebany would run off
again. The green hay, all sweet-scented and rustling, closed round her |ike
water up to her shoulders. Wth her height, however, Keeta could easily see
over it. She shaded her eyes with her hand and peered.

' Soreone or some thing is rolling on the ground,’ Keeta said. '|I hope he's not
having a fit.'

"I hope this farmer doesn't see us tranpling his hay.'

"We' |l buy himoff if he does. Don't worry about that now'

Wth the hay murmruring around themthey strode across the field. Marka could
hear soneone singing under his breath, harnonizing with the wind, it seened at
first. The song grew |l ouder, burst into full voice - Ebany, singing in the

| anguage of his far-off honeland. Marka wept in a brief scatter of tears.
Keeta turned to her in concern.



"It's just relief,' Marka said, smling. '|I was so afraid that he'd wandered
into Mleton like this.'

The song stopped. Ebany suddenly appeared, rising fromthe hay around hi m sone
twenty paces away, and waved.

"Well, there you are, ny love,' he called out in Bardekian. 'l was just
searching for prophecies.'

Marka nearly wept again, but she managed to force out a snile. Keeta sighed
and shook her head.

"I see you've found ny clothes,' Ebany went on. 'I thought |1'd becone a wild
man and go live in the forest. They live anong the trees |ike beasts, you see,
and the | esser gods come to them and give them prophecies.'

"There isn't any forest near here.’

"I know.' Ebany smiled brightly. 'That's what nmade me give up the idea.’

They got himdressed and | ed himback to the road, but getting himback to the
canp took a long struggle. He would wal k a few steps, then fancy hinself a
wild man again and try to disrobe. Each time Marka wouid have to tal k hi mout
of it while Keeta held himpinned in a strong grip. By the time they returned
to the caravanserai, the sun was setting, gilding the tents. Cooking fires

bl oomed anong them and the rich snell of grilling neat and griddl e breads
baki ng beckoned t hem hone.

"I"mhungry,' Ebafty said. 'Do wild men eat roast neats?

"OF course they do,' Keeta said firmy. 'Look, there are your children.’

At the sight of them running to nmeet him Ebany burst out sobbing.

"I'"d forgotten,' he said between sobs. '|I can't |leave for the forest.'

"No, you can't,' Marka said, and she hoped she sounded cheerful and strong.
"W | ove you, and we'd m ss you.'

After he'd eaten, Ebany seened to return to hinself. He discussed the com ng
show with Vinto, told the children several stories, and | aughed and joked wth
ot her menmbers of the troupe. But that night Marka was afraid to sleep. She
kept waking to make sure that he hadn't run off into the night. WII we have
to chain hinf she thought. You hear of that happening to madnen. Toward dawn
she lay awake for a long tine, thinking about Evandar and the help he'd

prom sed, nonths ago now. Wuld he return soon, now that it was spring?

Per haps his ship had never reached Deverry, what with the autumm storms and
the pirates. Perhaps the healer he'd told them about wouldn't return with him
There were too many doubts for her to have nmuch hope. As she | ay exhausted on
their bl ankets, watching the canvas walls of the tent brighten with the dawn,
she found herself thinking a traitor's thought, that perhaps if he should run
of f somewhere it would be better for themall.

Up by the plaza on Ctadel stood a public well, which drew water froma spring
sweeter than the | ake. Every norning N ffa would carry two wooden buckets on a
shoul der yoke to fetch the day's drinking water. Wth the conming spring in the
air, the task gave her a certain domestic pleasure. The sky itself seened
lighter, as if the gods had spread a prettier blue upon it. Fromthe plaza she
could | ook down to the town and beyond the walls to the surroundi ng neadows,
dark brown with mud, streaked here and there with dirty snow. At the well
itself stood other townsfolk, gossiping while they waited their turn to draw
On a day that was undeniably warm N ffa trudged up the hill to the well.
Council man Verrarc's blond young servant, Harl, had just filled his buckets.
He saw Niffa, smiled, and hurried over. 'CGood norrow,' Harl said. 'And how do
you and yours fare?

"Wl |l enough, ny thanks,' Niffa said. 'And your househol d?' 'Fine, fine,

t hough the master's woman still be sickly, like.'

One of the women at the well screaned. Niffa spun around just as two others
began to shriek and point at the sky. Niffa | ooked up and saw a dragon flying
toward G tadel.

In the pale sun the beast glittered |ike obsidian. Huge - N ffa could not
judge how | arge, but at |east the size of two wagons, and the w ngs spread out
in vast sweeps of greenish black. She could hear each w ngstroke beat the air
like the pound of an enornous heart as the dragon dropped down, swooping in a



soundl ess glide, then banking one wing to circle lazily over the plaza. Niffa
could see the enornous copper-tinged head bend down as if it were | ooking them
over. She nearly screamed herself, thinking it would | and.

The dragon spoke in a huge runble, but although Niffa could tell the sounds
meant words, it spoke a | anguage she didn't know. Al she could think to do
was raise a hand in the sign of peace. Wth one beat of its wings, it sheared
off and flew, gaining height as it headed south and east.

Everyone at the well started gabbling at once. N ffa wal ked a few steps away
and watched the dragon until it turned into a tiny speck agai nst the norning.
"Niffa, Nffa!' Harl cane running. 'What did the beast say?

"I know not. Here! Think you I ken Dragoni sh or suchlike?

"Weil, truly, not.' Harl had the grace to | ook enbarrassed. 'It be only that
you - well, you do see things nost folk can't see, and so mayhap, | thought,
you heard hidden things as well.'

She realized that the other wonmen had wal ked over to stand behind him They
wer e noddi ng their agreenent.

' The only one round here who do ken secrets be Werda,' N ffa said. "And 1'd
best be telling her about this wrm

Werda, however, had heard and seen the beast herself. Wapped in her white

cl oak she cane striding across the plaza. Wen everyone started tal king at
once, she hushed them and beckoned to N ffa.

"Come walk with me a bit,' Werda said. '|I saw the beast speak to you.'

Niffa [eft her buckets at the well. As she and the Spirit Tal ker wal ked away,
she | ooked back to see the townsfol k gathering to di scuss the onen anong

t hensel ves. At the edge of the plaza, where worked stone net the huge boul ders
of the hill, Werda stopped and turned to | ook out across the broad view.
Citadel fell away before themdown to the ring of Cerr Cawnen. Beyond the city
walls the earth stretched out dark to the horizon

'So,' Werda said. The dragon did mark you out, did she?

"I know not. She spoke, but in some strange tongue, although |I did think I
heard our Jahdo's nane.'

"Ah,' Werda turned and | eaned agai nst a boul der before she continued. 'The
lore of the gods do | ken, where each lives and what does please them The
witchlore | ken not. It be your road, not mine, young Niffa. | wonder if the
spirits did take your Demet because you did | ove himso, nore than you do | ove
themand their lore.'

"Then | hate themall! They be fools, if they do think I'd follow those that
did slay nmy |ove.'

"Nah, nah, nan!' Werda raised a hand in warding. 'Never curse the spirits!

They' Il be taking yet another fee, if you should spurn them Wsh you to | ose
your nother, say, or have some other death cone upon you?' She |owered her
hand. 'This be a harsh saying, | do know that. But the witch road is a |ong

one and harsh as well.’
"And why should I walk it then?
Werda sm | ed.

'Because the spirits will never let you rest till you do take up your Wrd.
When | was a lass, | wanted naught nore than a farmand a good man to work it
with ne. | dreamt of that farmand what | would plant in its fields. But the
gods called ne to their lore. | did whine and beg and pl ead, but not for ne
the life of a farmwife with her butter and eggs. Not for me the daughters and
strong sons | did covet. One winter | took ill with fever, and in the fever
visions came to ne. | could serve the gods or | could die. Those two were the

only roads they would let ne walk. And so | chose Iife and the lore. And here
be a secret: once |I did set ny feet upon the road, then did | feel a joy
beyond any the farm woul d have brought ne.'

Niffa felt her eyes fill with tears.

"Way do you weep?' Werda said.

"Because in ny soul |I know the truth of what you say.' N ffa rubbed an angry
hand across her eyes. 'But if you ken not the lore, where shall | learn it? It

aches ny heart to think of |eaving ny hone and kin.'



Where indeed? | know not. | think me though that if you do vigil, the gods
wi Il show you where you may go to set your feet upon the road.’

Niffa went back to the well to find that Harl had drawn water for her. She
mur mured a thanks, picked up her buckets, and started for home. The silver
lady in ny dreans, she was thinking. She nmust ken the witchlore, or she'd not
be speaking to ne there. At that noment she saw her life open out as if I|ike
the dragon she'd taken wing to see the future spread out bel ow, a vast

| andscape weathed in nist.

APPENDI CES
A NOTE ON DEVERRY DATI NG

Deverry dating begins at the founding of the Holy City, approximtely year 76
C.E. The reader should renenber that the old Celtic New Year falls on the day
we call November i, so that winter is the first season of a new year

A 'Note on the Pronunciation of Deverry Wrds

The | anguage spoken in Deverry is a nenber of the P-Celtic famly. Al though
closely related to Wl sh, Cornish, and Breton, it is by no means identical to
any of these actual |anguages and shoul d never be taken as such.

Vowel s are divided by Deverry scribes into two classes: noble and conmon.
Nobl es have two pronunci ati ons; commons, one.

A as in father when long; a shorter version of the same sound, as in far, when
short.

C as in bone when long; as in pot when short.

Was the oo in spook when Iong; as in roof when short.

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

I as in pin.

U as in pun.

Vowel s arc generally long in stressed syllables; short in unstressed. Y is the
primary exception to this rule. Wen it appears as the last letter of a word,
it is always |ong whether that syllable is stressed or not.

Di pht hongs general ly have one consi stent pronunciation. AE as the a in mane.
Al as in aisle. AU as the owin how EO as a conbination of eh and oh

EWas in Wlsh, a conbination of eh and oo.

IE as in pier.

CE as the oy in boy.

U as the North Wel sh wy, a comnbination of oo and ee. Note that O is never a
di phthong, but is two distinct sounds, as in carnoic, (KAR-noh-ik).
Consonants are nostly the same as in English, with these exceptions:

Cis always hard as in cat.

Gis always hard as in get.

DD is the voiced th as in thin or breathe, but the voicing is nore pronounced
than in English. It is opposed to TH, the unvoiced sound as in th or breath.
(This is the sound that the Greeks called the Celtic tau.)

Ris heavily rolled.

RH is a voiceless R approximtely pronounced as if it were spelled hr in
Deverry proper. In Eldidd, the sound is fast beconing indistinguishable from
R

DW GW and TWare single sounds, as in Gaendolen or twt.

Y is never a consonant.

| before a vowel at the beginning of a word is consonantal, as it is in the
plural ending -ion, pronounced yawn.

Doubl ed consonants are both sounded clearly, unlike in English. Note, however,
that DDis a single letter, not a doubl ed consonant.

Accent is generally on the penultimte syllable, but compound words and pl ace



nanes are often an exception to this rule.

| have used this system of transcription for the Bardeki an and El vi sh

al phabets as well as the Deverrian, which is, of course, based on the Geek
rather than the Roman nodel. On the whole, it works quite well for the

Bar deki an, at least. As for Elvish, in a work of this sort it would be
ridiculous to resort to the el aborate apparatus by which scholars attenpt to
transcri be that nost subtle and nuanced of tongues. Since the human ear cannot
even di stinguish between sucb sound-pairings as B> and <B, | see no reason to
confuse the human eye with them | do owe nany thanks to the various elven
nati ve speakers who have suggested which consonant to choose in confusing
cases and who have | aboured, alas often in vain, to refine nmy ear to the elven
vowel system

GLOSSARY

Aber (Deverrian) A river nouth, an estuary.

Astral The plane of existence directly "above" or "within" the etheric (qg.v.).
In other systens of magic, often referred to as the Akashic Record or the
Treasure House of |Images. Aura The field of el ectromagnetic energy that
permeat es and emanates fromevery living being.

Aver (Dev.) A river.

Bel (Dev,) The chief god of the Deverry pantheon.

Bl ue Light Another name for the etheric plane (qg.v.).

Body of Light An artificial thought-form (qg.v.) constructed by a
dweoner-mastcr to allow himor her to travel through the inner planes of

exi st ence.

Brigga (Dev.) Loose wool trousers worn by men and boys.

Broch (Dev.) A squat tower in which people live. Oiginally, in the
honel and, these towers had one big fireplace in the centre of the ground fl oor
and a number of booths or tiny roomets up the sides, but by the time of our
narrative, this ancient style has given way to regular floors with hearths and
chi meys on either side of the structure.

Cadvridoc (Dev.) A war |eader. Not a general in the nodern sense, the
cadvridoc is supposed to take the advice and counsel of the nobl e-born | ords
under him but his is the right of final decision

Captain (trans, of the Dev. opendaely.} The second in command, after the |lord
hi nsel f, of a noble's warband. An interesting point is that the word taely
(the root or unnutated formof -daely,) can nmean either a warband or a famly
dependi ng on cont ext.

Dun (Dev.) A fort.

Dwneorer (trans, of Dev. dwunddaevad.) In its strict sense, a system of magic
ai red at personal enlightennment through harnmony with the natural universe in
all its planes and manifestations; in the popul ar sense, magic, sorcery.
Ensorcel To produce an effect simlar to hypnosis by direct manipul ation of a
person's aura. (True hypnosis mani pul ates the victinm s consci ousness only and
thus is nore easily resisted.)

Et heric The plane of existence directly "above" the physical. Wth its
magneti ¢ substance and currents, it holds physical matter in an invisible
matrix and is the true source of what we call "life".

Et heri c Doubl e The true being of a person, the el ectromagnetic structure that
hol ds the body together and that is the actual seat of consciousness.

Ceis A taboo, usually a prohibition against doing sonething. Breaking geis
results in ritual pollution and the disfavour if not active ennmity of the
gods. In societies that truly believe in geis, a person who breaks it usually
dies fairly quickly, either of norbid depression or some unconsciously
self-inflicted "accident", unless he or she nakes ritual amends.

Great Ones Spirits, once human but now di si ncarnate, who exist on an
unknowabl y hi gh pl ane of existence and who have dedi cated thenselves to the
eventual enlightennent of all sentient beings. They are al so known to the



Buddhi sts as Boddhi satt vas.

Gnerbret (Dev. The name derives fromthe Gaulish vergobretes.} The hi ghest
rank of nobility below the royal fanmly itself.

Grerbrets {Dev. gwerbretion) function as the chief magistrates of their

regi ons, and even kings hesitate to override their decisions because of their
many anci ent prerogatives.

H raedd (Dev.) A peculiarly Celtic form of depression, marked by a deep
tornmented | onging for some unobtainabl e things; also and in particular

honesi ckness to the third power.

Javelin (trans, of Dev. picecl.) Since the weapon in question is only about
three feet |ong, another possible translation would be "war dart". The reader
should not think of it as a proper spear or as one of those enornous javelins
used in the nodern A ynpic Ganes.

Lwdd (Dev.) A blood-price; differs fromwergild in that the amount of fwdd is
negoti abl e in sone circunstances, rather than being irrevocably set by |aw

Mal over (Dev.) A full, formal court of lawwith both a priest of Bel and
either a gwerbret or a tieryn in attendance.

Mor (Dev.) A sea, ocean.

Peel (Dev.) Far, distant.

Rhan (Dev.) A political unit of land; thus, gwerbretrhyn, tierynrhyn, the area
under the control of a given gwerbret or tieryn. The size of the various rhans
(Dev. rhannau) varies w dely, depending on the vagaries of inheritance and the
fortunes of war rather than some |egal definition

Scrying The art of seeing distant people and pl aces by magic.

Sigil An abstract magical figure, usually representing either a particul ar
spirit or a particular kind of energy or power. These figures, which |ook a
ot like geonetrical scribbles, are derived by various rules from secret

magi cal di agrans.

Taer (Dev.) Land, country.

Tieryn (Dev.) An internediate rank of the noble-born, bel ow a gwerbret but
above an ordinary lord (Dev. arcloedd}.

Wrd (trans, of Dev. tingedd.) Fate, destiny; the inescapable problens carried
over froma sentient being' s last incarnation

Ynis (Dev.) An island.



