PART ONE
Chapter One

Kohan squinted into the Desert sky, watching his circling hawk. All at once the
bird plummeted to the rough scrub of the Vere Hills. Rohan held his breath. A
few moments later the hawk soared upward, a greentail clutched in her talons.
She spiraled on a thermal, then swooped down to deposit the plump bird neatly
at Rohan's feet. When she balanced on his arm again, he whistled appreciatively;
she replied with a grating coo of affection.

"She's flirting with you again," Sioned observed.

"I have that effect on ladies of taste and perception." He fed the bird a morsel of
raw meat, whistled the flight command again, and flung her smoothly into the
air. The hawk flew off to seek her own dinner.

Sioned sat down on a rock. "I assume that means Avaly of Rezeld would've had
more luck if she'd batted her lashes?"

"So that's what's been bothering you all day." Unhooking the water skin from his
belt, he took a swig and offered her some.

"It was embarrassing to watch." She drank and stoppered the skin.

"All T could think about was getting her off her knees and out of my sight as fast
as possible."

"Why did she wait nine years? It couldn't have taken that long to think up that
tale about her father's being under a diarmadhi spell like Chiana."

"Her proposed husband evidently inspired her. He wants the holding and the title
along with her highborn blood. That's the only dowry a merchant that wealthy
would care about."

"Well, he can't have them. Morlen was just waiting for a chance to betray you and
Pol, and I see no reason to reward

his daughter for it. And anyway, how could she think of marrying a man who
forced her to that performance?"

"Sioned! Wouldn't you plead on your knees for me?"

"With my aching joints? Certainly not."

He grinned down at her. "Well, I suppose you are getting old and crippled and
decrepit."

"Half a season your senior, young fellow, and don't you forget it!" She wagged a
finger at him, laughing.

He caught her hand and was about to pull her up into his arms when a screech
and a feather-rush warned him. He turned just in time to extend his right arm to
his hawk, who dug her talons into protective leather and preened.

"Jealous, too," Sioned remarked. "Goddess, doesn't she look pleased with
herself!"

They walked back through the late afternoon haze to Stronghold, entering by the
grotto passage—once secret, but not anymore. Sioned lingered by the waterfall to
bathe her face and arms while Rohan returned his hawk to the mews. This
autumn, her thirty-ninth in the Desert, was the hottest she could recall. She and
Rohan had avoided summer completely this year by indulging in a lengthy
journey through Syr before going up to Dragon's Rest for the Rialla. She'd shown
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him her childhood home of River Run, taken a side trip into the Catha Hills to
investigate the dragons' winter lairs, and stopped in at High Kirat to visit her
nephew Prince Kostas and his family. Many times they'd left their small retinue
behind and slept in the open, hunted or hawked as fancy dictated, and forgotten
for days at a time that there were titles and responsibilities attached to their
names.

But having escaped the summer heat, they returned after the Rialla to find their
princedom had taken on all the soothing qualities of a smelting furnace. The sun
blazed, the dunes burned with shimmer-visions, and heat clung to every stone.
Rohan shrugged off the brutal climate, being Desert born and bred, but even
though she'd spent two-thirds of her life here, Sioned felt the heat more as she
grew older.

She settled on a mossy rock and hauled off her t>oots. Gasping with the shock as
she plunged her feet into cool water, she closed her eyes and tried to dream
herself back at River Run. No use. If Avaly hadn't arrived yesterday with her
foredoomed plea, she could have been at Radzyn by now, enjoying its crisp sea
breezes, visiting Maarken and Hollis at Whitecliff—

"Don't get too comfortable," advised Rohan from behind her. "We've just been
graced with an emissary from Prince Velden of Grib."

"Damn it, what's wrong with these people? Why couldn't they have talked to us at
the Rialla?"

"Doubtless they had their reasons."

"Whatever they are, I don't like them."

"Come on, High Princess—we played all summer. Time to get back to work."

She kicked water at him across the little pool. "I don't want to."

"Now you sound like Jihan."

"Well, you have to admit people make things difficult. You can hardly pretend to
be reluctant with your power when they're always handing you chances to use it."
"Pretend?" He frowned.

"Demanding that you use it, actually. At least Pol's honest about it. He loves to fix
things and makes no pretense of—"

"Just be grateful that someone still finds it worthwhile to consult us old folks," he
drawled.

That silenced her. She followed him back through the gardens and upstairs,
gnawing over his implication. It was amusing to tease each other about oncoming
old age— especially when neither believed the other had aged at all— but at times
they were forcibly reminded that the years were indeed accumulating.

The knowledge had sneaked up on them at first. Perhaps it had started at the
Rialla of 731, Pol's first as husband and father as well as prince. He had spoken
for Princemarch before, of course, but with his new family had come new
awarenesses. The terms he gained, independent of anything Rohan won for the
Desert, were highly advantageous and gave subtle hints about his plans for his
daughters' future. Rohan and Sioned had congratulated themselves on their
success—after all, they had taught Pol everything he knew.

But more leisurely reflection, and repetition of the experience in 734 and again
this very summer, had shown them a hard truth. While the princes still looked to
them, they also looked to Pol. The next High Prince.
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Rohan and Sioned had given him the world in which he exercised his share of the
family cunning. The peace they'd established had lasted with only minor lapses
since 704.

14 Melanie Rawn

They'd founded a school for physicians and a scriptorium. Specific borders agreed
to by all princes ensured that no more wars were fought over a few square
measures of land. Arts and sciences thrived. Interwoven trade made the
princedoms economically dependent on each other. Most importantly, Rohan
had nudged the other rulers into standardizing much of the legal code. Over the
years this had come to be known as the High Prince's Writ, and it would be his
most lasting achievement. It was more than any other High Prince had done
before him, more than anyone else could have hoped to do in a lifetime—even if
anyone else had been the dreamer Rohan was. But because he did have dreams,
leavened with vast patience and ruthless practicality, there was so much more
that he wanted to accomplish.

It was a proud thing to watch Pol fulfill their hopes. And Meiglan had surprised
them all with her adjustments to her role as his wife. Though she would never be
the kind of High Princess Sioned was, she had grown into her own sort of
wisdom. People didn't confide in Meiglan, or consult her about matters of state.
They merely did not guard their tongues around her. It was an opportunity not
open to Sioned, whose intelligence was well known and often feared. She learned
more from what people didn't tell her than from what they did. But Meiglan was
so quiet, so unobtrusive, that most of the time one forgot she was there. What she
reported was colored by her personal prejudices—she loathed Pirro of Fessenden,
for instance, and was terrified of Ghiana. But she had learned to weed out what
was important and present it with an eye to Pol's needs. Her methods differed
from Sioned's, but she got the job done.

This past Rialla Rohan and Sioned had mostly watched the young couple's work,
giving private advice here and there. It was time for them to move into the
background; eventually Pol and Meiglan would take their places. The other
princes must accustom themselves to the next generation. Eminently practical—
but a little depressing.

Sioned wondered if Zehava had experienced the same thing when Rohan had
been the one young and strong and full of impatient energy. She understood Pol's
eagerness— the young dragon exhilarated by the strength of his wings. Perhaps
Zehava had watched with the same smile she saw sometimes on Rohan's face, a
look of pride and rueful regret.

She sat at her dressing table, brushing out her hair, watching him covertly in the
mirror. The hot misted light of sunset drifting through open windows turned his
hair as gold as it had been in his youth. Looking at him as he shrugged out of his
sweat-stained shirt, it was impossible to convince herself that this coming winter
would be his sixty-first. That it would be forty years next spring since she'd first
seen him on the road to Stronghold, bloodied and exhausted after killing the
dragon that had killed his father. That they were not just growing older, but
growing old. That not only had she never fallen out of love with him, but had, in
fact, fallen in love with him all over again many times—most recently this very
summer.
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Preposterous. The product of an overactive imagination that insisted on picturing
him at River Run, enchanted with the greenness, lazing back in flower-strewn
grass, making love to her in a hayloft, racing for shelter during a sudden
thundershower. Or at Dragon's Rest: long walks in the forest or through Pol's
beloved gardens, nights on their own in Meiglan's little hillside cottage, a
memorable evening when she took him on a tasting tour of the wine cellar she'd
personally assembled for their son.

Yet there had been reminders of age, too, most obviously in the form of twin
seven-year-old granddaughters. Rohan didn't look like a grandsire. But Jihan had
not only half his name but his blue eyes as well, and the cleft in Rislyn's dainty
chin could have come from no one else. He gleefully indulged them with endless
games of dragon slaying, and earned the supreme accolade that Grandsir was
much better at it than Papa. Jihan usually won; she was the dominant twin,
running riot around the palace, trailing mischief in her wake. Rislyn was quieter,
gentler, more like her shy mother. Everyone adored Jihan, but everyone's favorite
was Rislyn.

They even said that Rislyn looked very like Sioned.

Gentle fingers clasped her shoulders, and she gave a start. "I didn't mean that,
you know," Rohan said. "About being old."

"I know you didn't, but it's true." She met his gaze in the

irror. "Though it's hard to believe, looking at you. You've

mirror

gone all silvery instead of golden—that's the only difference." "Liar. My bones
creak and my right shoulder aches in the cold and my arms aren't long enough to
hold parchments where I can read them."

"And last night all you could do in bed was sleep."

He grinned. "Well, I do seem to have a soft spot for elderly ladies."

"My dear decrepit azhrei, right now I haven't the slightest interest in your soft
spots."

Quite some time later, he stretched and dug his toes into the cool silk of bunched
sheets at the end of the bed. Using a strand of Sioned's long hair to tickle her
shoulder, he whispered, "I think I saw it that time."

"Hmm?" she asked drowsily. "Saw what?"

"The colors."

She quivered with silent laughter. "Now we have the truth at last. He only makes
love to the Sunrunner witch for the sake of intellectual curiosity."

"Certainly," he agreed. "You should never have told me what you see. I've been
trying to catch a glimpse ever since."

"And did you?"

"Why don't we try it again and I'll let you know?"

The Gribains were growing impatient by the time Rohan and Sioned finally came
downstairs for dinner in the Great Hall. Casual pleasantries were the order of
conversation; the Gribains were firmly steered away from any formal discussion
during the meal. Rohan knew why they were here. According to his habit, he had
made no decision and would not until one presented itself. Though open
discussion was prevented by Sioned's tact and Rohan's sporadic deafness
whenever the subject was hinted at, he had not counted on the artless innocence
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of the squire who was serving at dinner.

Isriam was the only child of Sabriam of Einar and Isaura of Meadowlord, Prince
Halian's niece. With his family connections and the wealth of his father's city, one
day Isriam would be an important man. At sixteen he was a dark-ey”d, dark-
haired, gawky adolescent possessed of not the slightest hint of subtlety. Rohan
kept telling himself the boy would grow out of his awkwardness, but despaired of
ever teaching him how to keep his every thought from his face and his every idea
from spilling over into speech. As he served taze and cakes to the high table,
Isriam asked, "Will your grace

desire the Summer Room made ready for a conference with the Gribain
ambassadors this evening?"

This was the perfect opening, and the courtier who had been sent by Prince
Velden took advantage of it with practiced smoothness. "It is extremely wise of
your grace to wish this unhappy matter settled as quickly as possible. We will, of
course, make ourselves available to your grace immediately after dinner."

Rohan considered answering Isriam in the negative, then chided himself. He had
spent most of the spring and all summer at play. He planned a trip to Radzyn in a
few days that would extend the holiday well into autumn. He really ought to do a
little work and earn the privilege of being bowed to and gossiped about behind
his back. Deciding to give in, he replied with a smile, "That's very kind of you,
Master Eschur. The journey from Grib is a tiring one. But if it suits, then yes, we'll
meet in a little while."

"As your grace wishes," Eschur said with a slight bow. Rohan reflected that his
name suited him; eyes with a "wolfs sight" he truly had,-yellowish and sharp. The
High Prince did not anticipate a fun evening.

He was right. With Sioned at his side and Isriam attending them—one could only
hope he would learn something— Rohan listened as the Gribains presented their
prince's views. The problem outlined to him was a reminder that whatever he had
accomplished by way of codifying laws, he hadn't thought of everything. Not by
any means.

The difficulty was one of inheritance. An Ossetian younger brother had married
the heiress of a neighboring athri in Grib. It was agreed all around that the young
man would forswear his allegiance to Prince Tilal and commit himself instead to
Prince Velden. The athri had died this spring and the daughter and her husband
had inherited. But the elder brother had recently suffered a serious head injury;
he recognized no one and was subject to intermittent fits of violence. His
heartbroken brother had reluctantly ordered him confined for his own safety and
that of his people.

With the elder brother incapable of rule, the younger was the heir. But this would
leave the young man with two holdings in two different princedoms—with two
sets of loyalties. Should the lands be combined under one princedom? If so,
which? Should they be kept separate against the day when sons would be born to
take one holding each? Or

should the man inherit only his own father's land, with the Gribain holding
reverting to Prince Velden and being bestowed at his pleasure to someone else?
Tilal sent no emissary; nor had he come to Stronghold from Dragon's Rest, where
he and his wife Gemma lingered to see their daughter Sioneva settled in for a long
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visit. Tilal had merely conveyed to Sioned through Pol that whatever was decided
would be fine with him. Rohan thanked the Goddess for providing him with at
least one prince who trusted him completely. Of course, Tilal was Sioned's
nephew and had been Rohan's squire. His faith in the High Prince was a very
personal thing, not to be confused with the sometimes wary acquiescence of
others.

Fifty years ago, the two princedoms would have mustered armies by now and
tested each other's commitment through a few skirmishes, consulting the High
Prince only if neither force left the field—and the holding—to the other. Roelstra
would have been called on to stop a war already half begun. This time no one had
even considered battle. Rohan was being asked to settle a difficulty of law. But he
did not congratulate himself yet on the happy progress of civilization. If the High
Prince's Writ could not provide a satisfactory solution, things could still
degenerate into open conflict.

Still, at least they were talking about it instead of fighting. However often he
accused himself of throwing words at a problem until it collapsed under their
sheer weight, he was always reminded of something Chay had told him long ago:
that those words were his armies, fighting battles without bloodshed, more
effective than any swords or arrows. Rohan supposed this was true; he felt like a
battleground often enough.

As anticipated, Velden wanted the property to revert to himself. This was couched
in much flowery sympathy for the family and regret for not continuing a holding
in the line that had held it so long. But the meaning was plain: Vetden wanted
those valuable square measures, and he intended Rohan to take his side.

"We thank you for your statements," Rohan said when they were finished. "We
will, of course, consider them very carefully.”

Sioned coughed to hide what he knew was amusement at a speech she had heard
a million times. Then she said, "I gather there is no objection to the young man's
qualifications?"

"None, your grace," Eschur said. "He is honest, capable, and well-liked."

"I'm glad to hear it," she replied warmly. "We must be careful that no insult is
implied to his abilities. No matter what is decided, he will still be an athri and
conscious of his honor as such." She paused, frowning slightly. "If our cousin of
Grib did have the giving of this holding, who do you think it would go to, Master
Eschur? Just to satisfy my curiosity, you understand."

Rohan wondered what she knew, or thought she knew. Eschur's wolfish eyes
narrowed in a flash of some powerful emotion and a corner of his mouth twitched
downward. He said, "I am not sufficiently in Prince Velden's confidence to know,
your grace."

Sioned smiled in sweet sympathy. "Ah, yes, we princes must have our little
secrets, mustn't we? How irritating it must be sometimes!"

"The ways of princes, your grace, are not to be questioned by mere common folk
like myself."

A proper answer, delivered with the proper humility, but the whole byplay told
Rohan what Sioned had guessed: Eschur himself coveted the holding and the title
that went with it. Crafty of Velden, sending a man who wanted the lands to argue
for them. If he gained them for his prince, they would be his reward.
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But Master Eschur had something else to say. "His grace has. however, instructed
me to make known to your royal highnesses that he would appreciate a
consultation with Lord Andry."

Rohan kept startlement from his face. "To what purpose?"

"It is said that certain powerful faradh'im can see the future in a flame. Prince
Velden considers that this might be a useful—" Eschur's yellow gaze strayed to
Sioned: a mistake. The look in her eyes deprived him of the power of speech.

She asked very softly, "And did Lord Andry volunteer his personal services for
this little experiment in oracle reading? Or will any Sunrunner do?"

He swallowed hard, rallied, and managed, "Lord Andry reacted favorably to the
suggestion. I meant no offense, your grace."

"We know precisely what you meant."

There were levels to Sioned's rage; Rohan had rarely seen

this one. Tobin vented her wrath with the same vehemence whatever the weight
of the matter. Sioned's responses varied— and in her green eyes now was the
lethal fury that paralyzed its object the way legend said a dragon's gaze turned
men to stone.

"Convenient to have a fortune-teller ready to hand, isn't it?" she said in that same
silken voice. Extending both her hands, the single great emerald flashing in
bright candlelight, she added, "But perhaps we do not meet the current standard.
Do you think our lack of Sunrunner's rings disqualifies us?"

That lack had caused many to forget what Sioned truly was: Sunrunner as well as
High Princess. Eschur's face turned white. "Your g-grace, I—"

"Or perhaps," Sioned went on inexorably, "our training at Goddess Keep under
Lady Andrade was so long ago that we are not fully conversant with the rituals
now considered necessary by Lord Andry."

Eschur gulped again and flung a look of appeal at Rohan.

"We suggest you withdraw your proposal," the High Prince said mildly.

After several tries he stammered out, "I-"*-I will so inform Prince Velden." He and
his companion departed the Summer Room with indecent haste.

Rohan gestured to the slack-jawed Isriam. Sioned saw it and snapped, "I don't
need any wine. I need a few moments in private with the Prince of Goddess
Keep!"

"Drink it anyway." When Isriam had provided full goblets for them both, Rohan
waited until Sioned had downed a good half of hers and was seething in silence
before saying, "I understand how you feel."

"No, you don't," she stated flatly. "You're not a Sunrunner."

Aware that they ought not discuss this around Isriam, he turned from her and
beckoned the squire forward. "Well? What do you think?" he asked.

"Me, my lord?" Isriam turned red and stared.

"You, my lord," Rohan replied, wishing the boy would cease his imitation of an
astonished lobster, all red face and blinking eyes. "You heard Master Eschur
explain the problem. You know the circumstances. What is your opinion?" Isriam
continued to gape, and Rohan sighed. Goddess help Einar if her future ruler
didn't learn to see people with his mind as well as his eyes.

Sioned had made the effort and recovered her balance by now. She entered into a
conversation designed to instruct :r.e squire in statecraft—as well as to clarify the
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available Ttions. Rohan's other purpose was to distract her from her ir.aer: that
she knew it was clear in the glance she gave him

«xfore asking, "What do you think of Prince Velden's claim, Isriam?"

"It sounds valid, my lady," he ventured.

"It does indeed. Did you draw any conclusions from Master Eschur's reply when I
asked about who might revive the holding?"

Isriam's brow furrowed. At length he said, "I—I'm not >ure. my lady. But I think
perhaps he knows who wants it,

+;\in if he doesn't know who'll get it."

Absolutely true. He does know who wants it. And so do

Really? Who?"

He does. Think about it. If you had a case to present to :.-.e High Prince, who
would you send to do it? Who would irgue most strongly?"

Isriam considered with an even mightier frown. Then >~niight broke across his
face. "Master Eschur himself!"

Rohan felt like applauding. Instead he drawled, "If you r»o are finished being
brilliant. . . ."

Isriam and I are doing very nicely without you. Run r-vay and play while we solve
all your problems."

Emboldened by his success, Isriam actually grinned. Rohan chuckled; there
might be hope for the boy after all.

"All right, then," he said, "consider this. The two holdings lie on the coast and
command a nice little harbor. The only reason no substantial town has grown up
there before ;> tf>at the place is held by two princes, not one. They do a minor
shipping business, but most goods go to port at Waes—or Einar." He let Isriam
ruminate on this for a moment, and saw the dark eyes go wide. Sioned gave him a
disgusted look that told him he was being unfair.

"My father wouldn't half like it if the two combined and a port was built," Isriam
said worriedly.

"No, he wouldn't. But I'm not Lord of Einar, I'm High Prince. More and easier
trade is always profitable and therefore desirable. It's part of my duty to foster
such. So again I ask: what would you recommend?"

The boy looked miserably unhappy. "My lord ... I don't think I'm able to say. I am
my father's son."

Sioned took pity on him. "Isriam, that is exactly the right answer for you to give.
It's not your decision and you're correct to remind his grace of that. As an athri,
your duty is to look to your own interests first and foremost."

Isriam's brows knotted over his nose. "But—but still I have to think about what
might happen to everyone else."

Rohan was pleased. "That's very wise of you. You're fortunate. You can consider
possibilities and choose the most personally advantageous with a clear
conscience. I have to pick what's best for everyone."

Sioned added in dry tones, "His grace's conscience does not bear close scrutiny,
Isriam."

A tentative smile curved the squire's mouth, and Rohan laughed softly. "Which is
why I'm going to delay a decision for a few days."

Shaking her head, Sioned confided, "He's a cruel man. After a few days in this
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heat the Gribains will agree to anything he says, just to go home!"

Rohan dismissed the squire for the night and took his wife for a stroll in the
gardens. The moons were down and the sky was alive with stars, their silvery
light almost bright enough to read by.

"You handled Isriam very nicely," Rohan commented.

"You certainly didn't," she scolded. "He's not like Daniv or any of your other
squires. He needs to be led—gently enough so his pride isn't hurt, but firmly
enough so he understands. He's not unintelligent. Just young and shy."

They came to his mother's fountain, which trickled feebly as it always did at this
time of year. When rain came to the northern hills and flowed down to swell the
spring that was Stronghold's life, the water would again play as Milar had
intended, a joyous patter dancing to the rhythm of the wind.

Sioned bent to rinse her hands in the pool, then straightened. "You weren't very
subtle about diverting me from things too dangerous for Isriam to know," she
accused.

"He didn't notice. I knew you would. I save subtlety for those who need or earn
it." Seating himself on the fountain's tiled rim, he went on, "Not that you spared
Eschur your talons, my love."

She shrugged irritably. "You can't understand," she repeated. "You're not a
Sunrunner.”

"You're right, I'm not. But I am the High Prince. I don't like Andry's interference
any more than you do."

She paced the summer-sere grass. "Prince I called him, and prince he's trying to
become—in function if not title. Prince of Concocted Mysteries! I would never
have believed it of a son of Tobin and Chay!"

"Andrade had the making of the Sunrunner he became," he reminded her. "Just
like you."

Sioned rounded on him. "And I took to princely rule like a sorcerer to dranath, is
that it?"

"Partly. I think Lady Merisel had the right idea long ago—strongly discouraging
trained Sunrunners from marrying princes or athr'im."

"I wasn't the first."

"No. But your grandmother Siona was."

"That only gave Andrade the idea. You were the great experiment."

i;One that failed," he said lightly.

:'This is different, Rohan. Andrade's ambitions were for vou, not for herself. And
whatever your disagreements with her—caused mostly by me—" She held up a
hand to stop his interruption. "By me," she repeated. "I'm the one who defied lier
by becoming a princess first and a Sunrunner second. But you and she were
always working toward the same thing. The power of the High Prince working
together with the power of a faradhi. Andry, on the other hand, is ambitious for
himself."

"It infuriates you, doesn't it?" he asked softly. "All the ceremony. The ritual."
"Andrade would have cut the rings from her fingers before she'd countenance half
of what he's done 'in the Name of the Goddess.'"

Rohan stood and put his arm around her waist. He drew her along the paths to
the grotto, speaking only when they stood beside the thin waterfall. "There isn't a
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way to stop him. All we can do is live with it and hope most people have more
sense than to believe in superstition."

She kicked a loose rock into the pond. "He knows what's seen in Fire and Water
isn't the destiny of princedoms, it's personal. And it's only what might be.
Andrade always said that the future isn't carved in stone—and even if it were,
stone can be broken."

"If it were a truly reliable skill, it would have become

widespread long before this. This is the first time Andry's suggested it. I think he
knew all along that he wouldn't have to do it. He just wanted to give the
impression that he could."

"That makes it even worse."

He should have known what she would do next, but still was startled when a
trickle of Fire crossed the pond, brilliant with color and sternly controlled. He
had learned over the years to recognize the elusive response of his own faradhi
blood when she worked this way; it was a fragile quiver deep within him,
something he could never touch, never use.

She conjured what she had shown him a very long time ago, when they'd both
been young and untried, when they'd felt the Fire but were unable to trust that it
wouldn't burn their hearts to ashes. Two faces appeared in Fire and Water,
poignantly young and solemn, foreheads circled by thin gold crowns like living
flame.

"I saw this first when I was barely sixteen," Sioned murmured. "It's what I've seen
all my life."

"You are my life," he replied simply.

She rested her head on his shoulder and allowed the vision to fade. "Were we ever
that young?"

"I thought we'd already agreed that we're both elderly and decrepit." He held her
closer, burying his lips in her hair.

"Oh, yes ... I'd forgotten."

"So," he said, "had I."

Chapter Two

A o the Sunrunners standing on the battlements of Goddess Keep, the ocean was
as vast a wilderness as the Desert, and more threatening. They could at least
retain their wits if forced to traverse the Long Sand; setting sail across Water
meant incapacitating sickness which, though it wouldn't kill them, would surely
make them wish they were dead. A faradhi on water was as helpless as a dragon
without wings. Andry sometimes wondered how Lady Merisel had convinced her
people to leave Dorval for the continent.

And why had they come here, of all places? he asked himself as Valeda chanted
the day's end. Goddess Keep had several advantages—rich farmland that made it
self-sufficient, comforting isolation, a defensible approach on one side and
forbidding cliffs on the other, no mountains to block the sunlight, and a far
southwesterly location that gave it a maximum-length day even in whiter. But
rain and thick fog walled up the castle every year, rendering the light of sun and
moons inaccessible. Was this the best Merisel could find? Or had there been
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some unknown but compelling reason to build here?

He chided himself for letting his attention stray from the ritual. He'd already
missed half of it; Torien's deep voice, representing Earth, alternated now with his
wife Jolan's ringing words as she personified Fire. The two aspects of the Goddess
were thus invoked—male and female, Earth and Fire. Deniker then took over the
male's part, speaking for that aspect of the Storm God that was Air. Ulwis
assumed the voice of Water, sweetly melodic as a mountain stream as she recited
the counterpoint to her husband's words. Andry let the chant wash over him. Not
the best poetry, but adequate to the purpose. It got the idea across.

All four voices invoked protection over the times between sunset and moonrise,
moonset and sunrise, when there was no light for a faradhi to use. Andry found
the cadences more powerful in the old language, with its terse nouns and spare
verbs. But the majority offaradh'im knew little of it, so perforce the rituals were in
modern speech. He often wondered why Merisel had forbidden the use of the
continent's original language. And how had she managed to all but obliterate it,
except for remote places in the northern princedoms, in a mere few hundred
years? It was the language of sorcery, and that might have been the reason for her
adamant eradication. Andry suspected, though, that she had decided to
emphasize the establishment of a new order of things by establishing another
tongue. But on this, as on many other things, her histories were frustratingly
silent.

Only magical terms and personal names were still as they had been. Logical
enough; the terms were evocative of power in and of themselves, and a Naming
was a very solemn ceremony—also magic. Many places retained their old names
in sometimes corrupted forms. Veresch trans-. lated into "silent wolf"—
appropriate to those mountains. Dorval, home of the Sunrunners before their
arrival on the continent, meant "loyal sword"; Catha was a particularly potent
word combining Water and breath, or Air. But it was anybody's guess what
Ossetia or Zaldivar or Ussh had originally been. Even some personal names were
puzzling. Jolan, the scholar among his devr'im, often spent whole nights working
on a single term. Intellectual puzzles appealed to her.

Andry translated the last lines back and forth from one language to the other,
enjoying the unison of four differing voices.

Protect us from the dark time of night (Vis-tiel wis'im se'eltan la bellia) Until the
Sun brings light and life. (Josclen dev edeva.)

He and his devr'im had no reason to feel helpless without sun or moons. But
common Sunrunners were not taught to use the stars. Gathered down below in
the courtyard, they found great meaning in this daily ritual conducted by their
superiors.

He and Jolan had spent a whole winter and spring working out the specifics of
the Elements. No one had ever codified belief before. This amazed Andry—for
there was much satisfaction to be had from organized, definitive tenets. Surely
Merisel had known that. But she had allowed no formalization of the attributes of
the Goddess and the Father of Storms, and no rituals other than the ancient ones
of Naming, Choosing, and Burning. Faith was a casual thing, casually observed.
Andry suspected she had overreacted to the complex ceremonies of the
diarmadh'im; this "Nameless One" he had heard sorcerers swear by had evidently
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demanded elaborate rites. Andry did not propose the same. What he was doing
he likened to what Rohan had done at his first Rialla as ruling prince. Just as
Rohan had used ancient maps and treaties to clarify borders and set every
princedom's boundaries so everyone would know literally where he stood, Andry
found clues in the histories and the Star Scroll to set the boundaries of belief.
The four voices rose ie unison for the final verse, praising the Goddess and the
Storm God. Air and Water were obviously Elements of the latter, each capable of
bringing both life and destruction—but not to each other. Fire, the most sacred,
could scorch Earth to ashes. This was the source of tension and thus of power, for
it was the Goddess' strength that kept her two aspects under control. Sunrunners
were first and foremost servants of the Goddess, drawing their power from her.
All persons were made of all four Elements: the Air of breath, the Water of blood,
the Earth of bones and flesh, and the Fire that was the life of the mind and heart.
Their tensions were reflected in everyone. It was a tidy system, and appealed to
Andry's sense of order.

For example, Sunrunner physicians now knew exactly where to direct their
energies to effect a cure. A broken bone required no Water-rich potions, nor
cauterizing Fire, nor inhalations of herbs on Air, but rather splints made of
Earth-born wood. Likewise a poisoning of the blood's crimson Water could be
helped only by certain plants that grew in rivers and lakes. It was entirely fitting
and logical that dranath, the herb of the mind, should require baking in hot ovens
or drying in the sun's Fire to reach its full effectiveness. These remedies had been
known before, but now physicians knew the why of them.

Andry was not responsible for the medicinal aspect of belief. For that he credited
a young man who had come to Goddess Keep two years ago after training in
Gilad. Evarin had been only nineteen, the most brilliant student ever known at
the school for physicians. But he was also faradhi gifted, and knew it, and had left
Gilad before receiving his certificate.

"I won't waste a weary year as a drudge for some idiot who couldn't soothe a
skinned knee, and then pay over part of my earnings for three more years to
support the school. Especially when I've known what I really am since the first
time I set foot in a fishing boat! And besides that, my Lord, you need me."

Evarin offended many with what they saw as arrogance. Andry knew it was the
supreme confidence of someone born to a specific work; after all, he was called
arrogant, too. Valeda had had Evarin's man-making night, reporting with
amusement that the boy's pride had suffered a serious hurt remedied just before
dawn. This secretly increased Andry's liking for him—his own first night had not
been a resounding success. He'd made up for it since. So had Evarin, if rumors
were to be believed. He now wore eight rings, and it was for him and at his
suggestion that the eighth was reserved hereafter for Master Physicians. Andry
alone kept that ring without having to qualify for it; his devr'im, who wore nine,
had mostly chosen to give it up. Deniker, Oclel, and Nialdan had no talent for
healing; Man and Rusina couldn't be bothered. Ulwis attended Evarin's classes
every so often, haltheartedly. Torien, as chief steward and senior devri, felt it
incumbent upon himself to earn the Master Physician's ring. But Valeda showed
a true gift for advanced medicine, and the eighth ring was back on her left thumb
before Evarin had been at Goddess Keep a year.



http://www.abbyy.com/buy
http://www.abbyy.com/buy

Utterly self-confident, convinced that only Sunrunners should treat the sick and
injured, Evarin might have become Andry's rival within and without Goddess
Keep. A physician's power was formidable and Evarin was prodigiously gifted.
But Andry was not only Lord here and grandson of a prince, but had possession
of that which earned Evarin's instant respect: the Star Scroll. In it were encoded
the spells and potions of the diarmadh'im, lost for hundreds of years— even to
them. The sorcerer Mireva had sent one of her own to steal it if possible, and had
failed. It was never read

except in a closed, windowless, hearthless room, so that no conjuring by light
could gain a glimpse of it. Urival had given Sioned a translated copy, which
infuriated Andry even at this late date. But she was afraid of using power—like
her husband and like the man she called her son.

Knowledge of Pol's true birth was a power Andry had not yet decided how to use.
He had come to believe that the Goddess would not have allowed him to know if
there was no purpose for the information. He had not yet found one. He would
not reveal it for childish spite; there was no point in that except his own
satisfaction.

He had almost revealed it once, during an ugly confrontation at the Rialla of 731.
Three years earlier, Andry had gone secretly into the Veresch to kill any
diarmadh'im he could find. Gloves had hidden faradhi rings; he and Valeda and
Nialdan had been careful to draw no attention to themselves, posing as simple
travelers. The mountain folk knew only that certain people who had lived among
them vanished without trace, the doors of their homes marked with a sunburst
pattern burned into the wood. The mark of the Goddess, it came to be called. No
one ever connected them with the executions.

But somehow Pol found out. He had waited through the first days of the Rialla,
treating Andry with a cool, distant respect. Then, on the morning of the races,
while Andry stood at a paddock fence admiring his father's horses, there came a
flash of colors so blindingly intense that if not for the wooden rail at his chest, he
would have collapsed.

Surprised, cousin? said a coldly furious voice in his mind. / ought to do to you
what I did to Ruval three years ago. How would you like a Star Scroll spell used
on you, cousin? How about the same one you used to kill citizens of my
princedom?

He saw nothing but the angry swirl of Pol's colors imprisoning his senses. He
tasted acid emerald edged in black, felt the slice of diamond brightness, smelled
stinging topaz-gold smoke. Pol's power staggered him.

Oh, yes, I know all about it. I know how you came into my lands in defiance of the
edict against you and murdered my people. "In the Name of the Goddess," you'd
say, wouldn't you? Justified because they were sorcerers, and therefore evil. Why
didn't you go after Riyan? Or Ruala? Why don't you kill Princess Naydra—she's
the last living daughter of High

Princess Lallante. Or is it only the obscure and nameless you have the courage to
kill?

They merited killing, he managed, and Pol's grip on him increased until he felt
his head would split like a ripe apple in a clenched fist.

That was for me to decide. Not you. I am the law in Princemarch. Not you.
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He had almost revealed it then. Almost flung the damning words at Pol: I know
about you, I know whose son you really are. But he had not.

/ won't warn you again, cousin. If any more die, if any more of those ludicrous
sun patterns are found, I will come after you.

There was a cruel, deliberate wrench at his senses, and then his mind was his own
again. He discovered that his fingers had clawed so deeply into the wood that
splinters were embedded in his palms and under his nails. When sight returned
to his aching eyes, he turned his head, seeking Pol. Standing far away across the
paddocks and the track was the tall figure, blond hair glowing in the sunlight. Pol
was looking straight at him and even at a distance Andry saw rage in every line of
him.

He should have told Pol then, should have shattered that insufferable insolence.
But he had not. It was not yet time. It would have served no purpose but to vent
his own anger, soothe his own pride.

It suited him that Pol ruled Princemarch and would be the next High Prince.
Better him than Rinhoel of Meadowlord or Daniv of Syr, who were also
grandsons of Roelstra. But the right moment had not yet come to reveal what he
knew. Whether he would tell only Pol in private or proclaim it to all the
princedoms, he did not know. But someday. . . .

The ceremony ended with the day itself. Andry leaned one shoulder against the
crenellated wall as the faradh'im left the battlements. Torien approached,
murmuring something about meeting to plan the harvest, but Andry shook his
head and smiled.

"No, not tonight, my friend. Jolan wouldn't thank me for depriving her of your
company this evening, if her eyes are any indication." He laughed as Torien
looked flustered, and slapped his friend's back. Deniker and Ulwis came to Andry
soon after to ask if he would join them for a little music

later on. He politely declined this offer as well. Not that he would spend the night
alone. He would share it with Brenlis.

Of the five women who had given him children, Brenlis was the only one who
held more than a small piece of his heart. The daughter she had borne him of her
first night was three this year, and bid fair to becoming the enchantress her
mother was. From the moment Brenlis had come to Goddess Keep, everything
about her had captivated him. Her beauty was unusual and compelling—golden-
brown Jiair framed eyes that changed from gray to turquoise depending on her
mood, and her face was as delicately perfect as her body. But more fascinating
was her strangeness. He had never met anyone quite like her. Even the memory
of Alasen faded when he was with Brenlis.

She was the daughter of a Syrene farmer, born within sight of the sea. She had
been fostered for a short time at Stronghold, where Sioned had detected her gifts.
Andry still remembered the morning Brenlis had arrived, appearing before him
like a conjured vision, sunlight making her long braids twin rivers of shadowed
gold. She had given the stunned Andry a letter from Sioned—the two of them
never communicated through faradhi means anymore—and waited for his
verdict.

I ask that you take her in and teach her Sunrunner ways, my Lord, Sioned had
written in a formal style that betokened their estrangement, going on to detail the
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signs that meant possession of great gifts. But then she had added a personal
note; he could hear her voice in the words, wistful with memory. When I look at
her, I see myself as I was when even younger than she—called "fey" and looked on
askance by my brother's wife, who did not wish so strange a girl in her household.
But in Brenlis there is something else, something deeper. I have taught her only
how to call Fire—I am not qualified to nurture such gifts as she possesses. They
are not easily explained, but within a few days of meeting her you will see.

He had seen the instant those blue eyes met his own. She had been only fifteen. A
year later Merisel was born. But if Andry had expected his feelings for Brenlis to
settle into the same comfortable friendship he had with Valeda and Rusina and
Ulwis, who had also borne his children, he was mistaken. The girl bewitched him.
He had not felt this even with Alasen in his youth.

Andry sometimes feared he made himself foolish with this passion for a girl half
his age. But none questioned or gossiped—not only due to respect for him,
though he commanded vast reverence, but because the gifts Brenlis evidenced
were so awesome. Her talents as a conventional Sunrunner were negligible—she
had earned but two rings in the four years of her training, where most wore a
fourth and often a fifth. She could call Fire and Air, and go Sunrunning with
difficulty, and that was all.

But she needed no flame to see what would be. She warned of oncoming storms
before the most careful Sunrunner observations could discern them. She saw
Milosh of Fessenden's wife die days in advance of that lady's fatal accident. She
knew when Sionell of Tiglath would be brought to bed of a child, and that it
would be a son Named Meig. She knew things, as if the Goddess and Father of
Storms, having decided an event, shared knowledge of it with her.

During her first year here, people had come to her with all manner of questions
about their futures. The farmers who served Goddess Keep had consulted her
about the best days for planting and harvest. To such questions she could reply
only with a helpless shrug.

"I don't see simple things," she had told Andry. "I see what happens to princes
and lords, or storms and winds that affect many people. I suppose it's like dreams
sent by the Goddess—only my dreams come when I'm awake. Nothing I've ever
seen is more than a few days into the future. My Lord, please teli them that if I
could see in response to their needs, that if I could look far into the future, I'd do
it. But I can't."

Andry had forbidden people to bother her with questions she could not answer.
Some grumbled that what use was such seeing, but the rest knew that Brenlis' gift
was something out of the ordinary, understanding that the small doings of
everyday life were not the stuff of which the Goddess' visions were made. Was
there not a circle of mighty trees in the forest for such questions—who would one
marry, how many children, what would old age be like? Visions were reserved for
great matters and great warnings.

The sky darkened as the first stars appeared. Andry had no fear of being
powerless under a night sky all dazzled with distant light; he had learned from
the Star Scroll how to use that brilliance, so different from sun and moons. The
diarmadh'im might consider the stars to be a Fire different from that of the
Goddess, coming instead under the power of their Nameless One. Andry knew
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that Fire was Fire, but just the same there was something different about the
stars. More subtle than other light, they burned not with the white-hot intensity
of noon sun or the cool silvery glow of the moons, but with a fierce, icy
brightness. All his dreams of war and terror and destruction had come when stars
alone ruled the night.

He had not had such a dream in several years. Someone less wise would have
believed that the danger was no longer imminent, and having done everything
possible to prepare against disaster, could now relax the vigil. Andry did not fool
himself. War was coming as surely as the sun would rise tomorrow. And it would
come in autumn, when hatchling dragons darkened the sky.

He had seen them in the last dream. While funeral ships were sent out to sea,
there to burn with their sails like great flaming dragon wings, the dragons
themselves flew over Radzyn, shrieking. The invaders, gold beads glinting in their
long beards, fell on their faces in the sand. All groveled but one—a tall, dark, regal
man, a prince among these savages, who grabbed up a bow and shot a defiant
arrow at the hatchlings. One was wounded, and screamed as she fell from the sky.
Andry woke thinking, Rohan will be furious that someone killed one of his
dragons.

No dreams had come to him since, but the ones he'd already had were burned
into his brain. Each expanded on the first—Radzyn and its port town sacked,
ruined, ablaze. Next had come sight of the looting, then the loading of dead
warriors and living captives onto ships to be burned at sea, and finally the
hatchling dragons. Autumn, unmistakably autumn, in a Dragon Year of mating
when the young tried out the strength of new wings.

"My Lord? The evening is soft, but you look like thunder."

Andry turned and the heavy dread left him at beholding Brenlis. She was dressed
in white silk, her hair lighter than usual after a long summer of sun, her skin
glowing like moonlight on thick cream. Her lashes and brows and the rich wine-
colored curve of her lips defined her face; otherwise she was all pale shadows as
she drifted toward him across the stones. Sometimes, when the dusk touched her
the way it did now or a single candle lit her face, and she

34 Meianie Sawn

tilted her head in a certain manner, he could almost believe she was Alasen. But it
was not the poignant pain of recognizing another in her that stopped his breath;
it was her beauty, hers alone, as if Alasen had been a mere foreshadowing of this
woman.

He smiled and held out his hands. "No thunder. Although in that gown you make
my blood roar so I can hardly hear. Do you think it's quite fair of you, my lady, to
grow more lovely every instant?"

She shrugged, embarrassed. She didn't like compliments, no matter how sincere.
He gave them anyway. He couldn't help himself. She was so exquisite—and so
elusive. Words about her beauty made her seem more . . . here. If only she would
blush, giggle, arch a brow, tease, or any of the other things women did when
complimented —but then, if she did those things, she would not be Brenlis.

And despite the elusive quality of her mind and heart, she always came to him.
Sometimes he wondered if this was because she wished to, or because she
understood that his position would never allow him to be the one to come to her.
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Was it her own desire or her care of his pride that brought her?

Such thoughts left him as he turned her face to the stars with a gentle finger
under her chin, intending to kiss her. But there was that in her eyes he knew
meant seeing. "What is it, dear heart?"

"I—I'm not sure," she said, frowning. "It was very quick. I saw myself standing on
the cliffs at my parents' farm."

It was a six-day journey to her home in coastal Syr. That was a long time in
comparison to her other visions. But this concerned him less than the other
aspect of her sight. No simple, everyday occurrences, but major events —or things
that would become so in time. He had tried to puzzle out why she had seen the
birth of Sionell's son; there had been no visions when the children of other
athr'im were born. He could only wonder what role the boy would play when he
was grown. The death of Milosh's wife had shown its significance quickly: grief-
stricken, he stayed at his estates long enough to see her ashes blow away on the
wind, then rode off into the hills. Pirro of Fessenden pleaded with Andry through
his court Sunrunner to find his brother before he did himself some injury in his
mad flight. Andry obliged— and worked devri spells at a great distance when it
was seen

that Milosh was in the hands of a sorcerer with a grudge against Pirro. Milosh
had escaped with his life and a loathing of diarmadh'im that rivaled Chiana's—
she who had also been used by a sorcerer. Andry had been able to rid the
continent of one more enemy—and not in Princemarch, where Pol could make
self-righteous objections. The death of Milosh's wife had been the catalyst.

Now, however, he could not fathom why Brenlis should have seen herself on the
shores near her home. "Perhaps it was only a wish, a memory," he suggested.
"That's possible," she said, and seemed relieved.

But he couldn't make himself believe it. "Brenlis, if you want to go home and see
your family. ..."

She smiled and shook her head. "I miss them sometimes, especially my little
brother. But my home is here, at Goddess Keep."

He waited for her to add, With you. He was a fool to expect it, but couldn't help
hoping. "Come inside. It's getting chilly."

He read to her while she sewed a new dress for their daughter, Merisel, thinking
with amusement how astounded the others would be to see them. Just like an old
married couple. Sometimes she asked for stories of his childhood or Desert
legends, but most of all she loved to have him read to her. She was as mind-
hungry as he had been in his youth, but with a tragic difference: she could not
read. It had not been thought necessary for the child of a farmer, so she had never
been taught. In her four years here she had tried again and again to learn, but
without success. She confused letters, her mind making them into so many
meaningless ink squiggles on a page. It was Jolan's opinion that the Goddess had
given her one gift in exchange for another. Brenlis could write her name, and that
was all.

Andry read to her that night from a book recently sent from the scriptorium on
Kierst. The story dated back hundreds of years before Sunrunners and
diarmadh'im had battled for the continent, a thrilling and unlikely tale of a quest
for a lost crown called aselej. It took until midnight to finish it, and he was dry-
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voiced and hoarse by the time he was done, but he had enjoyed the story and
Brenlis had begged him to keep reading. He supposed that tales of the past must
soothe a mind that so often saw the future.

Perhaps that was why she came to him: for refuge, quiet

companionship. She never spoke of her own people or her home, or shared any of
her thoughts or feelings unless he specifically asked. He had learned not to ask,
schooling himself to patience. Th& night she spoke freely was the night he would
know he had won her.

Whatever her elusiveness, it did not extend to rejection of physical pleasure. She
had had no lover but him, ever since her first night when he had worn the
Goddess' illusion—and she had seen right through it. But tonight, even as she
cried out in his arms, shuddering and clasping him ever closer, he knew he had
not reached her heart. He never had. But someday, he promised himself, nestling
her in his arms to sleep, someday. ...

When he woke just before dawn, he was alone. Brenlis rarely stayed with him
until morning. He buried his face for a moment in her pillow, scenting her in the
silk, and wondered yet again if he ought to marry her. He was often near to
asking, but supposed he was afraid she would refuse him—or, worse, accept for
the wrong reasons.

It was Valeda who brought his breakfast, instead of the boy who usually waited
on him. She obviously had something to discuss in private. In a single glance she
took in the evidence of Brenlis' presence the night before: rumpled sheets, the
impression left in the second pillow, stray hairpins on the carpet. Valeda tended
to take a rather proprietary interest in his bed life, though she was never so
foolish as to display jealousy. She knew better, having observed Othanel, long-
dead mother of his son Andrev, who had been tediously possessive.

"How are the children this morning?" he asked. Valeda looked after his three
daughters and two sons as devotedly as if all of them, not just Chayly, were hers.
To the two eldest in particular—Andrev, Othanel's son, and Tobren, whom
Rusina had never wanted—Valeda was the only mother they had ever known.
Ulwis and Brenlis were more like fond aunts to Joscev and Merisel than mothers.
"They're all quite well, my Lord."

"Are they used to Tobren's being gone yet?" He had sent his eldest girl, aged
twelve, to foster with his brother Maarken—a calculated move on Andry's part,
and they all knew it.

"Tobren?" Valeda looked blank for a moment, then nodded. "Oh—they miss her
very much, my Lord."

"You're formal today. What's wrong?"

"Nothing. Just a little nervous, perhaps. Today we test Evarin's idea, after all."
She paused. "Brenlis rode out at dawn. Alone."

"She did? Why?" He sat straighter, frowning.

"Word came on first light that her brother is ill. Torien gave permission. She was
frantic, poor thing."

"Why didn't she take one of the physicians with her?"

"The Sunranner who sent the message is a Master Physician. Thelyn—you
remember him, the itinerant faradhl who ndes Syr and Gilad."

So Brenlis had been correct in her seeing; within days she would in truth be
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standing on the grassy bluffs of her home. Very well. I wish she'd taken an escort,
though."

Valeda's lips quirked in an almost-smile. "Young she may be, and with only two
rings—but none could mistake those nngs and none would dare even think
wickedness toward a Sunrunner. Your doing, my Lord."

"Not entirely."

"Don't worry about her. They know she's coming, and will probably send
someone to meet her. Besides, consider the country she'll be traveling in."

Not all diarmadh'im had fled to the Veresch all those years ago after defeat at
Lady Merisel's hands. While most had sought refuge in Princemarch, some had
blended into the populations of the other lands. Only last winter Thelyn had
found a tiny community living in the Catha Hills, and a year earlier a pair had
been discovered in Gilad. Their homes now stood empty, marked on the doors
with the sunburst that had become the Goddess' sign.

"I suppose you're right, and I shouldn't be concerned for her safety," Andry said.
"They have a healthy respect for Sunrunners in the south. Besides, she saw this
last night—or at least herself at her parents' home."

"Did she? An odd talent, this sight. I don't think I'd choose to have it."

"At times I don't think Brenlis likes it, either."

"Her absence won't affect the problem in Grib, will it?"

A slow smile spread over his face. "Not at all. I don't have to promise that the
future will be foreseen—1I only have to hint that it might."

"You enjoy tweaking the High Prince's nose, don't you?"

"Not his, and not the nose. Pol's pride. And don't tell me again that it may get me
in trouble one day."

"I wouldn't presume," Valeda said. "You always know what you're doing—and
how far to take it."

"Your faith warms me," he drawled. Then more briskly, "Well, shall we go over
the working Evarin proposes?"

A broad grin lit her face, uncharacteristic in its almost malicious glee. "I don't
think that's necessary. It's already been done," Valeda said in Rusina's voice.
Andry sat straight up in bed, gaping.

She called out, "You can come in now," and the bedchamber door opened to
admit Evarin—looking indecently pleased with himself—Oclel, and a second
Valeda. The real one. Andry was thunderstruck. The dark blonde hair, blue-gray
eyes, and sturdy build of the woman seated nearby changed. Dark curls clustered
around a high, polished forehead, and the figure fined down to dainty elegance.
Rusina laughed as he greeted the change with a gasp, then rose and went to her
husband. "Perhaps I shouldjry it out on you some night, now that I'm good
enough to fool even Andry!"

Oclel made a face at her. "You're enjoying this, aren't you?"

Andry closed his jaw and felt his lips thin angrily at the trick played on him—her
vengeance at last for fathering Tobren on her during her first night. She'd even
forgotten that the girl was at Whitecliff—which Valeda never would have done.
That ought to have told him something was wrong. Rusina cared nothing for the
daughter he'd given her. It had been her own damned fault, he reminded himself
sharply; if she hadn't been silent about her feelings for Oclel, if she hadn't
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hesitated so long to Choose him publicly, Andry would never have given her a
child.

The others were laughing, too: Evarin at his own cleverness, Oclel at his wife's
impudence, Valeda at Andry. He realized that he would have to join in or look
even more of a fool. Forcing a rather weak chuckle, he shook his head.

"I ought to toss the lot of you on the next ship to Kierst! How dare you!"

"Don't blame me," Oclel said. "It was Evarin's idea."

"And you gladly volunteered, didn't you?" he asked Rusina, who grinned again
and nodded. "Congratulations. I

never suspected a thing. I want a complete explanation after

J've_»

"Soothed your pride?" Valeda offered, smiling. "Poor Andry! It really was rotten
to do it this way, but Evarin insisted on a graphic demonstration of success."
"Nonsense," Andry growled. "You did it to humiliate me. Now, get out before I
change my mind and ask Prince Tilal to lend me his oldest, smallest, leakiest ship
and send you all on a long ocean voyage. Out!"

All but Valeda left him. "I'll help you bathe. The best cure I know for injured pride
is a nice, hot soak."

He followed her into the bathroom. "You're a miserable, disrespectful,
incorrigible group and ! don't know why I put up with you."

"Yes, my Lord," she agreed, and twisted the faucets. The silver spigot gushed
forth steaming water from the closed cistern on the roof, heated by the sun in
summer and by fire the rest of the year. The tub drain connected to the pipes of
the middens, flushing them out every time someone took a bath. Modern
plumbing was Andry's contribution to comfort at Goddess Keep—grossly
expensive, but worth it.

Valeda tested his bath water and gestured for him to get in. She scooped up a
cake of herb-scented soap, a soft brush, and a razor, obviously intending to give
him a thorough bath and shave.

"I'm quite capable of washing myself," he said.

"Don't sulk. And it's always wise to be nice to the lady with the razor."

He grinned and submitted to her ministrations. She rubbed soap down his back
and he leaned into her strong, massaging hands. "I consider myseif warned. But I
refuse to be placated by pampering. You're all going to Kierst as soon as I can find
a boat."

"Yes, my Lord."

"And don't think you can get around me by being sweet to me."

"Of course not, my Lord. Although I'd be more inclined to believe you if you
weren't purring like a hunting cat in the sun."

He chuckled unwillingly. After a few moments' silence, he said, "Rusina really
enjoyed fooling me."

Valeda shrugged. "She's always held a grudge."

"It wasn't my fault."

"Not your fault she got pregnant?"

"You know what I mean."

"Yes. But the mistake was made just the same."

He was quiet for a moment, then burst out, "How in all Hells did she and Evarin
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do this, anyway? I thought it was only in the planning stages."

"If I tell you, will you promise not to shout at them?"

"Well. ..."

"Promise, Andry."

He sighed. "Just keep rubbing my back."

She walked her thumbs down either side of his spine. "They used dranath."

"They what?"

"Oh, come now. We've all experimented with it. If it makes you feel better about
Rusina, consider the headache she'll have for the rest of the day."

Andry jerked away and turned to grab her wrist. "She used it without my
permission. How dare any of you—-"

Valeda responded by dumping a pitcher of cool water over his head to rinse him
off. "Stop being so damned self-righteous!" she snapped. "As if you had a lock and
key on power!"

Letting her go, he snatched up a towel and got out of the tub. "Don't you
understand how dangerous this is?"

"That's never stopped you. And it's from you that we all take our example, my
Lord," she said acidly. "In case it had escaped your notice."

He scrubbed himself vigorously with the towel, glaring at her. "Tell me the rest."
"Not while you're yelling at me."

"I promised to spare them, not you. By the Goddess, Valeda, you of all people
should know better than to countenance this!"

"Who said I did?" She stalked out of the bathroom and into his bedchamber.
Andry followed, the towel wrapped around his waist.

"Explain yourself," he ordered.

Valeda whirled, blue-gray eyes flashing. Yet her voice was tightly controlled, her
words clipped. "How would you react, my Lord, if you opened your chamber door
one morning and looked into your own face?"

four culprits sat in chairs before Andry's huge desk. ;d now, uneasy at his silence,
they did not look like brought up before their schoolmaster after some
transgression, but instead like adults caught playing like -+Idren with something
much too dangerous.

Andry let them wait. He sat straight-spined and unmoving in his chair, his hands
with their ten gleaming rings flat on the polished wood before him. Four rings
were set with tiny rabies or diamonds, tokens of his lineage in the colors of his
father's holding. The rest were plain gold or silver, con-aected by chains as fine as
woven hairs to bracelets clasping IBS wrists. The left cuff was gold, set with a
huge, irregular cabochon lump of darkest blue sapphire. There was a similarly
sized moonstone, smooth and milky and glowing, in the silver encircling his right
wrist. He had chosen the gems and bracelets himself some years ago when he felt
himself to oe truly the Lord of Goddess Keep. The sapphire represented truth; the
moonstone, wisdom; together with the virtue signified by rubies and the cunning
of diamonds, they »ere the jewels he considered most symbolic of his aspirations.
That rubies also meant success in war afforded him a enm private smile. Andrade
had worn a different gem on each finger, taking unto herself all the traditional
symbolism. Andry had not done the same—not because he was more modest than
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Andrade, or less ambitious, but because his ambitions were more keenly focused.
There were no windows in this room to spill the day's sunlight onto the jewels,
but by candlelight they danced and sparkled just the same. Andry had made this
chamber his office primarily because no outside light ever shone in it. He wanted
no prying eyes, either Sunrunner directed by Pol or Soned. or sorcerer directed by
persons unknown. He elimi-aated the risk of flames lit here by hand, fire that
might be «sed by someone else to watch him, by igniting candles only with his
own Sunrunner's Fire. Today, if any diarmadh'im attempted observation by
unfamiliar means, Torien would sense it: he had the Old Blood in his veins, and
in the presence of sorcery his faradhi rings would burn as if to sear the flesh from
his bones.

So Andry felt perfectly safe in discussing this new and

42 Melanie Rawii

would not until his people had had the chance to appreciate the fine points of the
morning's trick.

He kept his gaze on them, waiting for the moment when none of them had the
temerity to look at him. As expected, Rusina was the last to submit. The others—
Oclel, Torien, even the usually irrepressible Evarin—had been staring at their
folded hands for a long while now. But Rusina kept stealing small glances at him,
smug amusement slowly becoming resentment. When her gaze finally lowered for
good, Andry spoke.

"Now," he said softly, "since you've all had the chance to consider your actions—
would one of you care to tell me how in all Hells you did it?"

Evarin cleared his throat. "We didn't mean—my Lord, it was just—"

"—too good to pass up," Andry finished. "I understand. I even forgive you for
startling me out of five years of my life. You'll have to make your own peace with
poor Valeda for showing up at her door like that this morning." He grinned.
"Start explaining or I really will find that ship."

Evarin exhaled in relief and began. Andry listened, and remembered another
experiment when another ruler of Goddess Keep had received a shock and
another arrogant youth had done the shocking.

"—and so when I realized the working done for a first night could be adapted, I
asked Rusina to help. She's familiar with it and was willing to try the variation. A
few days ago we succeeded in changing her enough to make her unrecognizable
as Rusina. But we couldn't get her to look like another specific person. That's
when we went to Torien and came up with the dranath idea."

The chief steward nodded. "We know that it augments power. But there's nothing
in the Star Scroll about shape-changing. We've had to go about it on our own.
This seemed the logical approach—especially considering that Mireva certainly
and Princess lanthe's sons probably were addicted to dranath."

"One dose isn't enough to cause any serious harm," Rusina said. "I've taken it
before, as part of the devri training." She gave a resigned sigh. "But I can already
feel the headache beginning."

"Serves you right," Andry said "Tell me what you had to do to look exactly like
Valeda."

pursed her lips, frowning, then shrugged. "Making - at random, the way I did the
other day—that was . I didn't have a specific picture in my head of what I wanted
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to look like. And, of course, there was no dranath. "-:< morning it was difficult in
another way. I had a model base the changes on, and I had the dranath, but—"
She flopped, frustrated. "I don't really change, you see. I project an illusion.
When I wear the guise of the Goddess on a

.an-making night, I conjure a haze to obscure my identity. Cbtoring, voice, size—I
don't assume some other shape, I jest hide my own. When I was making random
changes, it was just four or five things—the color of my hair—"

« Blonde," Oclel interrupted in a casual drawl. "I rather liked it."

Andry was grateful for the teasing that lightened the atmosphere and took some
of the tension from Rusina's face.

+Oh?" she asked. "And what did you think of my hands?"

Oclel shuddered. "If I wanted to be clawed by a dragon, I'd go live in the Desert."
To Andry he said, "Fingernails like talons!"

"Was it difficult to sustain?"

"Yes. I didn't have any specific image in mind. Just vague

*ings, like the hair. But when I became Valeda, it was both easier and more
difficult." She paused, searching for words. "It's a set pattern, you see. Like our
own colors. We know tbem and they don't change. I know what Valeda looks like
and it was simply a matter of repatterning myself—making a conjured illusion
much the same way as we conjure in Fire." Rusina hesitated again. "It felt odd. It
was—uncomfortable. She didn't fit. I can't think how to explain it. Beneath it, I
was still me. But it was like—like I was trying to wear someone else's skin."
Evarin leaned forward and said, "I have an idea about feat. Subtle changes
superimposed on our own bodies are ooe thing. Creating an illusion to fit around
ourselves is quite another."

"I see,”" Andry said, although he didn't, quite. "Will this "+>e a problem?"

«Not once we get used to it. I think." He gave a rueful

«ille. "Rusina was Valeda for only a short while. She didn't nave time to learn how
to move comfortably inside the illusion."

"Do you think you could get used to it?" Andry asked her.

"How'd you like to be wearing someone else's clothes?" She thought for a
moment, then added, "Underwater."

Andry tried to imagine it, could not, and said so. Evarin shrugged.

"It's only a curiosity, after all, my Lord," the physician said. "It's like that mirror
you found in Princemarch years ago. No real use for it. But we all wanted to
figure out how the sorcerers do it, and now we know."

"No, it's not like the mirror," Torien said suddenly. "The mirror simply is. This
could be mischief if the wrong people learn it."

"Well, they won't," Evarin stated. "Besides, it takes dranath to accomplish it, and
that's strictly controlled."

"But not by us," Oclel reminded him. "Prince Pol owns its source. We take what
we can in secret, but he harvests most of it against the day when there might be
another Plague. How well does he guard it, Andry?"

"Very—if only to keep me from getting my hands on it." Andry leaned back in his
chair and folded his arms over his chest. "My cousin is as possessive of his power
as I am of mine. We are worthy adversaries."

"I don't see why you have to be," Rusina said. "He has his area of influence, and



http://www.abbyy.com/buy
http://www.abbyy.com/buy

you have yours."

"You truly don't understand?" Oclel stared at his wife in amazement. "Don't you
see that those areas overlap—to our detriment? He's a Sunrunner, not just a
prince."

"He should have been truly one of us," Torien mused. "But his parents had other
ideas—prompted by his all-too-talented mother, who taught him everything she
knows."

"Don't forget the lessons Urival gave him in his so-called 'retirement,' " Oclel said.
"And Morwenna. They went to Stronghold to train him in things Sioned didn't
know."

"Which wasn't much." Andry gave an annoyed shrug. "What's done is done, and
cannot be undone. I won't waste time or energy on it at this late date."

"But can't you make him see that he shouldn't be at odds with you?" Rusina clung
to her absurd objections. "If you worked together—"

Andry laughed harshly. "We're both far too old to change now. He'd never submit
to my rule, and I would betray the Goddess and everything we faradh'im are if I
bowed to

him." Pol would find out soon enough how much he needed Andry. When the
ships came and the battles began, he would call out for help. Andry knew he
would give whatever help he could—considerable help, with his devr'im. But Po!
would pay for that help. Dearly.

"It's a pity things can't be different," Rusina said.

"It's really no different from the days when Andrade contended against Roelstra.
Perhaps it's meant to be that way." Andry got to his feet. "As it happens, I agree
with Torien. There's potential danger if the wrong people learn this. Write
nothing down, and discuss it nowhere but in a room as secure as this one. I
ne'edn't add that only the devr'im and Evarin should know this exists at all. I
want all of you to consider for a few days, and then we'll meet here and talk in
more depth. For now, however, we've heard enough to keep us busy." He pointed
a stern finger at them and added, "But if you ever, and I do mean ever, give me
such a fright again, drowning will be too good for you."

They wore properly guilty expressions—Rusina's still tinged with smugness—as
they filed out. Andry grinned, shook his head, and decided that the very thing to
get the taste of words about Po! out of his mouth was a morning spent with his
children. He whistled as he made his way to the nursery, and earned an
exasperated scowl from Valeda when he disrupted routine, declared a holiday,
and took the four of them—even little Merisel —outside to play dragons.

Chapter Three

/Tkfter all the years it had taken Walvis to transform a broken-down castle into
one of the most prosperous in the Desert, he might have been expected to sit back
and enjoy life. By any standard, he was a successful, powerful man. He adored his
wife. His son and daughter had married well, and given him five grandchildren.
Former squire to the High Prince, he was honored with Rohan's friendship; victor
of the Battle of Tiglath and the canny ruler of a difficult holding, he had earned
the respect of his peers. After more than thirty years of concentrated toil,
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Remagev now produced the finest glass ingots in the Desert, and in the last few
years Walvis had gotten rich on, of all things, cactus seeds coveted for their
incomparable aroma in taze. No one had to lift a finger to grow pemric plants;
harvest was simply a matter of getting a good hold on the cactus—avoiding the
dagger-long needles—and shaking.

But for all his sleek prosperity at the age "of fifty-two, he did not equip a cool
room in his keep with a cozy chair and a few good books. Instead, every autumn
he conducted a minor war.

Walvis sat his stallion as easily as he had at nineteen, watching a spectacle not
unlike the one over which he had presided at Tiglath at that young age. The two
armies were much smaller, of course, and both were under his command this
time, and there were no chin-scarred Merida to be killed. But the battle cries and
the flash of swords and the thunder of hooves were all the same. The young
men—and even a few highborn young women—who came to him hoping to learn
pretty tricks of riding and swordplay were always in for a shock. End-of-training
exercises were no

genteel final examinations of horsemanship and of skill with blades and bow.
Despite emphasis on military matters, a year spent at Remagev was not for the
purpose of creating warriors eager to prove their prowess by doing battle with
neighbors at home. Chay had established the school with the idea of educating all
that out of them. It was his belief, eventually supported with reluctance by
Rohan, that if everyone had everyone else's measure as a soldier, there could be
no wars to test skills and wits. Naturally, not all the youths were of equal
accomplishment—but they all knew the basics of battle and tactics, and how to
work with their own limitations. They might discover each other's weaknesses,
but they also knew each other's strengths.

This was the cynical, practical reason Chay had originally given. Rohan would
have preferred that the use of sword and bow be confined to the hunt, but had
agreed to Chay's plan after realizing something else. Comradeship and mutual
respect were the major results of a year spent in such training. Even sons and
daughters of hereditary enemies teamed to work together at Remagev. The
companionship of training field and barrack went a long way toward negating
traditional rivalries. Waivis had seen it happen a dozen times, most notably
between two young men from Syr.

Their families had sparred since time's beginning over precisely five and one-half
square measures of pastureland. Kostas, weary of seeing them in his law court,
took his brother Tilal's advice and sent a son from each holding to Walvis. Bloody
noses and black eyes were shared pretty equally between them during the first
season of their residence. Walvis then used the oldest trick in anyone's book and
sent them off on a six-day survival trek through the Desert. They returned
exhausted, filthy, and with still more bruises, but also with the beginnings of
respect for each other. By the end of their year at Remagev, they fought on the
same side in the mock war and returned home friends. One of them had even
married the other's sister.

Walvis grinned beneath his beard to remember the ironic end of their story. No
longer fighting each other, the fami-hes united to turn on a neighbor who had
long been a
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uree of irritation to both. A thoroughly exasperated Kostas «ad gritted his teeth,
descended on them with fifty of his

household guard, and told them to behave or be gone from his princedom. On the
ride back to High Kirat, he'd laughed himself out of breath.

Despite the absurd comedy of that particular incident, the school was an overall
success. It had the same foundation as Rohan's carefully slow insistence that
squires not be fostered exclusively with those princes and lords with whom their
fathers were on good terms. People who knew each other, who had ties of respect
and affection, were reluctant to make war.

He stroked Pashtul's glossy neck and from a tall dune watched his little war
unfold before him down on the plain. He had chosen a simple strategy today—
cavalry only, no bows. Each side was split into two wings with instructions for an
orderly fight. Order had long since vanished in the excitement of battle. Walvis
shook his head, wondering when and if anyone would have the sense to withdraw
and regroup. The instant any action disintegrated into chaos, it was usually
problematical which side would lose. Discipline brought victory. He had proved
that himself at Tiglath.

Discipline learned here helped these youngsters in later life. When some hardship
or difficulty faced them, they always looked back to their year at Remagev—with
its searing heat and glare, days away from cool shade and water, let alone
anything that could honestly be called a tree—and thought, "I did that, therefore I
can do this." Walvis often had the same reaction. He'd won the Battle of Tiglath at
only nineteen; not much had given him pause since.

He heard hoofbeats behind him and turned in his saddle. Another grin lit his
face, and this time his eyes kindled as well, for it was his wife who rode up the
dune on a gray gelding. He didn't know who had first called Feylin "Lady
Azhben"—mainly behind her back, sometimes to her face— but today especially it
fit her. The folds of her cloak blew back from her shoulders like dragon wings,
pale green lined with yellow. A daughter of the northern Desert, up near the
border with Cunaxa that had seen more skirmishes against the Merida than any
other area of the princedom, she had been with him at Tiglath all those years ago
and was a discerning critic of his annual war.

"What a mess!" she pronounced as she drew rein beside him and surveyed the
field. "Are you sure you told them

what to do? Or did you just saddle them up and turn them loose?"

"They'll learn," he replied complacently. "I'm going to try out your maneuver
tomorrow. What did you call it? 'Dragon Claw'?"

" 'Winged Dragon.' If it doesn't work, I'll let you take the credit."

They observed the disaster below for a while. Swords were blunted and no one
was ever seriously injured, but when the discipline of ranks was forgotten, the
combatants tended to forget the niceties of not wounding their fellows. Happily,
Feylin's mother had been a physician and had taught her daughter most of what
she knew. Walvis suspected that part of the reason they called his wife Lady
Dragon-woman came from the scant sympathy she gave to the wounded.

Walvis sighed and waited out the chaos, wondering if the masters at the
physicians school in Gilad and the scriptorium on Kierst-Isel had similar
problems. Andry didn't, of that he was sure. No one would dare defy a man who
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did not discourage the notion that he enjoyed the constant and favorable
attention of the Goddess.

"Ah, look," Feylin said. "Sethric has rallied some of them."

"Perhaps 1*11 put him in charge of one of your wings tomorrow." Walvis squinted
at the sunlit plain, seeing the blazing red pennant Sethric had raised to signal his
leadership. It was difficult to follow the battle for the sand kicked up by the
horses, but many on the red team were wheeling around, gathering near Sethric,
massing for a thrust through the thick of the fray.

"A pity he's the younger son of a younger son," Feylin mused. "He's shown some
initiative now that he's out from the shadow of his father and brothers."

That was the dilemma faced by many young men: what to do with themslves.
Heirs presented certain problems of their own—and he frowned as he
remembered the scant summer Rinhoel of Meadowlord had spent here—but
those without expectation of place or property beyond what they might marry
troubled Walvis considerably. A year's training here provided occupation for
youths who would otherwise have almost nothing to do. But though most families
were pleased

to send out boys and receive back men, what was there to occupy the lives of
extraneous sons?

Before giving final approval to the school, Rohan had told Chay and Walvis either
to come up with a plan for helping such landless young men after training at
Remagev was completed, or to scrap the idea altogether. Three things were
recommended. First, that wealthier fathers with lands to spare should be
persuaded to give their younger sons manors or other responsibilities to keep
them busy. Second, those youths from poorer places should be offered positions
in their prince's guard. Third, if neither of these was appropriate or acceptable,
they could join a company which, from its base here at Remagev, ranged out
through the Desert, keeping order and settling disputes.

This idea was completely new. Walvis had had the rare satisfaction of seeing
Rohan's jaw actually drop open in astonishment when he and Chay had proposed
it. The concept of representatives of the High Prince, armed but traveling in
unthreatening groups of five, riding the land to keep the peace was so
compellingly outrageous that it had taken Rohan only enough time to recover his
powers of speech before he agreed to it.

"But not one of them sets foot out of Remagev until fully versed in the law," he
warned. "If they're going to uphold it, they're damned well going to know what it
is."

The first six of these groups had been sent out as an experiment in the spring of
734. They had ridden Prince-march as well as the Desert, returning in time for
the Riatta at Dragon's Rest that year. Pol reported himself and his vassals pleased
with the results—Kerluthan of River Ussh especially, who told the princes that
outlaws who had eluded his own punitive expeditions had been caught at last by
the High Prince's men.

The other princes, even Rohan's allies, greeted this novel idea with skepticism.
Their obvious fear was that he would propose to send these Medr'im, as Chay
named them—"the Fives"—into their lands as well to uphold the High Prince's
laws. Something else troubled Tilal, however, which he told Rohan in private. If
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each prince established his own corps of Medr'im, he might end up with a small
but very well-trained army that could become bored, restless, and dangerous.
Twenty armed horsemen could easily seize and hold a fair-sized manor; sixty
could lay successful siege to a keep. Once

a princely army took the field, they would not retain a conquest long—but why
tempt fate?

Rohan's response was that the Medr'im were not to be copied by other princes,
and for one of the few times in his long rule as High Prince he issued a summary
decree to that effect.

"I'm not going to use my money in pursuit of your justice," he told the princes,
thus allaying their fears that he would expand the Medr'im's sphere of influence.
"I have no objection to giving these young men something to do for a few years,
until they marry or settle to some occupation. By taking them off your hands and
out of their families' hair, I'm doing you a favor and we all know it." He grinned
briefly, then shrugged. "But my investment is in the Desert and Princemarch. I
claim the right of the High Prince to exclusivity on this matter—just as Volog has
sole rights over the scriptorium and Cabar over the physicians school. The
Medr'im are my solution to a problem faced by us all, but they are my resource—
no one else's."

No one argued with him. They were too busy congratulating themselves that the
High Prince's people would not be riding their lands and superceding their laws
with his own.

The Medr'im had proved a resounding success. They made sure that criminals
were taken to the proper authority for justice—whether it be the local athri or the
High Prince. Walvis chose them with great attention to their maturity, character,
and understanding of the law as well as their prowess at arms. Fifteen groups
rode the two princedoms, seventy-five men total, but he could have fielded twice
that many. He dreaded the day he would be faced with a mistake in his own
judgment, but tried not to worry overmuch about it. The beginning had been
made.

He had spotted a few likely candidates in this year's collection of young blades,
but two had been promised manors on their return home and one was needed to
succeed his brother, who had died that summer without an heir. But Lord Sethric
of Grib, youngest son of Prince Velden's youngest brother, was showing himself
an effective leader today. Remagev had taught him he had much of value to offer;
he might make a very effective Medri.

Currently he was rallying troops to the red banner. He took them into a retreat,
regrouped, and charged. The blue

forces split neatly down the middle—neat not because of any tactical plan, but
because Sethric's riders sliced through them like a knife through a ripe apple. The
reds pivoted in good order, trapped the blues, and pushed them across the field in
a frantic retreat.

"Nicely done," Feylin said. "But I'll be busy tonight stitching up their foolish
hides."

"Do try to be a little sweeter to them, my love," he urged, laughing. "They have
their pride, after all."

"I'm very sweet to them. I rate their scars on a scale of probable allurement to
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young ladies."

"How comforting. They get no sympathy from Chayla, either."

"She's perfectly nice to them—as long as they don't flirt too much," Feylin
laughed. "And she's an excellent pupil. Maarken and Hollis will have a hard time
deciding whether to send her to Goddess Keep or Gilad."

Chayla was fifteen, and had been renewing memories of her great-grandmother
Princess Milar's golden loveliness practically since her cradle. Her mother was
tawny as a topaz, but Chayla was all the colors of dawn, like Milar: pale gold, soft
blue, rose pink, cream white. Her beauty was matched by her instinctive feel for
medicine—and her faradhi gifts. Her Sunrunner parents had acceded to her plea
to spend this year learning the basics of healing from Feylin. But a decision would
have to be made soon about her future. Goddess Keep, for training as Sunrunner
and physician? Stronghold, to learn faradhi skills from Sioned as Pol had done,
and then Gilad for medical schooling? It hinged on Maarken's evaluation of
Andry's intent.

Being unable to trust his only living brother rent Maarken's soul. He'd spoken of
it when he brought Chayla to Remagev this spring, and from certain clues, Walvis
guessed that Maarken would send her to Andry if only to prove that his fears were
unfounded. After all, had not Andry given his eldest daughter Tobren into
Maarken's care at this year's Rialla? Surely this was a sign of love and trust
between them. Surely that was what it meant—to anyone who did not know him.
It was Maarken's undeserved Hell that he must always doubt his own brother.
Walvis gave grateful thanks that his own loyalties were so simple. He had been
Rohan's man all his life and would be until one of them died.

Sethric was about to claim victory for the reds over the blues. Walvis chuckled as
his horse blew out a long sigh; Pashtul fretted when not allowed to join in the fun.
Grandson of Rohan's own great war stallion out of one of Chay's best mares,
Pashtul liked nothing better than to show off his training by lashing out with
hooves and teeth in the annual mock war. Tomorrow he might get his chance
when Walvis experimented with Feylin's new tactic.

All at once the stallion bellowed a challenge. Walvis hung on hard to keep Pashtu!
from bolting down into the cloud of sand on the field. A second cloud rose in the
north, a charge accompanied by the most bloodcurdling howls this side of a battle
between dragonsires.

Walvis laughed so hard he nearly fell from his saddle. Feylin whooped with glee
beside him as fifty men mounted on fifty identical gray horses swept across the
sand and surrounded the thunderstruck young warriors as easily as a wedding
necklet clasps the throat of a happy bride. When red and blue banners had been
confiscated to the accompaniment of more savage shrieks, one of the gray horses
galloped up to where the Lord and Lady of Remagev were trying without success
to regain their composure.

The young man was tall and lean, his brown eyes snapping with excitement in a
sun-darkened face, his white teeth gleaming in a broad grin beneath a hawk's
beak of a nose and a fierce black mustache. His head was covered by a white cloth
held in place by a band of beaten gold set with white jade, and a white cloak
billowed back from broad shoulders. He reined in ten paces from Walvis, planted
red and blue banners in the sand, and touched the fingers of his right hand to his
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eyelids, his lips, and his heart.

"I have the honor to spit in your face after my great victory, once-mighty athri,
former lord of all you survey!" he announced.

"Kazander! You simpering goat-footed idiot!" Feylin laughed in delight. "Trust
you to make a grand entrance!"

"And scare those poor children out of a year's growth," Walvis added. "I didn't
expect you until tomorrow evening. Rude as usual, coming early when the wine
hasn't been poisoned for you yet! Not that anything could possibly be more lethal
than that sheep-piss you had the gall to serve me. How are you?"

"Refreshed by my victory, renewed by your regard, and resentful at the sight of
the Lady Feylin's loveliness." He grinned. "She has not yet seen fit to leave you,
you pathetic excuse for a goat's backside, for the obvious charms of my person."
"Stop flirting with my wife, or I'll tell the three you already have," Walvis chided.
"You didn't bring the lovely ladies with you, by any chance?"

"So that you might seduce them? May the Goddess in her wisdom dry up my seed
if I was ever so foolish as that!" He settled into his saddle, pleased with the
exchange of insults, and looked mournful. "But my heart is wounded, I may die of
it. You are holding a war and didn't invite me!"

"A thousand apologies, Kazander. Would you like to play tomorrow? My eighty
against your fifty. You always said one of your warriors unarmed is worth two of
mine with sword and bow, so the odds are in your favor."

Kazander's dark eyes narrowed. "Your words are silk covering a stinking corpse.
What are you planning to shame me with now, mighty athri?"

"Don't ask me, ask my lady wife. It was her idea."

The man moaned and rolled his eyes skyward. "Goddess witness it, a woman with
a brain is more dangerous than a whole army!" He waggled a long finger at
Feylin. "And it is your fault I have wives with more between their ears than
praises of my name! Association with you in my boyhood caused me to value
women with wits. Why did I never realize that when that sort of woman belongs
to another man, she is a delight—but when she is your own, you live in misery?"
Feylin gave him her sweetest smile. "Oh, yes, you seem desperately miserable,
Kazander—complacent as a dragonsire watching his get, and looking as if you'd
said farewell to your wives so fondly that you rubbed all the skin off your—"
"Feylin!" Walvis exclaimed.

Kazander was roaring with laughter. "I adore you! Come away with me, Lady of
the Dragons, I will make you first among my wives!"

"Make me the only one and I'll consider it."

"But what would I do with the others?" he wailed. "They would surely die if
deprived of my presence!"

"That's the bargain, you honey-tongued devil," she purred.

"You think it over while you sleep in the stables tonight You really are the most
inconvenient and inconsiderate guest," she went on in disgruntled tones. "There's
nothing ready for you yet." This was a bald-faced lie and they al knew it. Remagev
was ready at all times for visitors, anc twice the fifty Kazander had brought could
be housed ir luxurious comfort.

"To be within seeing distance of your splendor, even the korrus would sleep in a
dung heap," Kazander replied, hanc once more over his heart.
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Feylin gave an appreciative giggle, then resumed her role "It offends me to honor
you with even that much. You've deliberately shamed me, and for the insult you'll
bed dowr with your horse tonight."

Walvis grinned. "That's no hardship, Feylin—he prefen his horse."

He rode down the hill to reorganize his troops before Kazander could frame a
reply. He greeted those among the Isulk'im he knew, told his fuming young
warriors to escorl their guests back to Remagev, and waited for Feylin and
Kazander to join him.

Walvis always looked forward to these encounters with the young man he'd
fostered during boyhood. The same age as Walvis' son Jahnavi, Kazander was the
korrus—"battle leader"—of the agglomeration of Desert nomads known as the
Isulk'im. Although Zehava's line had sprung from them and fifteen generations
ago they had seized Stronghold and made it their capital, the original prince's
brother had had no taste for politics and settled living. He had taken those oi
their people who longed for the old life and returned to the vast wastes of the
Long Sand, there to herd goats and relish their freedom. They were, as Walvis'
teasing implied, mad about horses, some of which looked very like certain
Radzyn stallions that had vanished mysteriously over the years. Isulki raiders
sometimes stole a particularly fine stud from Chay's very stables and then, once
their own mares had been serviced, sent the stallion home. They were never
caught; the name did not mean "swift ones" for nothing. But neithei was there
any retaliation for these occasional thieveries; it was longstanding tradition that
Radzyn supplied its ruling family with the finest horses, and the Isulk'im were
only claiming their share.

Inevitably, the Isulki population had split into factions as it grew. With equal
inevitability, they warred over who had rights to which endless ranks of sand
dunes. But ever since 695, when Zehava had been helped by his distant kin to
victory over the Merida, they had organized into a loose confederation of tribes.
Kazander's great-grandsire had become their korrus. Though formally submitting
to Zehava's leadership and sovereignty, he and his people kept to themselves in
the vastness of the Long Sand, an isolation that had spared them the Plague of
701. They sent several warriors to fight with Rohan against Roelstra in 704, and
every so often an emissary arrived at Stronghold or Radzyn or Remagev with a
gift of gorgeous blankets or carved jade.

"Just to let the High Prince know we're still out here," Kazander's father had said
once, blithely, when presenting Walvis with a fabulous necklace for Feylin in
celebration of Jahnavi's birth. "I have a new son myself, by my favorite wife. She
is as wild as a she-dragon, so I worry about the boy's capacity for civilization.
Perhaps when he is of an age for it and has learned what manners I can beat into
him, you might consent to receive him here."

Thus, casually, they had agreed to Kazander's sojourn at Remagev. He had
arrived ten winters ago, a lanky, wide-eyed boy of sixteen who had learned to ride
before he had learned to walk. In him were embodied the things Walvis liked best
about the Isulk'im: their mastery of the affectionate insult, their fierce pride, and
their humor. To that list Feylin always added their love of dragons and their
hatred of the Merida. She was from the north, where the descendants of the
assassins' league were more familiar enemies than here in the south. But her
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undying loathing paled beside the rage mere mention of the Merida could excite
in the Isulk'im. Their songs and tales told of shocking atrocities and it was the
sworn duty of the tribes to butcher any Merida unlucky enough to encounter
them.

Kazander had stayed at Remagev through the autumn of 729, and despite his
youth had insisted on being trained in the ways of battle. The annual little war
had seen him fight all day long with a broken collarbone and two cracked ribs;
Walvis had been given undeniable proof that claims of Isulki valor were not in the
least exaggerated. Since then, Kazander had appeared at Remagev every so often,
sometimes alone

and sometimes, as now, with an escort—just to let the High Prince know the
Isulk'im were still out there.

He had succeeded his father two years ago. Walvis had not seen him since that
time, though he received news occasionally. As they rode back to the castle, he
looked the young man over and nodded to himself. "Marriage and new
fatherhood agree with you," he commented.

"How did you know I am a father again?"

"Because if you didn't keep fathering children, you wouldn't still be korrus,"
Walvis replied with irrefutable logic. "How many is it now?"

"Three sons, two daughters," came the proud answer. "Another will be born next
spring."

"However do you manage it?" Feylin asked indelicately, then made a face as
Kazander gave her a long, slow smile. "I didn't mean that! And don't you dare
offer to teach me, you wicked boy. I meant, why is it that your women bear so
many children? I can't think of anyone who's had more than four."

"The late unlamented Lady Palila birthed six," Walvis reminded her.

"One of whom inflicts herself on us as Princess of Meadowlord," she agreed. "But
she only has two."

"It's quite simple," Kazander said. "Our women have more children because our
men prove the strength of their siring. The more children, the more wives—if he
earns them in battle and in bed. Sometimes I wonder which can be the most
dangerous." Then he grinned. "But I have a special secret. My girls are twins!"
Twins were uncommon among the Isulk'im. Walvis congratulated his young
friend warmly. "Tell my wife you named one of them after her or she'll be
heartbroken."

"One? Both! Feylani and Feylina I called them, and alike as dragons hatched from
the same shell." Kazander shook his head sadly. "If I cannot have you, then at
least I can torment my soul with hearing the echoes of your name."

"I truly am honored, Kazander," she said sincerely. "And for that, you'll get a
decent bed after all. How old are they now? And what about the boys?"
Discussion of his growing family took them all the way to the walls of Remagev.
As ever, Walvis felt his heart lift at the sight. He had first come here in the spring
of 704 with Rohan. That royal progress had ended near Skybowl when

lanthe's men had kidnapped the prince to Feruche. But before the horror of
Rohan's imprisonment, they had spent several days with his distant cousin
Hadaan—a fiery old warrior whose many battles with the Merida had cost him an
eye. Hadaan had no children, and although Walvis had not known it at the time,
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the old man had a mind to making him the heir. In early 705 Walvis had been
named the future Lord of Remagev and, once it had been made clear to him that
he was going to marry Feylin, had done just that and taken up residence.

The keep had been built in days long past by Zehava's ancestors. It was one of
what had once been a string of castles reaching all the way to the Sunrise Water.
The encroaching Desert had gradually made all of them but Remagev
insupportable. But it had been in terrible shape, for Hadaan was more warrior
than athri.

"I'm no good at peace," Hadaan had said frankly. "Give me a sword and I'm a
happy man, but this business of glass and smelters—bah! Rohan's taught you the
trick of it, and welcome. You're athri here from this moment on, boy. Just send
your pretty wife to flirt with me sometimes, and otherwise forget I'm here."

They had done no such thing—though Feylin flirted with great enjoyment. For all
his professed lack of interest in peaceful pursuits, what Hadaan didn't know
about Remagev and the surrounding sands wasn't worth knowing. In the years
remaining to him he involved himself in rebuilding the keep, supervising
improvements, cheerfully harassing everyone, and watching proudly with his one
good eye as Remagev turned into a thriving castle. His death, when Sionell was
six and Jahnavi three, had been deeply mourned.

Remagev was and always would be only a minor keep on the fringes of Desert
civilization. It had no fine, proud towers like Radzyn, no bustling town like
Tiglath, no elegance of design like Feruche. It was a squat, square defensive
castle, hunkered atop one rocky hill and abutting another like a huge sandy
dragon. But it belonged to Walvis, and he loved it fiercely.

His eighty men and Kazander's fifty lined the road to the main gates, each faction
taking one side, to honor the two lords and the lady who rode past. Walvis met
his guards commander at the gate and gave instructions for the comfort

and housing of their guests. Feylin promised to make short work of tending the
wounds acquired in today's battle and join them later.

Remagev did boast one architectural excellence. The double staircase branching
up from the main hall was a miracle of grace in this otherwise undistinguished
keep. Steps rose in wide arcs that met on a broad landing, whence five more steps
led to the second floor. Walvis and Kazander mounted the right-hand stairs just
as a girl ran down the left side, frantically pinning up her long golden braids.
Walvis grinned as his guest frankly stared.

"Gentle Goddess, Mother of Dragons," Kazander whispered as he turned to watch
the girl vanish through the main doors.

"I see the Lady Chayla has supplanted my wife in your affections," Walvis
murmured.

"The Lady Chayla would blind a sighted man and cause the sightless to see! Who
is she? Who is her father? When may I beg him for her hand?"

"You don't change, do you? Even at sixteen years old you tried to seduce every
woman within a hundred measures! Don't waste your time with this one, my
friend. She's the daughter of Lord Maarken, the granddaughter of Lord Chaynal,
and the great-granddaughter of Prince Zehava. Not to mention the niece of the
Lord of Goddess Keep and the grand-niece of the High Prince himself."
Kazander's face grew longer with each addition to the list of Chayla's exalted kin.
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"I obey, mighty athri. I will not touch. I would not dare! But you wouldn't be so
cruel as to forbid me to look, would you?"

"Go right ahead. Not that she'll notice you looking. Come, let's take our ease in
Feylin's chambers. I recently had a shipment of a rather good mossberry wine
from the High Princess' own home of River Run."

"You are planning to poison me!"

Soon they were alone in the solar, with full goblets and a selection of fruit and
cheese to hand. Kazander complained for a few moments about gutless Syrene
wines, but Walvis saw that his heart wasn't in it. And suddenly the young man
became too serious for Walvis' peace of mind.

"There are signs," he said in answer to Walvis' inquiry, "and though I know you
hold little with magic other than that of Sunrunners, I know you will hear me. A
three-

legged goat was born at New Year. It bleated three times and died. A cloud was
seen like a sail over the Sunrise Water, all afire. It advanced over the cliffs and
swallowed them up in flames. From Dorva! came a great gust of wind that blew
down a hundred tents, killing eight people. Shimmer-visions in the Desert have
been not of the usual water or green grass, but of blood."

Walvis knew he ought not smile at Isulki superstitions. He had witnessed
Sunrunners and sorcerers do too many incredible things to joke at other beliefs.
Still, he had always heard these portents of the Desert tribes with a certain degree
of amusement. Kazander's dark solemnity was something new in his experience.
"And to your wisest ones, all this means . .. ?" he asked.

"The goat—that terrible things await, and will last three seasons or three years,
depending on who one consults. The cloud is interpreted as disaster descending
upon the Desert in the form of fire." He paused, and a hint of a smile touched his
mouth. "Although I remember that ten springs ago, Sunrunner's Fire very nearly
incinerated us all!"

Walvis smiled back, remembering how Pol had ignited the very sands in his battle
against lanthe's son Ruval. The young prince had been teased ever since about a
tendency toward arson. In fact, it had been this inconceivable occurrence that
had brought Kazander and his father to Remagev to find out just what in Hells
had caused it.

Kazander went on, "The great wind tells us that the danger and death will come
from Dorval."

"Impossible, Kazander."

"The noble Prince Chadric can have no possible quarrel with us here. Unless the
mighty atkri, husband to the legendary Princess Tobin, has been cheating him on
the silk revenues again." They both smiled at the old joke, but Walvis saw that
Kazander was only going through the expected motions. "The final sign, that of
blood-visions, I have seen myself. I am not ashamed to admit that while any one
of these might be dismissed, taken all together they frighten me."

"Only a fool ignores the warnings of the Goddess. Is it your wish that I inform the
High Prince?"

The korrus nodded. "Yes. There is one other thing. A star was seen rising—not
falling, mind you, rising—into the

constellation of the Father of Dragons. This can mean only one thing."
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"Pol."

"None other."

"So despite these horrors to come, Pol will prevail."

Kazander hesitated, then shrugged. "I would be serving him and you badly if I did
not repeat the caution our wisest ones gave me. Whereas most are agreed that
this star means ascendency, there are some who warn that it may mean the
opposite. That Prince Pol will indeed ascend—but on Desert winds, his ashes to
join with those of his azhrei ancestors."

Walvis took a long swallow of wine. "This is not an interpretation I favor,
Kazander. And I don't believe the High Prince will like it much, either."

There was no banquet that night. One had been planned for the following evening
to celebrate the conclusion of the annual little war, and Feylin declined to upset
her household by destroying their careful arrangements. The Isulk'im ate in the
mess, their korrus with Walvis, Feylin, and Chayla. Kazander was as flamboyant
in his praise and as outrageous in his suggestions to Feylin as ever, but hardly
addressed a word to Chayla. He did, however, look. Constantly.

After he left to check on his men and horses, Chayla asked Walvis, "What in the
world is his problem?"

"What do you mean?"

"Have my teeth turned green? Doesn't he like me? He wouldn't talk to me at all—
just stared!"

Feylin covered laughter with a fit of coughing. Her preemption of that ploy—it
would have seemed odd if they'd both choked on wine simultaneously—left the
time-honored "I dropped something on the floor" for Walvis. He searched the
carpet beneath his chair until he could control his features, then sat up again and
smiled, the deliberately jettisoned spoon in his hand.

"Believe it or not, Kazander is rather shy around young ladies."

This brought another spasm from Feylin. Chayla turned to her. "Are you all right,
my lady?"

"Swallowed—the wrong way—" she gasped, covering her mouth with a napkin
while tears streamed from her eyes.

"I don't know much about the Isulk'im," Chayla went on.

"We never see them at Whitecliff. The korrus seems nice enough, if a little. ..."
"Overly eloquent?" Walvis suggested. "Something you have to understand about
them is that while other men's wives and girls under twelve or so are fair game
for their flattery, an unmarried woman is left strictly alone until one has
approached her father for permission to speak to her. You're not a child, and your
father isn't here, so—" He finished with a shrug.

Feylin had recovered. "You should have heard Kazander's father when Sionell
was little. He swore up canyons and down dunes that when she was old enough,
he'd carry her off on his saddle to become his sixth wife—or was it the seventh?"
"Seven wives?" Chayla's blue eyes widened. "I don't like that much!"

"Neither did Sionell." Feylin was at last able to indulge herself freely in laughter.
"I can still see her, planting both feet in the sand with her fists on her hips, telling
him that while she was very honored to be considered, no woman but herself
would rule in her home—Dbe it castle, cottage, or tent!"

After Chayla bid them good night, they conducted a little business with their
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steward in the cool of the evening, then went for a stroll around the upper walls
of the castle to watch for dragons. The creatures seldom ventured this far into the
Long Sand, which Walvis regretted but which was just fine with his wife. She
loved them—but at a safe distance. This was the time of year for it, though, if they
were to see dragons at all. After the triennial mating in the Desert, after the caves
had been walled up with eggs inside to bake through the summer, after the
hatchlings had flown, dragons lingered for a while before flying south to the
Catha Hills and their wintering grounds. They sometimes ranged east to
Remagev and west to the city of Waes. Every summer except mating years, they
were a common sight from Syr to Fessenden, with their main precincts in the
Veresch. Now that they were no longer hunted as adults or butchered as
hatchlings, and the caves at Rivenrock Canyon were in use once more, the dragon
population had increased to a number Feylin considered safe. This year more
than eight hundred dragons—sires, mature females, three-year-olds and new
hatchlings—had been seen in flight.

The Lord and Lady of Remagev watched the skies until night was full upon them,
but they saw no dragons. "Perhaps we should have asked Chayla if there are any
in our area tonight," Feylin mused.

"I don't think she's picked up the knack of it yet. Pol came to it late, though, so I
suppose she might, too."

Chayla had not yet shown signs of having inherited the odd family trick of sensing
dragons before they could be seen. Rohan had it, and Tobin, and Pol and
Maarken and Andry. It was said of old Prince Zehava that he could tell merely by
glancing at the clouds when the dragons would appear on the wind. Walvis hoped
the trait would not be lost; it was always amusing to watch outsiders blanch and
stare when Zehava's descendants turned their faces as one toward the sky. It was
almost as much fun as observing the reactions of those who had never before
seen a Sunrunner at work.

"Busy day tomorrow," Feylin said at length. "Will you explain Kazander's part to
him in the morning?"

"Yes—to give him as little time as possible to work out his own variations on it.
You know how he is."

"Scamp," she grumbled fondly. "Speaking of which, you didn't have to make me
laugh so hard! I nearly choked to death when you told Chayla that Kazander is
shy!"

"Except, you know, I think he really was shy around her." He slipped one arm
around her waist and they started back to the inner stairs. Torches in iron holders
along the parapets lit their way. Walvis occasionally came home from a hunt after
dark, and the sight of Remagev with its glowing crown of light was always an
impressive one. He nodded to the sentry on duty and continued to his wife, "He
hasn't met any highborn young ladies now that he's of an age to appreciate them.
Ell was always just that bit too much older than he."

"Oh, don't be silly! Chayla's barely fifteen!" She laughed and ducked around the
door he held open for her. "Can't you just see her living out on the Long Sand in a
tent?"

"Now that you mention it, no. But I'll keep an eye on him just the same. He's still
young enough to be dealt quite a wallop by a pretty girl."
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Feylin gave him one of her patient looks. "The man is thrice a husband and five
times a father. Really, Walvis, you can be absurd at times."

"Attack," Kazander had been bidden. "Attack—but don't damage my younglings
unnecessarily. They may get irritated and forget to check their own blows.
Goddess forfend that any of your great warriors go home to their mothers with so
much as a bloody nose."

He almost wished this could be a real battle. The Lady Chayla—to whom, in the
way of his people, he had already given a secret name to be whispered only when
her body graced his sleeping silks in the marriage tent—was watching from the
crest of a dune nearby. He wished he could show her all his prowess, all his
strength and cunning. Failing that, he could almost hope to take some small
wound of valor, so that he might know the touch of her hands healing him.
Kazander knew how preposterous—not to mention dangerous—such thoughts
were when excited by the granddaughter of Chaynal of Radzyn. But the girl
enchanted him. It was not that he didn't cherish his wives. All three of them were
strong, beautiful, intelligent women. But Chayla—young as she was, he had found
in her the proverbial ricsina, the knife that pierces the heart. He had no hope that
time and knowledge of him might allow the same to happen to her.

Her life would be elsewhere. Sunrunner, physician, wife to some great lord with a
castle and a hundred servants, bedecked in silks and jewels, an important force in
the princedoms. The Isulk'im had rejected that sort of life many generations ago,
when the faradh'im had come and sorcerers had been banished. It was too much
to hope that somewhere in Chayla there lingered a few drops of ancestral blood
that might cause her to hear the Desert's call of passion and freedom.

However futile Kazander knew his desires to be, still he wanted to impress her. So
he bade his warriors attack as the athri had commanded—mentioning that any
man who disappointed him would be taken back to the Long Sand flung across
his saddle like a sack of grain.

Kazander's fifty would defend the red flag against Remagev's eighty and attempt
to seize their blue banner. Simple enough, but Kazander knew the mischievous
workings of Lady Feylin's mind and understood that whatever move the blues
made

was to be countered at once, spontaneously, as in the heat of real battle. That was
the lesson she intended him to provide these children.

Only the blue center charged. Kazander yelled and swung his sword—careful to
bruise, not break—and urged his gray stallion deeper into the fray, keeping an eye
on the two flanks that waited for some signal to attack. The blues fell back to
regroup. Kazander sighed, knowing he was supposed to pursue and let the flanks
set upon him from either side—Feylin's "dragon wings." He gave the order, but
with a variation. The Isulk'im shrieked battle cries like enraged dragons, cloaks
streaming behind them, as the west flank of the Remagev forces descended on
them. But the blues found a third of their prey taking off at a full gallop across the
plain. As he fought, Kazander snatched glances at the merry chase his horsemen
led the frustrated blues, and grinned.

All at once the eastern cavalry began driving the Isulk'im back. The blue center
pushed forward, led by a tall youth who bellowed "Eztiel Grib!"—"All victory to
Grib." Kazander shouted a warning at his youngest wife's brother, who carried
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the red banner. But it was too late. Sethric of Grib grabbed the pennant and
galloped away with it behind the lines.

The rules said Kazander should give in, for his flag had been seized. He only
smiled. Battles were not fought over trophies. He turned in his saddle as a youth
challenged him from the right, and casually unhorsed the boy with a thrust of
blunted sword against armored chest. A sore backside and a shallow pinprick
would be humiliating but not fatal souvenirs.

Kazander broke free of the battle and called to his galloping warriors. They
wheeled their horses with instant obedience and followed the sound of the konus1
voice. Sixteen riders were not quite enough for this, but they would have to do. In
a variation of the maneuver used the previous day, the Isulk'im escaped their
pursuers in a blinding whirl of sand and formed a half-circle outside the blue
half-circle. Now the Remagev troops had to fight both forward and backward.
Kazander hoped Feylin would forgive him for ruining her little demonstration,
but the lesson he intended to teach was the more important one. Capturing a
banner had nothing to do with winning a battle.

His smugness evaporated as he heard thunder on the ground behind him. Sethric
had come back. Cursing, Kazander assessed the situation once more while
chewing on his mustache and fending off a determined young man who seemed
to have forgotten that his thrusts should not have lethal intent. Growling,
Kazander taught him a painful lesson with the flat of his sword and shouted
another order. The Isulki half-circle split in the middle, creating a pathway for
their beleaguered comrades. All Kazander's men were soon free. They regrouped,
turned, and waited for the blues to charge them once more.

Exhilarated by the return of Sethric's wing, the Remagev forces did not pause to
organize themselves but instead rode whooping and cheering toward the Isulk'im
at top speed. Kazander exchanged a grin with his brother-by-marriage.

"The girl is mine, Visian," he cautioned—and then led his men in a single line
through the oncoming blues and up the slope of the dune. Before Walvis or Feylin
or Chayla could react with more than disbelief, all three were lifted from their
saddles and clutched to the chests of Isulk'im.

"Put me down!" Feylin raged. "Kazander! How dare you!" But Walvis was
laughing uproariously as they were carried away.

Kazander had plucked the Lady Chayla from her horse with exquisite care. She
did not struggle the way that spitfire Feylin was doing, merely settled on his
thigh, supported by his arm around her waist. Otherwise he kept his hands to
himself. Her coiled golden braids were at his shoulder, within easy reach of his
lips; he could smell the fresh scents of herb soap and Desert wind in her hair. Her
buttocks were surprisingly well-muscled against his thigh, but he supposed that
was to be expected; after all, as the granddaughter of Radzyn's lord, she would
have been in the saddle from early childhood. It was a sweet, firm, supple armful
he held, and he wondered if he could persuade Walvis to persuade Lord Maarken
not to slay him for daring to touch her.

He slowed his horse and finally stopped. Chayla was still relaxed against him. He
turned to Visian, who was losing his grip on the taller, heavier athri. With a grin
Kazander was about to claim victory—for he had stolen the real prizes of this little
war.
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AH at once the air left his lungs in a painful gasp, pro-

pelled out of him by Chayla's elbow in his stomach. She slid neatly down to the
sand, glaring up at this man who had been the first in her life ever to lay hands on
her. She said nothing. She didn't have to. It was all in her eyes. He was incapable
of responding in any case; he was too busy remembering how to breathe. But
once his lungs had filled and there was only a dull ache in his belly, he could not
help grinning down at her. Goddess, what a woman!

Late that night, after the banquet had been devoured and the battle analyzed a
dozen times and the Isulk'im had taught Remagev's youthful warriors the steps of
a traditional victory dance—and enough wine had flowed to make everyone feel
very brotherly—Walvis and Kazander took a tour of the walls.

"You went to a lot of trouble to get your hands on her," the athri scolded,
laughing. "And after you swore not to touch!"

Kazander, knowing he'd been forgiven and greatly relieved that he would not be
facing Lord Maarken across the latter's sword, gave a deep sigh. "For those sweet
moments, I knew all the glories of the world. Although she may never forgive
me."

"That's what the High Princess would call an absolutely certain bet—the kind she
wagers the whole princedom on." Walvis chuckled, leaning his elbows on the
stone and looking out over the Desert night. "I hear you put yourself in the way of
being treated by Chayla, not Feylin, afterward."

"A trifling cut that I didn't even feel until later. Not even a scar will be left—but no
gratitude to her for it! I swear to you, she pummeled my bruised and bleeding leg
as if I were made of bread dough!"

"Well, let that be a lesson to behave yourself. Actually, I'm surprised she didn't
pull a knife on you. Like all her family, she takes her cue from the High Prince
and carries one in each boot. She knows how to use them, too."

He smote his forehead with the flat of his palm. "With her temper, I would sing
like a virgin girl for the rest of my life!"

"Her restraint in the matter may indicate that she likes you—either that or she
hesitated to geld a friend of mine."

"She-dragon," Kazander muttered.

"Unlike her sweet and ladylike mother, but entirely reminiscent of Princess
Tobin. I was proud of her—if she'd

gotten free while you were still at a gallop, she might have hurt herself in the fall.
Why did you pull such a stunt? Aside from getting around your promise not to
touch her, I mean."

"The red pennant was taken—and these children thought this was all there is to
war," he answered forthrightly. "If prizes are the goal, then one should go for the
most essential ones. But prizes are not the goal in battle. They should think about
that over the next few days."

"That's so." Walvis put a hand on his shoulder. "And you're right to have taught
that lesson. But my little wars are just skirmishes, Kazander. I never expect them
to fight the real thing. No one does. That's what Rohan's being High Prince is all
about."

The younger man nodded. "He is greatly revered among us, even more than his
father who drove the Merida from Stronghold." Kazander hesitated. "But—and I
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would say this to no one but you, mighty athri—it surpasses my understanding
and that of our wisest ones why Prince Pol should take to wife the daughter of the
snake who has given shelter to the Merida these many years."

"I would say this to no one but you, mighty korrus—but I've never understood it,
myself. Princess Meiglan is beautiful and gentle and innocent of her father's
wickedness. And marriage to bring alliances and peace is not uncommon. Still. . .
"The vermin still raid in the north. My great-grandfather fought them and killed
many. My grandfather fought them and killed many more. My father was young
but remembers your victory at Tiglath, where you killed hundreds. And yet they
still raid in the north." Aware that his temper was seething, as always at the mere
mention of the ancient enemy, he made an effort and said, "But perhaps it is as
you say, and this alliance will bring peace one day."

"Is it true, do you suppose, that Prince Miyon has no sons to follow him?"

"That is the rumor. It's said there are bastards, but he keeps none of them at his
court. If he dies without naming an heir, there will be war."

"Not if Pol claims Cunaxa on his wife's behalf," Walvis said musingly. "Rohan
once told me that her marriage to Pol was a stroke of genius. But he never said
whose."

"It is beyond my poor powers of understanding," Kazander sighed.

Walvis changed the subject. "How long can you stay this time?"

"As long as it takes the Lady Chayla to forgive me." He grinned.

"I thought we agreed that would take forever! I'm not contributing my substance
to feed your ravenous hordes or your flea-bitten horses while you make large eyes
at her! You have ten days, and then I'm packing you back to your long-suffering
wives."

"As you command, mighty athri." Kazander gave him the eyes-lips-heart salute
once again, with a low bow.

Walvis snorted. "I thought I told you to stop calling me that."

Chapter Four

Jr recisely one step into his wife's solar, Pol was accosted by a child who climbed
him like a tree and demanded a lengthy list of indulgences at the top of her lungs.
Making sure a thick carpet was under him, Pol collapsed onto it, howling for
mercy.

"Jihan!" Meiglan clapped her hands sharply. "Stop that at once!"

"He did it on purpose," Jihan asserted, immobilizing the paternal right arm
through the simple expedient of sitting on it. "Please, Papa, please can we go to
the lake? And ride our new ponies and will you be our dragon and I'll even let
Rislyn win this time, please?"

Pol eyed his offspring with the mixture of exasperation and affection that usually
meant Jihan got whatever she wanted. "If you want to play dragons, then don't
break my wing!"

Instant cooperation. Pol levered himself up from the rug and secured Jihan under
one arm. He grabbed Rislyn up in the other and growled. Shrieks became giggles
as he tickled; they attacked; he eventually surrendered; Meiglan watched the
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entire performance with a resigned sigh.

At last order was restored. Pol gave his wife a belated good-morning kiss and
shook his head at her offer of breakfast.

"Not today, I'm afraid. My steward awaits. By the way, Jihan, if you're set on a
swim, why don't you take my squires with you? I won't need them this morning,
and they could do with some fun."

"Do I have to? Kierun never says anything and Dannar makes me sick."

"Jihan!" exclaimed Meiglan.

"Well, it's true, Mama. Do I have to ask them?"

Pol kept a straight face. "It's a princess' duty to get along with her father's
squires."

"Oh, all right. May I be excused now, Mama?"

"Fold your napkin," Meiglan instructed, "and change out of your new dress before
you ruin it—" But Jihan was already out the door. "Pol, I despair of that child! She
simply must learn some manners. I won't have her disgracing us by being so
ungovernable."

"Don't worry," he soothed. "She has Rislyn's gentle example, doesn't she, little
one?" He smiled at his other daughter. Like Jihan, she was small for her age, but
almost frail where her sister was quick and wiry. No one who knew the truth of
Pol's ancestry ever said it aloud, but it had not gone unnoticed that Rislyn's eyes
were as limpid a green as Roelstra's, while Jihan's were Rohan's startling blue. It
was convenient that Pol's own eyes were a changeable combination of both. But
the real distinction between the twins was signaled by the fact that Jihan swam
like a fish and Rislyn paled at the sight of water. She had inherited Pol's
Sunrunner gifts; Jihan was pure diarmadhi.

"Shall we really ride our new ponies today, Papa?" Rislyn asked hesitantly.

"We shall," he confirmed. "Give me a kiss, ladies, I'm off to my daily ordeal. Pity
your poor prince, who has to work so hard on such a lovely day!"

The morning beckoned to him through the hallway windows as he strode
resolutely to his office. Infinitely more pleasant to conduct business in the open
air—but also unconducive to getting any real work done. Except for pruning the
roses, redesigning a flowerbed, or coaxing a shy herb to grow. He ordered himself
to attend to the affairs of his princedom—and stopped to look wistfully out at the
gardens anyway.

Pride of ownership sang in him. Much as he loved Stronghold, it had belonged to
his family for generations. Dragon's Rest was his creation. Every stone of it, every
tree and fountain and carpet and tapestry and tile. Here, the generations would
be counted from him.

Footsteps down the corrider alerted him to the arrival oi his steward. Suppressing
a sigh, he greeted the man and invited him into his office. By noon he'd heard the
reports submitted by his masters of horse, hawk, and guard; de-

cided the inheritance of eleven disputed farms; discussed the number of wolves to
be hunted that winter (enough to decrease the threat to herds but not enough to
overpopulate mountain elk and deer); chosen an official gift for his father-by-
marriage's birthday; signed multiple copies of documents needed to authorize
various shipments to various princedoms; and settled how many people would be
needed from the surrounding countryside to help with the harvest. A tidy
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morning's work—but he hadn't taken a breath of air outside since waking.
Before his marriage, he'd done pretty much as he liked. He ate when he was
hungry, slept when he was tired, and took care of his princedom in between
building Dragon's Rest. Rialt had done most of the work Pol loathed, the kind
that involved sitting at a desk with piles of parchments. But for the past few years
Rialt had been regent of Waes. Halian had forfeited the city and all its revenues—
a mere slap on the wrist for Chiana's raising an army, sorcerer-inspired or not.
Charged with making Waes a model of profit and efficiency, Rialt had succeeded
admirably; his administrative talents were perfectly suited to the task. Still, in
losing him, Pol had lost his own comparative freedom and gained long days at
this damned desk.

His stomach started growling halfway through a review of the upcoming law
court. The steward politely pretended not to notice. Pol drank some water. The
growl became a gurgle. He coughed to hide the sound. When a second cup of
water sloshed inside him like wine in a half-empty barrel, he gave up and
grinned.

"My brain is fascinated by the prospect of deciding who has the better claim to
which plow-elk, but my stomach has other ideas. Shall we continue later?"

"As you wish, my lord," the steward said. "If it's convenient, the winemaster begs
a few words sometime today."

"Fine." Pol hid his eagerness; consultation with Master Irul might include a long
walk through the vineyards— precisely what he needed.

The steward shuffled parchments and ceremoniously bowed himself out. Pol
sighed for the old days, when Rialt had run palace and princedom by consulting
him and then writing appropriate orders. All Pol ever had to do then was read,
sign, seal—and return to his horses, his gardens, his crops, or his architects.

He would have been entirely happy with only those things to occupy him.
Uninterrupted enjoyment of the gentle arts of peace was just what Rohan had
wanted to accomplish. Rich crops and fat cattle were impossible in the Desert;
Dragon's Rest was as much Rohan's dream as Pol's. Long, tranquil seasons of
growth and plenty, the simple life of a farmer—

Pol heard his breath exhale in an absurdly wistful sigh and burst out laughing.
Some simple farmer it was who held conversations with a dragon.

Not that that art was anywhere near perfected. Yet. But Pol now communicated
easily with Azhdeen, in a strange combination of emotion and Sunrunner
conjurings. He thought of the dragon as his, just as Elisel was Sioned's. But the
dragons saw it the other way around.

Three years ago, Riyan had learned to "speak" with Sadalian, a young green-
bronze sire—and not by choice. The dragon had simply landed in front of him one
afternoon outside Skybowl and established contact in a swirl of brilliant colors.
This summer Morwenna's trepidation had succumbed to a dainty little blue-gray
female she named Elidi. It was six years this spring since Hollis had approached
her dragon, though she couldn't explain what process had led to the selection. "I
just knew," Hollis had said. "Abisel isn't the biggest sire or the most beautiful —
but there's something about him. . . ." The bemusement in her smile made
Maarken and Ruala nod with perfect understanding; they had picked their
dragons the same way. Friendships with seven dragons out of the hundreds that
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flew Desert skies was promising, but the exclusivity of such contact frustrated
Pol. Dragons were intrigued by their humans, always treated them with care—
and never deigned to speak with any others. When Maarken tried to discover the
reason for this, Pavisel reacted with a snort, a toss of her black head, and a
scornful conjure of other dragons tripping over their own wings.

"I think she's saying the others are too stupid," Maarken reported. "But you know
something else? I think they're jealous. We belong to them—one person, one
dragon. They don't object to talks between other humans and other dragons, but.
..." And he gave that bewildered shrug that was fast becoming characteristic of
someone who talked with a dragon.

It gnawed at Pol sometimes that the one person who

should have been able to was incapable of it. Of them all, Rohan should know
communion with a dragon.

"Ah, but I have my dragons, Pol," he smiled when Pol complained about how
unfair it was. "Hundreds of them— every dragon that ever flew across the Long
Sand. I belong to all of them."

Pol met his new winemaster in the lower garden. Sioned had coaxed and cajoled
and finally pried Master Irul loose from the vineyards at Catha Freehold this
summer. Dragon's Rest had potential that she was determined to see—or perhaps
"taste" was the more appropriate term—fulfilled. Having spent the summer
inspecting every aspect of the winemaking from the trellises to the shape of the
bottles, the master now gave Pol his succinct verdict:

"Pig swill."

Pol blinked. "I beg your pardon?"

"Grapes left too long on the vine. First fermentation vats a disaster. Too much
resin in the wood. Aging barrels all wrong. Porous, bad design, aftertaste like
rotted wood."

"That's quite a condemnation," Pol said, amused.

Irul shrugged. He was a short, burly, sun-weathered man who took two steps to
Pol's one as they walked the vineyards. "Drinkable, I suppose. To anyone lacking
a tongue. Dump it. Serve it to unwanted guests." Stopping beside a row of vines,
he plucked a single fat grape. A slight pressure of thick fingers split the skin. Irul
sniffed, then licked his fingers. "Juice, skin, no pulp, just enough sugar. We
harvest tomorrow. There might be enough decent wine for the next Rialla."

"So my mother hopes."

"Best nose in the princedoms—except mine." Irul rubbed a leaf between his
fingers. "Good climate, this. Cool mornings, hot afternoons. I've cost you a
fortune in new vats, but worth it."

"I'll hold you to that, Master Irul. And I expect something worth drinking by next
summer. The lighter wines should be ready by then, yes?"

"Perhaps," he conceded with a grunt.

Pol thanked him and continued up the hill. From the cool shade of the woods
crowning the rise, he could see most of the valley, but not the shimmering lake to
the north or the sheep kept penned there for the dragons' refreshment. Pol lazed
back on his elbows to observe his little world, smiling.

Irul was dictating harvest orders to the farmers; down the valley, the master of
horse supervised saddle-breaking. The tall, skinny figure of the cook proceeded in



http://www.abbyy.com/buy
http://www.abbyy.com/buy

state to the vegetable garden, trailed by a small troop of kitchen servants whom
he set to picking produce for dinner. The chief steward crossed the garden on his
daily inspection, and stopped to argue with the head groundskeeper—also a daily
occurrence. The chamberlain ran out of the Princes Hall, waving her arms madly
at the men washing the windows; the guardmaster set up archery practice in a
newly shorn wheatfield; and from the wooden village hall that also served as a
schoolhouse, dozens of children were being shooed back inside after their games.
Pol laughed softly at all this industrious activity that enabled their prince to
lounge in idle repose. Despite the time he put in on management and governance,
he had no illusions about who really ruled Dragon's Rest. He was surrounded by
despots who did all the work for him—the secret to being a successful prince,
according to his father.

"Find people who know what they're doing, and let them do it. It leaves one free
to think great thoughts—which is frequently best done with one's eyes closed."
Aware that his lids were indeed drooping, Pol pushed himself to his feet. He had a
game of dragons to play—and a warning to give Jihan not to break the
chamberlain's heart by riding this pony across the flawless polished floor of the
Princes Hall.

"I know Gemma and I have outstayed our welcome—" Tilal began, and Pol
laughed.

"According to whom? Not me, and not Meggie."

"According to my daughter!" Tilal grinned and kicked at the pebbled pathway of
the water garden. "I know—she's sixteen, not six. As she informs me at least once
a day. But I still can't help thinking of her—"

"As your little girl?" Pol suggested.

"Go on, laugh—but remember this when your own hatch-lings try their wings!"
Pol couldn't imagine Dragon's Rest without Jihan and Rislyn, and said so. Tilal's
turn to laugh.

"Now you've got some idea of how I feel. First Rihani

went off to become a squire, and now Sioneva's going to be here with you—Sorin's
only nine, but in a few years he'll be fostered, too. I tell you, Pol, it's depressing."
"Then let's change the subject. How long will it take Kolya to rebuild his fishing
boats? The storms on Lake Kadar this winter were pretty vicious, judging by the
wood you skinned me out of this year."

"Actually, I keep telling myself that's the main reason I'm staying on. Laric's
helping with a new design so Kolya can get as many boats as possible from your
timber. Goddess knows you were stingy enough with it!"

They continued trading affectionate accusations as they left the water garden for
the front lawns. Tilal and Gemma could stay all winter if they liked; Pol enjoyed
filling Dragon's Rest with his friends and family. Sioneva, another in the ranks of
Sioned's namesakes, would be living here for the odd year or so under Meiglan's
care. The custom of fostering young highborn boys to other courts had expanded
recently to include their sisters—Meggie's idea, for she had grown up totally
ignorant of anything outside her home manor of Gracine and her father's Castle
Pine. Her object was to give the girls wider experience—but Pol embraced the
plan because the exchange of sons and daughters forged alliances. What she did
through kind concern that others would not suffer her agonies of inadequacy, he
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approved for political reasons.

"Any quiver of dragons yet, azhrtf" Tilal asked suddenly.

Pol arched a brow. "I note the distinction between azhri and azhreil"

"Only one Dragon Prince. Back when I was his squire, I learned to recognize the
signs in him, but I never did figure out how he did it."

"One of life's mysteries."

"Like the ones Andry's weaving around the Goddess?" Tilal made a face. "Tell me,
Pol, wasn't it nicer when she was simply here, and we could chat with her without
all these ritual mumblings?"

This was a sore point, but Pol kept hold of his temper. "Doubtless Andry uses
what words he sees fit. I'm no more qualified to advise him in such things than he
is to make recommendations about Princemarch."

"That will come." The Kierstian green eyes were dark

with warning. "I've noticed a few signs, myself. Like people wearing little
medallions carved with that sunburst crest."

"Charming," he rasped.

"And there's not a damned thing we can do, is there?"

"Except trust to people's sense."

"When Sunrunner physicians are more and more sought after? They aren't any
better trained and they use the same remedies—with the same rate of success.
But a Sunrunner has a direct link to the Goddess," Tilal finished angrily.

"I really don't want to discuss this, Tilal."

"No, nobody does. That's the problem. We complain in private—and let Andry do
as he likes. I knew him when he was little, Pol. What happened to him? Power? Is
that the explanation?"

"Among other things." He greeted the arrival of his daughters with relief. But
taking them to the paddocks, lifting them to their new ponies, watching them put
the animals through their paces—both girls were splendid riders even at seven
years old—served as only a minor distraction. He kept remembering a
conversation he'd had with his parents this summer.

"It's my fault," Rohan sighed when Sioned stormed into the Tapestry Room with
news that Pirro of Fessenden had dismissed his court physician in favor of a
Sunrunner. "If I hadn't set up the school in Gilad to rival Goddess Keep. ..."

In 728, a young famdhi trained but not perfected in medical arts had failed to
cure a Giladan master weaver. Had Andry paid the death-price according to
Giladan law, the whole unfortunate business could have been forgotten. But he
had insisted that the woman had been acting as a Sunrunner, under no
jurisdiction but that of the Lord of Goddess Keep.

Cabar of Gilad had been furious. Rohan had been forced to decide between
essentially equal claims. He chose neither, citing ancient law that Goddess Keep
was held of the High Prince; thus ultimate authority over Sunrunners was his.
Andry's rage was beyond repairing. Cabar had been placated—barely—by
establishment in Gilad of a school for physicians, whose training until then had
been unregulated. Sunrunners received basic medical education, but could not
be expected to see to the needs of the whole continent. Physicians took on
apprentices, as in any other trade, but there were vast differences in skills and
methods. Rohan had hoped to remedy this by creating a school where learning
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could be shared, new techniques devised, and training standardized to provide a
higher degree of competence.

In large part, it worked. Medical care improved. Those who lacked apprentice
fees paid for the education with a year's service to an established master and a tax
on earnings for the first three years of practice. Tobin had forbidden Rohan to
pay all expenses himself; such blatant use of dragon wealth was unwise and,
practically speaking, the school must be self-supporting.

At first the older physicians balked. But then they began to receive assistants
who, already well trained, worked for room and board and moreover knew the
very latest treatments. It became a matter of prestige to have such an assistant—
as long as he or she decently deferred in public to the opinions of the senior
physician—and to boast that one had been sought out for training that not even
the Giladan school could provide.

Then Andry decreed that the eighth faradhi ring would signify a Master
Physician. Sunrunners who had earned it prior to this rule had three choices:
qualify for it, give it up, or break with Goddess Keep. Very few had the courage for
the last.

"It is not your fault!" Sioned fumed that summer morning. "Competition was
never the idea, damn it! This is Andry's doing. All these rituals and—and
incantations!—they use Sunrunner's Fire to light a sickroom candle!"

Rohan shrugged. "Which of us, when we're ill, won't try almost anything to
recover? If a few rituals could have eased the pain in my back tooth last year, I
might've called in a Sunrunner physician myself." He grinned at his furious wife.
"Instead, my Sunrunner witch insisted I have the damned thing pulled.”

"And you howled like a wounded dragon, too. Disgusting."

Pol gestured impatiently. "But what Andry's doing is a fake. The cures are the
same and they either work or they don't—but people think they're more effective
because of the show that goes along with them."

"Appearances can be most effective," Rohan murmured.

"I've indulged in a few manipulations myself from time to time."

"That's different," Sioned snapped.

"Why? Because I'm a dear, sweet, charming, nice man?" He laughed, but Pol
heard a bitter undertone. "Or because you happen to agree with what I do, but
not with Andry?"

"Superstition is wrong," Pol said flatly.

"And it's not just the medicine," Sioned agreed. "It's all Sunrunner things. I talk
every so often with a friend at Goddess Keep—"

"Who obliges you with information on the sly," Pol interpreted.

"Of course. I'm told of ceremonies and a great deal of formality—even when no
envoys or ambassadors are there to impress."

"Which they seem to be more and more often." Pol frowned. "Does your friend let
you know who sends ranking representatives to Andry these days?"

"As faithfully as Andry's eyes and ears at Stronghold advise him of our doings.
Although I flatter myself that what Andry knows of us is only what we wish him
to know. More or less."

"Mother!"

Rohan laughed again at Pol's shock. "The game dictates that we all spy on each
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other. The zest of playing is making sure you control information. How can you
have ruled this long without realizing so simple a truth? Your dealings with fellow
princes demand accuracy in what you know about them and inaccuracy in what
they think they know about you."

"It shouldn't be like that," Pol said stubbornly.

"Of course it shouldn't. We all ought to be honest with each other—in an ideal
world. But do you trust, say, Velden of Grib?"

"Not past spitting distance," Pol admitted. "But it's demeaning to live like this."
"I have two answers for you," Rohan replied more seriously. "The first is that I
agree. It's a waste of time, energy, and resources to worry about managing
information. What to believe, what to make others believe—it's not my pride that
twinges, it's my conscience. And yet—how else do you think I've managed to keep
peace all these years? With your

mother's invaluable help, of course," he added, nodding to Sioned.

"Nice to know I'm appreciated. Pol, when I married your father, Sunrunners were
cast into politics as never before. Andrade wanted me to represent the faradhi
point of view, and advance her notions of how the world should be run."

"But you didn't," Rohan said softly, and smiled.

"I was a vast disappointment to her," she acknowledged, not sounding at all
unhappy about it. "But when Andrade chose us against Roelstra, a partnership of
Sunrunners and High Prince was established—"

"Which might exist today if Andry and I hadn't started loathing each other," Pol
finished.

"It's far more complex than personal feelings." Rohan sighed. "We've gone back
to what used to be before our marriage—a network of Sunrunners reporting
exclusively to Goddess Keep. But this Goddess Keep behaves much as if it, too,
were a seat of government." He brooded over this for a moment. "Andry's an able
man. If he'd stayed in the Desert to rule a small holding, or even married a girl
with a large one, I doubt he would've been content. Limited scope."

"Yes," Sioned drawled, "One can hardly weave mysteries when one is worried
about the goats."

"What about your other answer?" Pol prompted.

"What? Oh. My first being that I find spying an exercise in irritation, the second
is that it's a necessary part of civilized life."

Even Sioned stared at him. "You'll have to explain that one."

He gave them a patient look. "If I am a barbarian, I make war. That kind of
information is easy. How many horses and swords does my enemy have? Will he
use them against me before I can use mine against him? Very simple. Very
direct."

Pol sat forward, intrigued. "But if what you're trying to do is live in peace so the
crops can grow—"

"—you need much more complex information."

"My clever azhrei," Sioned observed sardonically. "So intricate spying is one of
the privileges of civilization, is it? Such a comfort to know I'm contributing to
ongoing enlightenment."

"But Andry isn't, and that's just the point," Pol said.

"He's creating mysteries around things that aren't mysterious at all."
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"Not to you, perhaps," Rohan answered. "But I've lived with a Sunrunner most of
my life and I don't even pretend to comprehend what it is she does. People
believe what those powerful enough to affect belief demonstrate is believable.
Convoluted, but it's the idea that counts," he smiled.

"But what Andry's doing is wrong!" Pol insisted.

"Anything that promotes superstition instead of truth is wrong. Yet how do you
explain the way you talk to your dragon? How do you make Sunrunner skills
comprehensible? Your mother hasn't been able to make it clear to me in almost
forty years, and I've even got the—what's Andry calling it now? The 'halfling gift.'
What amazes me is that all this hasn't appeared before now."

"Andrade would never have allowed it," Sioned told him. "None of the other
rulers of Goddess Keep would have, either. But Andry's cultivating it."

"An apt description, Mother," Pol remarked. "Seeing as how what he spreads on it
to make it grow stinks to the high Veresch."

"Papa! Papa, come be the dragon!"

He abandoned memories of a conversation that had yielded no solution. Pol liked
solutions. He had limitless faith in his parents' ability to provide them—one way
or another. But where Andry was concerned, Tila! was right: everyone
complained in private, but no one did anything. What was there to do?

He forgot his impatience with his cousin and his nagging wish that Rohan would
do something, anything, about Andry, and dutifully donned a sweeping cloak for
his performance. He had been vanquished three times—twice by Jihan, once by
Rislyn—and was filthy from head to heels when their tutor arrived to collect them
for afternoon lessons. Catallen had been sent by Miyon, and everyone knew he
was a spy. Pol instinctively put Rohan's principles into practice: he chatted with
the tutor every so often, dropping half-truths here and there to keep Miyon
contented—so he wouldn't send someone Pol might not recognize as being in his
father-by-marriage's pay.

Tilal had called out encouragement and tactics based on many similar games with
Walvis or Rohan himself as the dragon. Now, as the children accompanied
Catallen back to the palace, the older prince grinned at the younger.

"Not bad. Nice flourish to the wings, but I'd work on the death flutter. Go relax,
Pol. You look frayed around the edges—like a cloth that's mopped up one too
many spills."

"After my hellions mopped up the paddock with me, you mean?" He laughed and
went to his chambers to wash, reflecting that a wrung-out rag was exactly what he
felt like after a Rialla, no matter what his triumphs. Maneuvering the other
princes into doing what he wanted while making sure they thought it was all their
own idea; scrupulous attention to their privileges and personal conceits; the jaw-
grinding he had to hide when what was perfectly obvious to him remained
perfectly obscure to them—no wonder his father had turned the bulk of the work
over to him. He cleaned up messes and polished self-images and soaked up any
spills of ill-feeling among the princes, and sent them home convinced that they
alone were responsible for all this peace and good will.

At times he longed to tell them exactly what he thought of them—and to show
them the path he had chosen and tell them to start marching. But he suspected
that if they allowed him to do such a thing, he would have even more contempt
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for them than he did eow.

Not all of them, of course. In fact, he liked most of the men he worked with. Tilal,
Volog, Arlis—not surprisingly, they were his mother's kin and in theory his own
as well. Laric of Firon and his father, Chadric of Dorval, were two others he liked
and respected; they really were kin to him through Rohan.

But he hadn't his father's patience with the others. Cabar, Velden, Halian, Pirro,
especially Miyon and even at times Kostas of Syr, Tilal's brother—the difficulties
they often presented were annoyances that Rohan saw as creative opportunities.
He listened, considered, consulted, and suggested solutions agreeable to all. Pol's
impulses were either to tell them to stop bothering him or to settle the whole
thing himself with a single command.

"You're too direct," Sioned had lectured. "You don't think things all the way
through. You want to act too fast."

"And who'd I learn that from, Mother mine?" he'd countered, grinning, and she'd
had the grace to blush.

At times he despaired of ever being half the prince his father was. Then again,
Rohan had had nearly forty years of practice; Pol, only a little over ten. Well, he
was learning. He'd watched his father carefully at the past six Riall'im, trying to
adapt Rohan's style and methods to his own character. He'd done very good work
this summer, work to be proud of. He was learning his father's techniques;
eventually he'd learn Rohan's patience as well.

Pol stood obediently still as his squires scrutinized him. He never cared what he
wore. His father had the knack of impressive personal adornment—probably
because at first glance he was physically rather unprepossessing—and had been
known to take a whole afternoon dressing for a banquet. Pol put on his back
whatever was handed to him. That he was always elegantly clothed was a tribute
to a succession of servants and squires much more concerned with their prince's
appearance than he was. Rialt had trained Edrel, who had trained Amiel, who
had recently laid down the law to Dannar and Kierun. Privately, Pol suspected
Amiel of having given them an instructional treatise. It amused him endlessly.
He'd had the pleasure of knighting Amiel at this year's Rialla, and giving him the
black elkhoof cup rimmed in gold that was Princemarch's gift to a new-made
knight. The choice of the Giladan heir to join Edrel of River Ussh as his squire in
729 had been a frankly political one. After Edrel's knighting in 735, Amiel stayed
on for two years' further training in statecraft.

Though politics had brought him to Dragon's Rest, he also found a wife. People
were shocked when Cabar's heir threw himself away on a nobody. Granted,
Princess Meiglan had fostered her for a year, which was how the unsuitable
attachment had begun, but Nyr was barely highborn and came from someplace in
Fessenden no one had ever heard of. Amiel married his bronze-haired lady in a
double ritual with Edrel and his Chosen—even more shocking, for though fast
friends, one was a prince, the other a mere younger son.

This younger son had won one of the finest prizes in the princedoms. Norian of
Grib was blithe, blonde, and as besotted with Edrel as he was with her. That she
should waste herself on him was the talk of the Rialla. Her father, Prince Velden,
threatened to forbid the marriage. Norian announced publicly that she would
wed Edrel or no one. Pol chose a more private moment to hint that the young
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man would one day rule an important holding in Princemarch; this had almost
reconciled Velden to the match. Thus Pol discovered the fun of being powerful
enough to make a future for a deserving friend.

He liked arranging things. It was his mother's opinion that in this he took after
Andrade. But, unlike her, he would never have maneuvered anyone into so
important a Choice for political aims. People met, fell in love, married, had
children. That was life, from cottage to castle. For highborns with wealth,
property, and titles to pass along, the process often overwhelmed the personal.
Fosterings were politics enough for Pol, and he frankly distrusted people who
married for anything but love.

His selection of two new squires this year had nothing to do with politics at all.
One of them, in fact, he accepted out of curiosity. Kierun was the son of Allun of
Lower Pyrme, a man Pol wryly admired for being committed to his own square
measures and absolutely nothing else. He had attended only two Riatt'im in his
life: one to find a wife and the other to deliver his heir to Pol. Otherwise he never
set foot off his own property. Allun intended a more active part for Kierun in the
affairs of the continent, however, and to this end gave the boy into Pol's care.
Kierun was black-haired, gray-eyed, barely twelve, and unable to believe he was
squire to the next High Prince. He had lived in a state of perpetual wonderment
since the Rialla and barely dared to breathe.

Pol's second squire was a choice of pure affection. Dannar of Castle Crag was
Ostvel and Alasen's son. Though a year Kierua's junior, he was perfectly relaxed
around Pol. They knew each other very well. From his mother, Dannar inherited
the Kierstian green eyes—like Sioned's and Tilal's—and his red hair came from
that side of the family as well. But his features and strong build were Ostvel's.
Except for the difference in coloring, Dannar and his much older half-brother
Riyan looked quite a bit alike.

The pair conducted their inspection as if the fate of princedoms hung on the color
and cut of Pol's tunic. Amiel must have been incredibly stern with them. Pol
sighed and kept his impatience to himself, knowing Kierun would look like a
startled kitten if he said anything. The child was completely overawed and it
made him nervous.

"It wants something, my lord," Dannar said at last. "What do you think, Kier?
Something black, to offset the boots?"

"A belt?" the other boy ventured.

"Exactly! Remind me to add it to Prince Amiel's list."

Pol laughed so hard he had to sit down.

The belt was produced—a bit tight in its usual notch, due to lavish Rialla meals—
and an onyx earring for good measure. Finally Pol was pronounced presentable.
As the squires accompanied him down the hall to the stairs, he asked about their
morning swim.

Dannar shrugged. "Jinan got mad when I dunked her, my lord."

"Princess Jinan!" Kierun exclaimed, shocked out of his usual shyness.

Pol grinned. "So she's made that clear, has she? Let me tell you something,
Kierun. Jihan is a miserable little brat, as Dannar knows very well. Next time she
pesters you, you have my permission to remind her that though she may be a
princess, one day you will be Lord of Lower Pyrme with two fine castles, four rich
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manors, and four hundred square measures of the best farmland on the
continent."

"Oh, she won't let on she's impressed by that, my lord," Dannar told him. "Kier,
just let her know that when you grow up, your wife will be much prettier than she
is. Worked for me."

Pol heroically kept a straight face. It was more difficult to keep the suspicious
quiver from his voice as he said, "You'd better go get ready to serve. And by the
way, tell that madman in the kitchen that if he so much as thinks a dessert in my
direction, I'll have him trussed up and thrown in with the sheep to feed the
dragons."

Kierun cast a startled look at Dannar, whose grin reassured him. The boys ran off
to their duties—leaving Pol free to laugh himself out of breath.

"Meiglan, won't you play for us this evening? Please?" Gemma's smile was
warmly cajoling, and Pol leaned over to whisper, "For me?"

She rose from his side to a smattering of excited applause. There were just friends
here, she told herself as she approached the fenath, people she knew, not the
hordes of strangers her father had ordered her to play for at Castle Pine.

Miyon had tricked her at the Rialla, offering her up for public view at a banquet
by presenting her with a new instrument. She had trembled all the way down the
long white floor of the Princes Hall. As the first notes echoed through the huge
chamber, his sleek malicious smile had practically paralyzed her. Out of tune.
Purposely out of tune, at her father's order, so that she must test strings and twist
pegs until she thought she'd die of humiliation.

But tonight she would play for friends in the gentle intimacy of the Tapestry
Room. None but kind, fond people here, people she knew and liked—even if she
would never understand them, never be like them.

The new fenath was a spectacular instrument—carved, inlaid, jeweled, each of its
fifty strings having pearl-headed anchor- and tuning-pegs. Even the little wooden
hammers were decorated, a different gem sparkling from each so that while she
played, the motions of her hands traced colors through the air.

Meigian slid the hammers between her curled fingers and flexed her wrists. The
first song she played was one she had heard Gemma humming yesterday; the
princess smiled in delight. As Meiglan glanced through the strings at her
audience, she savored the joy of bringing such pleasure. It had never been so at
her childhood home of Gracine Manor, nor during the two years she had lived
with Miyon. Back then she played only for herself, mercifully losing all
consciousness of where and who she was in the ripple of the strings.

Pol had changed all that. She could not fade into the music when he was here to
listen and sometimes add his rich voice to the songs her fenath wove. When she
played for him alone, she knew only the movements of her hands and the glow in
his blue-green eyes—so different from the self-absorption of her girlhood music.
Gradually she had acquired the courage to play for small groups in private. The
best times were when Lord Ostvel was here to accompany

her with his lute and his voice that so perfectly blended with Pol's. But though it
was difficult to play at the Rialla—it reminded her of her father's demands—she
always did. She could deny Pol nothing and he was so proud of her music.

Tilal asked for a Syrene ballad remembered from his youth at River Run. She put
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the sticks down, rubbed her fingers back to suppleness, then plucked the strings
with a rapidity that always startled onlookers. The width of the fenath had
defeated her before she'd learned how to sway lightly back and forth, moving her
feet only a little. Rohan had once told her she looked like a flower floating on a
breeze and watching her was almost as lovely as listening to her.

It was a distinguished company of listeners tonight. Laric and Lisiel of Firon had
lingered after the Rialla to await the birth of their second child, conceived last
winter before a visit to Graypearl. Not sure of her pregnancy until early spring,
they had hoped she would be able to travel after the Rialla. But thirty-eight was a
risky age for childbearing. So they stayed at Dragon's Rest while her brother,
Yarin of Snowcoves, tended their princedom from his holding.

Edrel and Norian had also delayed departure, intending to escort Laric and Lisiel
as far as Edrel's home of River Ussh after the birth. It was thus almost exclusively
a family party—Laric and Tilal were Pol's kin, Edrel had been his squire, and
Norian was distantly related to Gemma. Meiglan, who had no family but her
father and a few half-brothers she'd never met, was constantly amazed by the
complex web of kinships that had Rohan, Sioned, and Pol at its center.

Kierst, Isel, Dorval, Syr, Firon, Ossetia—six of thirteen princedoms were tied by
blood to Pol. His father was High Prince; his cousin, Lord of Goddess Keep. Other
relations or close friends were important ath'rim. Between them, Rohan and Pol
directly controlled or strongly influenced most of the continent. But Meiglan
didn't let herself think too often about the power she'd married. She'd learned to
hide her nervousness and behave like other highborn ladies. Sionell was her idol
and mentor for many things she was too shy to ask anyone else about. Kostas'
wife, Danladi, was another model for behavior—and much easier to emulate,
being nearly as quiet and self-effacing as Meiglan herself. But Meiglan was never
sure if she truly succeeded at imper-

sonating a great lady or if people merely acted as if she did because of Pol.

Yet this summer something astonishing had happened. Sioned—who wore her
two kinds of power, princely and Sunrunner, with authority that Meiglan never
dared dream of attaining—had asked, "Meggie, what's your opinion?"

At face value it was a request for information. But Sioned had never used her
nickname before. Though that was startling enough, the real shock had been that
Sioned—vibrant, brilliant, beautiful even at sixty—Sioned had paid her the
ultimate compliment of asking her thoughts without first saying that her
thoughts were valuable. Among these powerful people, compliments were in fact
thinly veiled sarcasm; everyone expected everyone else to have wits and to use
them. Praise for one's person was eagerly sought and smugly received, but
intelligence was expected, and compliments on it usually implied its lack.
Because of that one question, Meiglan had begun to believe that she might
become the kind of princess Pol needed. Someone poised and self-assured and
clever. Someone like Sionell.

Thinking of her friend, Meiglan plucked a song Sionell had taught her. They were
friends-—despite the awkward revelations that had occurred when Meiglan asked
Pol if it would be proper to ask Sionell to stand with her at their marriage.

"She's been so kind to me, and—I don't have anybody but my father to be with
me, and I so much want a friend there as well—but if it's not suitable—"
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He looked dismayed for a moment, then smiled and shrugged. "I'm sure she'd be
glad to stand with you, Meggie."

His expression was such that she had not asked. That evening she found out from
her servant that Sionell had been in love with Pol since childhood.

"It's been over a long time," Thanys reported. "Since before she married Lord
Tallain, they say. But don't distinguish her, my lady. She could be a threat to
you."

Never. Absurd. Still, looking back over certain things which had been
incomprehensible at the time, there had been an unspoken tension between Pol
and Sionell, as if things had been said that could never be forgotten. Or forgiven.
Meiglan attributed it all to some mystery in the past that

she had no right to ask about. She had no right to jealousy, either; Pol so
obviously loved her. Everyone remarked on it, even loathsome Princess Chiana in
that nasty-sweet way of hers: "My dear, I declare that if you took a fancy to a
certain star in the night sky, he'd pull it down for you to wear around your pretty
throat." Pol and Sionell shared the affection of lifelong friends. The two families
saw each other often at Dragon's Rest and Stronghold. Letters were frequent.
Sionell had Named her second son Meig. She was one of the few people Meiglan
trusted.

On Pol's love Meiglan's life was built. She saw him smiling at her and decided to
play a familiar song, hoping Edrel would nudge him into singing it.

The lyric was about the faradhi who had married a Prince of Kierst. It had been a
great scandal at the time, for no highborn had ever wed a trained Sunrunner.
Their marriage at a Rialla was ostensibly the song's subject, but everyone knew it
was really about Rohan and Sioned.

Pol laughed as she began, and, sure enough, Edrel coaxed him to sing. He rose
and walked toward her, his clear, firm voice carrying the melody while her fingers
danced over the fenath. Ostvel was strongly suspected of having written the
words, but he always denied all responsibility.

Faradh'im whispered on the light, and merchants gossiped at the Fair,

And Princes frowned in warning dire at Kierst's colossal dare: A Sunrunner, with
rings of gold and rings of silver

shining,

Kierst's Princess she would surely be, her powers his entwining. It's said it
happened with a look, a touch of fated

hands— But I attest Gunrunner's Fire, as hot as Desert

sands.

The voices rose like Storm God's wind—the High Prince—

Meiglan faltered as Pol stopped singing. He turned to the windows, his body
tense and his eyes lit with excitement. Meiglan hid her trembling as best she
could. She knew what that look meant.

"Hear me well, daughter. I don't give a damn how much dragons frighten you.
Don't ever show it or say so aloud— not to him, not to your dearest friend, not to
your most trusted servant, not even to yourself when you're alone!"

Meiglan stood still, hoping no one would look at her, or that her frozen stance
would be taken for surprise. The trumpeting of the dragons echoed and
shuddered through the room, rattling crystal goblets like glass bones. Pol had
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explained their habits, their differing calls, their brilliant colors, their
intelligence. She had stood at his side to watch and listen, ridden with him
headlong down the valley to greet them while he laughed with the joy of being
nearly airborne himself on a golden stallion. She said and did all the right things.
No one ever guessed that she feared dragons to the depths of her soul.

Startled silence gave way to excited shouts; stillness became a riotous scramble
toward the windows.

"You see?" Tilal laughed at Gemma. "We've been watching for them in vain for
two days, but he knew they were here even before they called out!"

Jihan and Rislyn darted to the windows where their father lifted them up to see
the dragons. Meiglan stayed where she was and tried to recover her senses.
"Look!" Rislyn cried. "Is that Azhdeen, Papa?"

She could never reveal her fear. Who could she tell? None of these people would
understand, and certainly not Pol. His laughter rang out as if greeting old
friends—which, to him, they were. Especially his own dragon, Azhdeen. Pol
would be disappointed by her fear, hurt that she had lied to him for so long.

"Can we ride out to see them tonight, my lord?" This from Sioneva, her new
fosterling—descended from the royalty of five princedoms—what could Meiglan
possibly teach this girl about being a princess?

"We'll go up to the lake tomorrow and watch them," Pol replied.

"Why don't you take your sketchbook along, darling?" Gemma said. "I know Dani
would love to see a drawing of so many dragons."

Gemma had grown up with Danladi, second-youngest of Roelstra's daughters,
and the two were as close as sisters. Meiglan thought of her own dearest friend,
almost a sister, but she could never let Sionell know her fear either. Sionell

loved dragons as much as Pol did. They shared so many things: a Desert
childhood, the same friends and family, a love for dragons, a quickness of mind
and toughness of spirit—and neither of them would ever comprehend her terror.
"I assume you're going to have a little chat with Azhdeen?" Lark asked Pol, his
amusement tinged with envy.

"If he's in an expansive mood—and finds sheep to his taste! He's like a cat, that
one, picking over the best until one tempts his appetite."

Thanys sidled up to Meiglan and took her elbow, guiding her unobtrusively away
from the fenath. She gave the servant a grateful look for the prompting and the
support. The others must never guess at the sick weakness in her limbs. Thanys
always looked out for her, always protected her—a trusted servant who knew
what the sound and sight of dragons did to her. But Thanys had been the one who
had brought the sorcerer Mireva to Stronghold in Meiglan's suite. How could she
trust Thanys?

She gathered her courage and approached Pol. He turned from the twilight view
of dragons in flight and smiled down at her. "I'm sorry, sweet. We've crowded you
out. Here, come stand by the window. Aren't they magnificent?"

She nodded, lying to him with the gesture. There were so many dragons that the
soft blue of the day-fading sky was shadowed by wings like dark clouds
descending. The people around her pressed close; she could barely breathe for
the crush and the fear.

" ...not even to yourself when you're alone!" That was the real irony. She was
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never and always alone. She was both surrounded by people and encased in
solitude. Like a winter-iced pine, she lived in a forest and was separated from it
by a thin layer of crystal that allowed others to see but never to touch her. Except
for Pol, except for his warmth like the heart of the sun itself, nothing and no one
touched her. Not even her children. She lived in fear of shattering, of watching
the icy glass splinter around her to leave her naked and trembling with cold.
Everyone rode to the lake the next day except Lisiel, big with child, and Meiglan,
who kept her company. Pol left

them in his wife's chambers, placidly sewing baby clothes and listening to
Catallen, who also had bardic pretensions, read his latest work. Personally, Pol
had no use for poetry unless he could sing it, but it was incumbent upon a prince
to have a bard in residence; that was why Miyon had known he could not refuse
Catallen's services.

It was a relief to see Meiglan pleasantly occupied while he went chasing dragons.
She was a gallant darling to hide it, but he knew how they frightened her. Lisiel
provided the perfect excuse for her to stay home. He need not worry about her
and she need not wear her nerves raw pretending to be unafraid.

So he rode out with a clear conscience. The horse beneath him was nearly as
eager as he. Azhenel—"dragon horse" —was the finest of the golden breed at
Dragon's Rest. The name had come from an incident four years ago, when the
yearling escaped the paddock and galloped up the valley to the lake. Amazingly,
the dragons' meal had not included the colt. Perhaps it was because they had
already dined on fat sheep, or perhaps it was as the awed Master of Horse said—
that a mysterious affinity for dragons allowed the colt to gambol about among
them with perfect unconcern. Pol arrived to find him actually playing with
immature dragons five times his size, for all the world like children from
neighboring farms come together for a holiday.

When dragons came each year on their migrations, Azhenel called out in welcome
instead of fretting with the high, nervous whinny of more skittish stablemates.
Horses could be trained not to fear dragons, but Azhenel was the only one in Pol's
experience—or anybody else's—that genuinely liked them. Chay often ascribed
human characteristics to horses, but even he was taken aback by Azhenel's
behavior.

"Damned animal's making fun of us," he growled the first time he saw the young
stallion, well-grown and with a cascade of snowy white mane and tail, cavort with
dragons. "Look at him! As if those talons weren't half as long as his legs!" Then,
eyeing Pol with amusement sparkling in his gray eyes: "Have you learned how to
talk to horses, too? Whispered a word or two in his ear that as long as they're
well-fed, they won't be interested in him?"

In his more whimsical moments Pol sometimes thought that, Azhenel was the
one who'd learned how to talk, and his conversations were with dragons.
Certainly when they

reached the lake and he dismounted to let the stallion greet his winged friends,
Azhenei delighted in nudging dragons with his nose, whinnying, flicking his tail
playfully in their faces, and gently nipping his favorites. The older dragons
reacted with genial grunts. The hatchlings fluttered and called out in
bewilderment at this strange, hooved, unwinged thing, nearly their own size, that
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invited them to play. But soon they were chasing Azhenel, screeching gleefully as
they flew to catch up with him.

"That's the most incredible thing I've ever seen," Tilal breathed. "You'd think
they'd rip him to shreds!"

Gemma stared with wide brown eyes. "And you say he's been doing this all his
life?"

Pol nodded. "I've known a few cats who thought they were people, but this is the
only horse I ever heard of who thinks he's a dragon!"

"Why is that, my lord?" Dannar asked. He was off his own horse and standing
beside Rislyn's pony, a gentling hand on the little mare's neck as she danced
nervously in the presence of dragons.

"Because Papa's azhrei, just like Grandsir," Jihan responded. "Kierun, you don't
have to hold my reins. Thank you very much, but I can handle a horse."

The squire turned crimson and started to back away.

"Stay put, Kierun," Pol ordered. "Jihan, your new pony hasn't seen dragons
before and might bolt. A few broken bones would probably benefit your temper,
but I don't feel like explaining to your mother how you got them."

Laric slid from his saddle and joined Pol. "Good Goddess, there's enough of them
to drink the lake dry. And the sheep must be half gone."

"There's not much to eat in the Desert," Sioneva said. "They must have been
hungry, poor darlings."

Tilal glanced sidelong at his daughter, brows arching. "Azhwis," was all he said,
but those who understood bits of the old language began to laugh.

"My girls, too," Pol grinned at him. "Daughters of dragons, all of them!'

"I swear to you, the first thing she said may have been 'mama,’ but the second was
"Take me to see dragons'!"

"Is that Azhdeen, Pol?" Laric asked all at once.

His heart skipped with excitement as the huge sire called out, paced in elegant
state to the water's edge, and with a

single wingstroke leaped into the air. Horses neighed as the dragon sailed across
the lake and landed with breathtaking precision a few lengths from Pol.
Azhdeen was gorgeous and knew it. His blue-gray hide was marked by the fewest
battle scars of any sire there— sign of his supremacy—and rippled with the
strength of massive muscles. He rose up on hind legs and spread his wings to
show their silver undersides. It was his usual greeting to Pol, who went forward
and lifted his own arms wide as if to embrace the dragon. His dragon.

Into the space between them swirled a riot of color. Pol expanded his own colors
to meet and merge with those of the dragon. Instantly he was surrounded,
absorbed, engulfed —ecstatic.

Emotions first—pleasure at seeing Pol; satisfaction at thirst assuaged and plump
sheep devoured; smugness at the number and quality of females who'd chosen
him for mating at Rivenrock; pride in his many new offspring. Curiosity about
Pol's own mate and hatchlings; amazement tinged with scornful superiority that
the little females had grown no bigger and there were no new ones despite the
fact that this was a mating year.

Pol laughed and apologized for his lack, reveling in Azhdeen's matter-of-fact
arrogance. You great lumbering beautiful beast, he thought, knowing the words
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were meaningless to the dragon but that the affection would be clear as crystal, /
have only one mate and you spread your favors among scores! Of course you have
more hatchlings than I do!

Azhdeen settled into an easy crouch on the shore, his tail lashing softly in cool
water. This was the sign Pol had been waiting for. He would now be allowed to
approach the dragon. He never lost the wonder of it, of walking slowly toward
that huge head with its large, dark, shrewd eyes and jawful of dagger-sharp teeth.
Once, Azhdeen had batted playfully at him with what was for him a gentle hand.
Pol had toppled, nearly unconscious. Since then the dragon had restrained
himself from touching the puny, fragile human.

But Pol could touch the dragon. He stood beside Azhdeen's lowered head and
scratched the smooth hide between the eyes, careful to avoid the bony spines
streaking back from the brow. He ran the flats of his palms down the dragon's
face to the ridges of the nostrils, tickling the sensitive skin there. Azhdeen
hummed low in his throat with pleasure. Pol

rubbed along the closed jaw to the dragon's eyes, and lids drifted lazily shut as he
luxuriated in the petting.

Glutton, Pol accused fondly, scratching Azhdeen's throat. When he was close to
the dragon this way, it was easy to think of him as a kind of gigantic, furless,
winged cat: the predator that purred. Dragons had no enemy but man. It had
been nearly forty years since the last Hatching Hunt, but only nine since Pol's
half-brother Ruval had slaughtered two adult dragons near Elktrap Manor. He
had used sorcery to pull the mighty creatures down from the sky and then dealt
them a slow, agonizing death. Memory caused Pol's colors to darken, and
Azhdeen opened one eye in surprise.

A picture appeared in the air, accompanied by the emotional equivalent of a loud
demand: How did you know? Conjured before Pol was a strange sight: dragons
floating on the sea. Not living dragons, but stiff, motionless, with uplifted wings
frozen in place. Like sails, Pol thought, tracing with his gaze the raised necks with
their sightless heads dipping to the rise and fall of the waves. Ships, of course,
built of wood and not dragon bones and hide, but Azhdeen couldn't know that.
He evidently thought dragons had been killed and somehow made to float on
water with spread wings. Perhaps he had seen ships with wary watchers on the
prows carved in the shape of dragon heads; sails naturally reminded him of
wings. So to him it was an obvious conclusion.

Pol wove his colors into the picture, altering it to reflect what he knew was the
reality. Wings became sails; bones changed to masts and rigging. The contours of
dragon bodies he amended to wooden keels. He had never seen such a vessel
himself, but his years as a squire at Graypearl had familiarized him with ships.
Me elaborated on the picture, adding people on the decks and in the dragon's
nest from which they watched for land when sailing far from shore.

It's nothing more than that, he told Azhdeen, conveying reassurance.

The reaction felled him. The dagon threw back his head with a roar that brought
whines from other dragons and terrified screams from the horses. Pol was
knocked off his feet and out of the intricate weave of color. His wits spun and for
a time he could barely see. When he could stand again, Azhdeen was rearing back
on his hind legs, wings unfurled, bellowing his rage.



http://www.abbyy.com/buy
http://www.abbyy.com/buy

Pol again offered his colors to the dragon. What is it? What have I done? Azhdeen
glared. Again the picture formed. Believe! was the emotion whirling on sunlight.
Then the colors vanished brutally. Pol gasped with the loss, his head nearly
splitting in two. The dragon leaped into the air and circled the lake before coming
to rest on the opposite shore, where he snapped at those around him and cuffed a
few who didn't move out of his way fast enough.

Pol had never seen the like. He stood stunned and incredulous, unable to think
what he had done wrong.

"Papa?"

He looked down. He might have expected Jihan to be the one tugging at his hand.
Instead it was Rislyn—green eyes huge with worry but unafraid. He grasped her
small fingers gently.

"It's all right, hatchling," he said. "I was unwise enough to contradict my hfgh and
mighty friend over there, and he took exception to it."

She squeezed his hand, relieved. But he could not reassure himself that he
understood the cause of Azhdeen's fury. Never had he known such violence in the
dragon. Never had Azhdeen been other than gentle in ending their contact.
Azhenel trotted up, ears laid back; he had been frightened by the dragon, too. As
Pol mounted to ride back to the palace, he reflected that it was just as well it was
a short way. He was going to have the great-great-grandsire of all headaches for
the next two days.

Chapter Five

/andry had been fourteen when he made the ceremonial walk through Goddess
Keep's long, light-filled refectory to the place where Lady Andrade sat. Caught
between pride and humility, violent trembling and a terror of total paralysis, his
steps had been like those of a drunkard. He had worn his father's colors as a
reminder to all of who he was, but all he could think of was what he wanted to
become. What he must become, or his life would be meaningless.

One woman, familiar to him from childhood, had the power to decide. But he had
not met Andrade as her kinsman. There had been no family fondness in her eyes,
only the cool, shrewd, judging look she sometimes gave Sioned.

Sudden thought of Sioned and all he owed her had straightened Andry's back,
firmed his steps. When his parents insisted he be fostered as a squire, Sioned had
arranged for him to go to her brother, Prince Dawi of Syr, with the understanding
that he, might leave at any time. Dawi knew as well as Sioned that Andry was not
meant to be like Maarken, Sunrunner and great lord both. So when permission
was finally wrung from Chay, the prince wished him well, gave him a jeweled
knife in token of friendship and service, and sent an escort of honor with him to
Goddess Keep.

Andry still had the knife. He toyed with it when young hopefuls came into his
presence, just as Andrade in the same circumstances had toyed with a little gold
medallion given her by her sister Milar. He could still see it in her hand, could
still feel the hilt of Dawi's gift clenched in his own fist as he took that long, long
walk. All Goddess Keep had watched—some of them highborn but few of such
exalted blood and fewer still who could claim royal descent.
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Only his brother had matched him that way. He'd caught sight of Maarken in the
crowd, glowing with pride in his little brother. It had helped, but as he'd
approached Andrade he had still felt a short gulp of air away from panic.
Andrade was then in her sixty-fourth year, severely elegant, a sharper version of
the grandmother he hardly remembered. As expected, there was no
acknowledgment of kinship in her wintry blue eyes. If anything, she looked with
greater skepticism at the proud red-and-white of his heritage and the jeweled
knife given by a prince. Dressed plainly as always, her rings and bracelets
gleamed with both promise and warning. The medallion of Desert gold turned
over and over in her long fingers, a wink and a shadow. Under Andrade's stern
gaze he lost all consciousness of himself as his parents' son, but some spark of
defiant pride asserted that if he was nothing more than anyone else who had ever
stood before her, neither was he anything less.

As it turned out, he was considerably more. For now it was Andry who waited for
prospective Sunrunners to come to him; Andry who sat in a large chair with a
sunburst carved into its back; Andry who watched as faces paled and knees
quivered and eyes were caught by his own inexorable gaze. But where Andrade
had presided over an appearance before the whole community of Goddess Keep,
he administered a private ritual. She would not have approved. He had never let
that worry him. Her goal had been to create a world; his was to ensure that
world's survival.

The youth standing before him now—so white-cheeked and wide-eyed that it was
hard not to feel sympathy—looked ready to prostrate himself before the three
great ones of Goddess Keep. Andry sensed Torien's amusement, wondering if his
chief steward was remembering as he himself remembered. Jolan stood on his
other side, ready to analyze responses—but not in the manner young Kov
probably anticipated.

"So you wish to become a Sunrunner," Andry said all at once, and the boy
flinched at the sound of his voice.

"Yes, my Lord," he managed breathlessly.

"Why?"

"To s-serve the Goddess."

"And what do you believe to be the nature of the Goddess?"

The question used to evoke vastly different answers. Now-

adays there were only small variations, usually reflecting the personality and
aspirations of the respondent. Jolan found the differences fascinating; they were
excellent indications of success in spreading a unified philosophy.

"The Goddess is the Lady of Light, all-knowing, all-seeing, and all-powerful, my
Lord," Kov recited, secure now. "Sunrunners are her servants who command
light, and through it may see and know as she does. She has given Sunrunners the
gift of light."

So far by rote. "What shall Sunrunners do with this gift?"

"Use it in her service, my Lord, to let all people know her intentions for them, and
so that they may come to honor her as Sunrunners do."

"How may we know her intentions?" Andry asked.

"Through the visions and conjurings of the powerful." The boy bent his head
shyly in the presence of the powerful.
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"Do you expect to see such visions?"

"If it is the Goddess' will that I should be so honored, my Lord."

"And if it is not?"

"I shall serve her all my days." There was a pause, and then Kov rushed on to
finish what he'd forgotten: "And— and with all my heart and mind, my Lord."
How predictable the answers were becoming. Andry fingered Dawi's knife and
began the more difficult questions. "If she is all-powerful, why isn't the world
perfect?"

Kov glanced up and frowned with the innocence of the very young. "I don't
understand, my Lord. I have been taught that it is perfect.”

Andry envied him his simplicity. "Perhaps your portion of the world is. That's not
so for everyone."

"Then they have not yet learned to honor the Goddess, my Lord."

"If she is all-powerful, why does she require us to honor and serve her?"

"To turn hearts away from wickedness and sorcery, my Lord."

Andry arched a brow fractionally. He'd heard the part about sorcery only a few
times, and was intrigued. Leaning forward, he caught the boy with his gaze. "And
what is sorcery, Kov?"

"I—I'm not sure, my Lord." Kov's desperate desire to fidget was in his dark eyes;
Andry's hold on him prevented

movement. All at once he blurted out, "Wickedness is hurting others on purpose,
and sorcery is using magic to do it."

"But there are some very wicked people who flourish like weeds, and plenty of
sorcerers left. One might think the Goddess would punish them."

Kov's whole face wrinkled with the effort of thought. "People do bad things to
each other, and—that's what the High Prince's Writ is for, to punish people who
hurt others. Sorcerers go against the Goddess herself, and—and—" He stumbled
to a halt, confused.

"How should sorcerers be punished, do you think?"

"The Goddess must have a way of—" Suddenly Kov's eyes lit. "Oh, my Lord, she
does it through Sunrunners, who are her servants, with her gift of Light!"

"Why should this all-knowing, all-seeing, all-powerful Goddess have the slightest
interest in being served by such pathetic creatures as we?"

"I—I don't know, my Lord."

Jolan spoke for the first time. "Surely you have an opinion. Why should she be
pleased that we honor her, that we are present at courts great and small, that we
ride the light of sun and moons to see what she already sees and know what she
already knows? What possible use are we to her? Couldn't she rid the world of
evil and sorcery all on her own? Why does she need us?"

"I—" The boy bit his lip in anguish.

Andry had pity on him; Jolan could be a pedantic witch when it suited her.
"Could it be because we may speak to our fellows in ways they can understand?
And that they will listen because we can also speak the language of light that is
the Goddess' gift to us? And because we are the only ones who can do so?"
Relief broke over the young face like waves sweeping sand smooth. "Oh, yes, my
Lord. That must be it. Thank you for explaining it to me."

"Put it in your own words," Jolan instructed.
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Another hesitation, and then Kov replied, "Sunrunners are the only ones who
understand light, the language of the Goddess. She speaks through Sunrunners
and—and shows her power, and punishes sorcerers." He looked up anxiously. "Is
that right, my Lord?"

"Very good," Andry said. "Now listen carefully. Today you will be assigned a bed
in the dormitory, a seat at table,

and a desk in the schoolroom. You'll be told about everyday life here, what's
expected of you. Within a few days you'll be tested and we'll know for certain
whether or not you can become a Sunrunner. If you cannot, you will be sent back
home and—"

"Oh, please, my Lord! I want to stay here!"

"We'll see. Leave us now." He concealed a smile and waited until the boy was
halfway to the door before calling out, "Kov!'

He turned awkwardly, his knees as tentative as Andry's had been all those years
ago. "My Lord?"

"The Sunrunner who sent you to us thinks highly of your potential.”

Adoration lit the young face. "Oh, thank you, my Lord! I won't disappoint you, I
swear!"

When he was gone, Andry leaned back in his chair. The sunburst was lumpy
against his spine and he squirmed. "I suppose this thing had to be carved so I
can't get comfortable in it," he commented.

"Think of it as a reminder not to slouch," Torien said, grinning.

"You sound like my mother. Well, what do you think of the boy?"

Jolan shrugged. "Potential, certainly. They don't make it this far unless they've
got that. But I doubt he'll set the world on fire."

Andry grimaced. "My beloved cousin Pol has already demonstrated that little
trick, thank you. What did you make of Kov's answers?"

"I assume you're talking about the sorcery. I'm pleased, of course. I've worked
very hard to instill that in the responses.”

"With so lovely a face, who would ever suspect such deviousness?" Andry looked
over at Torien. "The women around here are showing alarming tendencies. First
the shape-changing, and now—"

Torien cleared his throat and said, "I was surprised when Kov mentioned sorcery.
I hadn't thought the idea of Sunrunners being designated by the Goddess to
punish diarmadh'im would root so quickly. It's taken years to get the rest of it
right." Years of planting the chosen words here and there, watching them grow to
cover most of the conti-

nent like an invisible, interlacing vine weaving belief into a coherent whole.
Jolan shrugged again. "Kov's Fironese."

"Ah. Of course. Might he be of the Old Blood?"

Torien shifted uneasily. "Half the Sunrunners who come from Firon are."

Andry laid a hand on Torien's arm. "When are you going to stop being so
sensitive about it? I've never doubted you,"

"Doubting yourself is worse than anything anyone else can do to you."

"Torien," Jolan said impatiently, "don't be a fool. I trust you and Andry trusts
you. Would I have stayed married to you otherwise? Would you still hold the
honor of chief steward?"
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"Wise as well as devious," Andry smiled. But after they had left him, he reflected
that not every man was so trusted by the woman he loved. Alasen had never
trusted him. He wondered sometimes if he even loved her anymore, or whether it
had simply become habit to think of her with that dull ache of longing. Certainly
he forgot Alasen when he was with Brenlis, when he even thought of that lovely,
fey, fascinating girl who so captivated him.

Turning his thoughts from her with an effort, he considered Torien's diarmadhi
blood. Cold as it might sound, it suited him very well that his friend was ashamed
of that heritage. It made Torien all the more devoted to Sunrunner ways and to
eradicating sorcerers. It also made him useful, for his rings burned in fiery
warning in the presence of such spells.

Jolan's introduction of the right of famdh'im to punish sorcerers fit in neatly with
one Andry himself had recently disseminated in secret. It was a new idea,
something he wasn't sure would work. He had yet to hear it echoed by any of the
young girls and boys who came to him here. But soon it would be.

Punishment of evil done by people to each other was the responsibility of princes.
Punishment of evil done by sorcerers was the province of Sunrunners. But there
had to be a law that embraced everyone. Rohan would have it that his own writ
was this law—and had demonstrated it years ago by claiming jurisdiction over
that wretched faradhi who had, in attempting to heal, accidentally killed instead.
Andry had

searched ever since for a way to get around the High Prince's Writ. He had found
it at last in the concept of sin.

The prohibition given by Lady Merisel about use of Sunrunner gifts in battle had
given him the clue. She had not referred to it in terms of breaking a law or doing
evil. Instead she had written, "Use of the gifts in battle will be punished by the
Lady or Lord of Goddess Keep, as being willful disobedience, a sin against the
generosity of the Goddess in sharing Fire with faradh'im." It had taken him a long
time to translate "sin" adequately; there was no word for it in the language used
now. It had taken him even longer to understand her meaning: that such
disobedience was not an offense against the law or even the natural order of
things. Either of these he could readily have comprehended. To steal, to cheat, to
kill, all were unlawful and must be punished. To eradicate wolves in order to
protect herds, to harvest all the pearl-bearing oysters to gain maximum profit, to
strip whole hillsides clean of trees—people had learned through bitter experience
that such things were sheer stupidity. But "sin" was something else. It meant to
offend against the Goddess herself.

And yet ... who was to know what she desired? Lady Merisel had not. She had
admitted as much in her private writings. She had established use of the gifts in
battle as a sin—but only after the Sunrunners had defeated the diar-madh'im and
chased them into exile. Andry had not failed to note this. A practical, pragmatic
lady. What Merisel had not mentioned, and what he had had to learn through
example, was that if iron pierced a Sunrunner's flesh during a working, that
Sunrunner died. Sorcerers were not as vulnerable, though spells were more
difficult and less effective when woven while the metal drew blood. He surmised
that Pol and Riyan had this strength in relation to iron, and it galled him. But
Merisel's reason for establishing the sin clarified the whole concept for Andry. Sin
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was nothing more than the codification of practical necessity.

It opened up whole realms of possibility.

He would have to use it carefully. His first thought had been to call it sin when
anyone gifted with Sunrunner abilities was not allowed to be trained. But—too
mild. Practical, but not necessary to the growth of Goddess Keep's population. So
he had ruminated for a very long time, picking and

choosing among things he wished to accomplish, and had finally invented the
perfect sin,

It was this: Anyone who hindered a faradhi in the search for or execution of
diarmadh'im committed a sin against the Goddess.

Only a fool would fail to discern whose right it was to punish that sin.

It was something not even Rohan would dare protest. How could he, when his
own son had nearly been killed by a sorcerer? Besides, as Kov's answers had
indicated, it was a Sunrunner's right and duty to punish diarmadh'im. And it was
so small and elegant a step to condemnation of anyone who interfered with that
right. Even the High Prince.

Altogether a very satisfactory sin—simple, yet subtle; specific, yet encompassing.
Very, very practical, and necessary for reasons beyond the destruction of
sorcerers. He had spread word of it through trusted Sunrunners in all
princedoms, and while none of the young people had spoken of it yet on arrival at
Goddess Keep, he had faith that they soon would. The only thing that traveled
faster than a faradhi's thoughts on light was the unfathomable communication
amongst the common folk.

When disaster struck, as Andry knew it must, the sin would already be there to
assist him and his devr'im in destroying their enemies. Neither Rohan nor Pol
would be able to protest—indeed, they would welcome a Goddess-given right to
slaughter.

Sometimes it amused him and sometimes it appalled him to think that he could
even invoke the sin against Pol himself.

He sat back and immediately grimaced; he always forgot the uncomfortable
carving until it bruised his spine. Rising, he went outside on a long walk to the
sea cliffs. Mellow autumn sunshine hazed the distance, and his steps brought up
tiny puffs of dry dust from ground thirsting for rain. The pines rose in silent
majesty to his right, and he started for them, intending to consult the small pool
in the tree circle for guidance. The Goddess had not favored him with a vision in a
long time, but he never gave up hoping. He needed the reassurance of a conjuring
in Fire and Water today. The countryside around him, the crashing sea, the clear
blue sky, the stubbled fields after a good harvest— everything was as it should be,
and so beautiful that his

Desert-bred senses ached with its richness. Yet the threat of its loss weighed on
his heart. Despite his preparations, despite sure knowledge that he was doing all
he could to avert destruction, he needed to look into a future only the Goddess
could show him. He needed to see that it had changed.

Andry? Andry!

He nearly stumbled in the sunlight, the voice catching him unawares. He was
caught up in a weave of light such as no one ever had the temerity to use on him
anymore. Sunrunners approached him with respect and waited for him to make
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the initial contact. But he could not be angry, not when he recognized the
woman's voice and the swirl of her colors.

Brenlis! It's sweet to touch you, my dear. You honor me.

I've missed you, my Lord. Forgive me for startling you.

The most wonderful of surprises. But rather an unsubtle technique, you know.
You need practice! he teased lovingly.

I'm sorry, Andry. But I heard something today that I must tell you. There's word
from Radzyn Keep that a highly trained physician is needed there.

His heart seem to stop in his chest. Is it Tobren? Is my daughter ill?

No, my Lord. She is well. It's your mother. They say she had an accident of some
kind and lies in her bed unable to move. I heard this today from some travelers
we met on the road, and I thought at once of Evarin. It would take him some time
to ride to Radzyn, but—

You thought exactly right, my darling. I'll send him at once. But is there no
specific word of what happened?

None. I'm sorry to have to tell you such painful news, but I'd hoped you'd already
heard it.

He had not; and for this he would never forgive his family. He hid the emotion
from Brenlis and told her, You did well to send to me in such haste. How goes it
with you?

We're not far from my parents' holding. I'd forgotten how beautiful Ossetia and
Gilad and Syr can be. The best of harvests this year, and perfect apples. I'll bring
back crates and crates for you!

He smiled and caressed her with his thoughts. Then come back to me soon, my
lady, for I've a hunger for fresh ripe apples—and for you.

There was an impression of embarrassed laughter, and then he gently let her go.
Almost immediately he wove other strands of sunlight, casting them far to the
east and

the eight massive towers of Radzyn Keep. He had not seen it except this way, on
light, for years. Every time he looked upon it, the fear shuddered in him at
memory of the dream in which Radzyn was a smoking ruin.

He sought the tower where his parents' apartments were, and gave thanks for the
afternoon sun shining in the windows. Stealthily he entered, able to go only as far
as the light—to the middle of the spacious state bedroom in which he and all his
brothers, his father and Radzyn's lords back ten generations had been conceived
and born. It was a beautiful room, rich with tapestries and embroidered bed-
hangings and thick Cunaxan and Giladan rugs, furnished in aged, sun-faded
wood. Andry hovered, cautious lest someone be near who might walk into the
light and disrupt it, but everyone was gathered on the far side of the bed, gazing
in anguish down at his mother.

White and delicate as winter roses, she lay in an ocean of pale blue sheets frothed
with lace. His father knelt beside the bed, holding her hand carefully in his two
trembling ones. Andry was shocked at how much silver shone in Chay's hair. A
physician stood nearby, speaking to Maarken and Hollis and Betheyn, the woman
who would have been his brother Sorin's wife. The helpless misery on all their
faces struck him to the soul.

Gentle Goddess, what had happened? Why was Tobin so pale, so motionless? He
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had never seen his mother at rest for more time than it took to eat a meal; her
vitality was legend and her energy prodigious. Even during the battle for
Stronghold when he was a little boy, when she had taken an arrow in her thigh
that had left a lifelong limp, she had ignored the wound and fought on like the
warrior princess she was. To see her thus was to imagine her in death.

But she breathed still. The thick, carved bedpost interfered with his view of her,
but he could see her chest rise and fall—slowly, so slowly.

Andry withdrew down the sunlight and discovered he was on his knees in the
dirt. A cry clawed its way from his throat and he clamped his jaw tight shut
around it, not knowing if he was more frightened by his mother's illness, or
furious that he had not been told of it.

Brenlis was right. Evarin must go to Radzyn and give Tobin the best care
available in all the princedoms. He began to run toward the keep, and along the
way a resolve

hardened in him: not just Evarin but Andry himself would travel to Radzyn. To
hell with Rohan's decree of exile from the Desert. His own father could forbid
him, and he would still go.

And if this put Chay in an impossible position—allowing a son into his castle who
had been banished from his prince's lands—then too damned bad. Not even
Rohan could be such a monster as to keep him from his mother's side.

Pol made it up with Azhdeen, more or less. Dealing with dragons was a good
exercise in humility for prince and Sunrunner alike. A cautious approach the next
morning, and this despite the headache which was still very much with him; a
tentative offering of his colors; a shake of wings and an annoyed snort—and they
were friends again.

Pol created pictures for Azhdeen of the summer's Rialla (the dragon was always
curious about the strange doings of humans, especially in groups), and laughed as
pride enwrapped him when he showed Azhdeen the splendor of the Lastday
banquet over which Pol had presided. The dragon's proprietary interest in
Pol'sxconsequence was that of a parent for a particularly promising child. In
return, Azhdeen presented the picture of new caves he'd discovered on a lazy
flight through the Vere Hills—caves long abandoned by dragons for one reason or
another, but which Azhdeen thought might make reasonably adequate mating
areas. For lesser dragonsires, of course; he ruled Rivenrock Canyon, and to see
him visualize it, every one of its hundred and seven caves had been filled with
females he himself had won this year.

Pol didn't laugh; he didn't dare offend the dragon again. But he was unable to
hide amazement that Azhdeen had actually gone out looking for new caves. It
suggested a capacity for thought which, for all their intelligence, dragons weren't
considered capable of. But then, people had been underestimating dragons
forever.

Pol managed to convey a question about why Azhdeen had gone out looking for
new caves. The reply was a series of flashing images illustrating an impressively
logical turn of mind. Rivenrock with dragon corpses during the Plague of 701;
Rivenrock deserted; Rivenrock the night Pol had lit the

Desert with Fire and broken Ruval's hold over Azhdeen himself. He had never
been shown the rest of what had happened that night—but now he saw from the
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dragon's vantage point. The human enemy dangled from his taions as he flew
over the Long Sand, finding at last a nicely desolate spot to shred Ruval
uninterrupted. The death was a righteous one as far as Azhdeen was concerned;
Ruval had ensnared him, Pol had freed him, and he was doing himself and Pol a
favor. Pol learned then that no dragon would eat human flesh; Azhdeen had
simply enjoyed tearing Ruval limb from limb at his leisure and leaving him as a
present for the Desert scavengers. Remembering the scattered, incomplete pile of
bleached bones found days later, Pol felt a little queasy.

Finally Azhdeen showed him Rivenrock, alive again with hatchlings that flew
joyously from the caves, exhaling fire. Pol had long suspected that the flames he
called that night had cleansed the canyon in dragon minds. But he hadn't known
Azhdeen would make the connection between an increase in the number of caves
and an increase in the dragon population. A picture formed of egg-heavy females
dying in the sand without caves in which to mate, and then a view of the new/old
caves in the Vere Hills. Hatchlings flew from those caves, too, and Pol was struck
by the ease with which the dragon projected events into the future. He would
have to tell Feylin about those caves as soon as possible.

All this took place in under fifty heartbeats. Then, with a final whirl of colors that
all but blinded Pol, Azhdeen withdrew with courteous gentleness and called to his
flight of dragons. Soon they were airborne, females nipping at slow-flying
hatchlings, and after a last turn around the lake, they were gone.

Pol spent the rest of the day recovering—even the least demanding exchanges
with his dragon left him with a grotesque headache—and the following morning
he set out on sunlight to find Walvis' resident Sunrunner at Remagev. There was
much to relay to Feylin about this year's count of hatchlings and especially about
the new caves. He spent a pleasant time conferring with Relnaya, conveying his
news and learning all about this year's mock battle and how the Isulk'im had
enjoyed themselves. On hearing that his parents hadn't yet been told of
Kazander's part in Walvis' little

war, he came back by way of Stronghold to give them a good laugh.

He found the keep in the controlled uproar that meant preparation for a hasty
journey. His mother was nowhere to be seen, but he spied his father testing
saddle girths and bridles in the courtyard, a grim expression on his face. Unable
to speak to Rohan, he cast about for someone he could talk to, and found
Morwenna.

Goddess greeting, Sunrunner, he told her cheerfully. What's all the fuss?

Pol! I was going to come look for you at Dragon's Rest in a little while. You're a
considerate child to spare me the bother. It's Princess Tobin. She's taken ill and
your parents are going to her at once.

Tobin? What's wrong?

Yesterday morning Chay found her unconscious by a paddock fence and they
haven't been able to waken her. By the sound of it—and poor Hollis was nearly
beside herself—it's some sort of seizure.

I'll start for Radzyn at once.

You'll do no such thing!

I can be there in three days. He paused. Has Andry been told?

Not that I know of.
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Merciful Mother of All! Hasn't anyone got any sense? He's her son! Somebody's
got to let him know at once!

Who did you have in mind? she asked dryly. No one bui your parents can give
him permission to cross Desert borders. Rohan's frantic with worry for his sister,
and Sioned is nearly as upset.

I'll do it myself. I doubt they'll argue the point.

That's exactly what I was hoping you'd say. Now all that's left is for you to
command me not to tell them you're on your way to Radzyn, and my conscience
will be as pure as a virgin bride's.

Morwenna, I order you to say nothing of my plans, I adore your devious Fironese
mind, and I know exactly in what esteem you hold virginity—let alone marriage!
A few moments later, after he had paused to direct a servant to find his squires
and see to saddling Azhenel for a journey, he drew in a deep breath and wove
light yet again. This time he turned west for Goddess Keep.

He didn't relish the thought of sharing the sun with his

cousin. He saw Andry only at Riall'im now, and while they were always
exquisitely polite to each other, the underlying tension was obvious to all. They
were long past the point at which they might sit down alone and discuss their
differences. Each was too entrenched in dislike, suspicion, and jealousy of the
other's power. Pol's adult brain grieved for the waste and decried the uselessness
of conflict between them, they two who ought to have been allies for the greater
good. But the stronger emotions remained disgustingly childish and he would
never trust Andry as long as either of them drew breath. Boyhood memories of
friendship evoked a deep sense of betrayal combined with angry bewilderment
that things had turned out so harshly between them.

He came upon Goddess Keep from a great height. The only time he'd ever seen
the Sunrunners' castle was this way, descending over its battlements like a
swooping dragon. Childish, too, his determination that Andry would never learn
how to speak with a dragon.

This courtyard swarmed with activity just as Stronghold's did. Pol hesitated,
watching as four horses were saddled and another laden with provisions. Enough
for a journey as far as Radzyn? He had his answer when a young man hurried
from the keep and strapped the bags he carried on the pack horse. The ring of a
Master Physician was on his hand. Pol's surmise was confirmed as Andry strode
down the steps, nodded curtly to the groom holding his horse, and mounted in a
swirl of white cloak. Sunrunners perforce became competent at reading lips; no
one admitted it but everyone did it. Pol saw the physician say, "I have everything
Princess Tobin might need, my Lord."

So Andry knew. Pol couldn't guess how, but he knew. He felt guilty relief that he
wouldn't have to contact his cousin, then berated himself for the cowardice.
Goddess greeting, my Lord, he said respectfully. You've heard about your mother,
I see. I thought to tell you myself, but—

Go away, Pol, came the weary answer, not the bitter rancor he'd expected. / don't
have time for you.

I'll see you at Radzyn—and I hope we both see Tobin recovered.

Spare me your soothings. I had to learn by chance that she's ill. And I warn you,
Pol, I don't give the slightest damn for-
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Before he could finish, Pol said quickly, You'll cross into the Desert on my
authority, Andry. No one will stop or question you. I promise.

As if I need, want, or care about your safe-conduct.1

Andry—

But the contact was broken. Pol watched his cousin ride out the gates, the
physician beside him leading the packhorse. Perhaps he'd been stupid and
arrogant to make the attempt to speak with Andry now, but at least he'd tried. A
feeble sop to his conscience: / was willing, and you rebuffed me, What timing.
What impeccable timing.

Back at Dragon's Rest, Dannar was waiting for him, maintaining that rapt silence
adopted by those who watched a Sunrunner at work. Pol put a hand on the boy's
shoulder. "How soon can I leave?"

"As soon as cook finishes wrapping food and wine for three days, plus a few
things to nibble in the saddle, my lord. I'm to ask who's riding with you."

"Who said to ask that?"

"His grace of Ossetia."

"I have such solicitous relatives, all of whom think I'm still ten winters old," he
commented, and started for the steps leading to his wife's chambers. "You may
tell his grace I'm taking one guard and one squire. You." He tightened his fingers
on Dannar's shoulder as the boy exclaimed with excitement. "Not a word to
Kierun. I'll tell him myself."

"Of course, my lord. Thank you."

"Go out to the stables and make sure everything's ready. And if the food isn't in
the saddlebags by the time I get there, we'll just have to starve. I'm not waiting for
that shattershell in the kitchens to roast a suitable haunch for my grace to dine
from."

To his relief, Kierun was attending Meiglan in her solar, helping move furniture.
Pol gestured the boy and Thanys out of the room and went to take his wife in his
arms.

"I have to go to Radzyn right away," he began, and told her why. Her velvet dark
eyes, so astonishing a contrast to her pale golden hair and skin, filled with tears at
hearing of Tobin's illness. "You'll be regent in my absence, but don't work too
hard. Dragon's Rest runs itself."

"Yes, Pol. Don't worry." She stood on tiptoe to kiss him. "I'll manage on my own. I
promise."

They had not been separated since the day she'd first

ridden into Stronghold. He took her with him on all his progresses through his
lands, on visits to other courts; he could not conceive of not having her beside
him. "I'll miss you, Meggie."

"And I you, my lord." She held tight to him, trembling for an instant, then pulled
away. "I don't want you to go, but I feel you must hurry. Please tell Princess Tobin
I think of her."

"I will." Tracing the sweet curve of her cheek with one finger, he said, "I don't like
leaving—but with Gemma and Lisiel and Sioneva here you won't be too lonely, I
hope."

"Of course I won't."

He smiled and lifted her off her feet to kiss her again, his hands circling her tiny
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waist. "Have a care to yourself, my love."

Meiglan kept her feet until he went into the next room to speak with Kierun, then
sank into a chair with a shudder. Leaving her, he was leaving her all alone here—
but he would not be doing so if he did not believe that she was capable—but she
had never been apart from him, never—

"Kierun, I'm taking Dannar with me to Radzyn. You're staying here for a very
important reason. I depend on you to see to her grace's comfort and safety—and
to look after the princesses."

The whole of Dragon's Rest to supervise—any problems that came up in Pol's
absence—and what if something happened to do with all Princemarch? He would
be far away and she would be alone—

"You'll be guarding that which I hold most dear—even if Jihan is an impossible
pest at times."

"Yes, my lord—I mean, no, my lord—"

Pol laughed. "I understand, Kierun. Now, if you would, please go find the
princesses so I can bid them good-bye."

She heard his footsteps fade, panic racing and then slowing her heart. She must
show everyone the face she had just shown him—calm, dutiful, competent. It was
true that Gemma and Lisiel were here to guide her, but she had been princess
here for nine years and she could never admit to them that she was not a princess
in the way they were. She should not be so frightened of being without Pol. It was
childish and absurd and she loathed herself for it.

She forced herself to rise and go downstairs. Kierun, solemn with his new
responsibility, escorted Jihan and Rislyn

to her side. Pol rode out of the stableyard with Dannar beside him, and cantered
to the front of the Princes Hall where his ladies waited.

For once, Jihan behaved herself. She adored her Aunt Tobin and was deeply
upset by news of her illness. Rislyn was pale and withdrawn. They, too, had never
been separated from their father. Meiglan stood dry-eyed and silent as Pol lifted
each little girl in turn up to be kissed. All at once she ran toward him and clung to
his hand. The great amethyst and topaz ring felt very hard and cold on his finger.
He leaned down and kissed her upturned brow.

"I'll be home sooner than you think, sweet Meggie," he assured her. And rode
away.

Chapter Six

Mohan and Sioned made the trip from Stronghold to Radzyn in a little over one
day, and nearly killed their horses doing it. With them rode two guards and
Rohan's senior squire, Daniv. Isriam had been left behind at Stronghold.
Sioned's nephew Daniv was Kostas' son and heir. A tall, well-built boy of sixteen,
his long-lidded eyes were the deep turquoise of a summer dawn, almost a perfect
match to the color of his father's banner, and their effect was even more striking
in combination with his dark hair and tanned skin. He had strong, rugged good
looks that no one ever mentioned were reminiscent of his grandsire Roelstra in
his youth.

As the last dunes fell away behind them in the afternoon sun, Daniv said what
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they were all thinking: it was impossible to believe there was anything amiss here.
Blooded horses, the pride and profit of Chay's family for generations, cropped
what was left of the summer grass. Geldings meandered placidly among the well-
grown colts and fillies racing around their mothers, while dozens of mares heavy
with foal plodded the sun-baked paths back to the stables. The paddocks and
barns were scrupulously cared for, as were the buildings of the small port beyond
the keep. Ships at anchor bobbed on the waves, sails furled in winter harborage
after the last voyage of the season laden with silks from Dorval or foodstuffs and
other goods from far princedoms.

The castle itself was an awesome sight. Eight towers stood dignified sentry
between pastures and sea cliffs, lit from the west with a rosy-gold light that
gentled the rough-hewn stone. In appearance and activity Radzyn was as it had
always been: strong, prosperous, secure in its wealth and

power. It was impossible to believe that its mistress might be dying.

The red-and-white pennant flew from the main tower, soon to be joined by
Rohan's crowned golden dragon. Chay's was an honor shared only by Ostvel in all
the princedoms: the right to display a symbol just as princes did on their banners.
Castle Crag enjoyed the distinction as the former seat of Princemarch and at
Rohan's pleasure, but it had been his first pleasure to give Radzyn a silver sword
on a red field, bound in Desert blue. It signified that the Lord of Radzyn Keep was
also Battle Commander of the Desert. The pennant rippled on a cooling ocean
breeze, as if the sword upon it thrust against any and all enemies, reminding
those who saw it that while Rohan believed in the rule of law, there was yet a
powerful sword at his command.

The gates opened for them, and it suddenly became obvious that things at Radzyn
were very wrong. At any other time the High Prince and High Princess rode in,
the courtyard would have been packed with people come from their duties to
cheer an enthusiastic greeting. Cool wine would be offered and friendly banter
exchanged between highborns and servants; Stronghold guards would be greeted
with laughing insults by those of Radzyn while children of all stations clamored
for attention; mothers would show off new babies and grooms the best foals—and
Chay and Tobin would arrive at last into the chaos, good-naturedly berating their
people for making such a fuss over such unimportant guests.

This time it was different. The courtyard was nearly empty. Grooms took charge
of the winded horses quietly, eyes lowered as they murmured greetings. There
was no bustle of welcome, no crowd glad to see them, no laughter and no joy. And
only Maarken came to meet them, his handsome face strained and afraid.

"Thank the Goddess you're here," he said, kissing Sioned and grasping Rohan's
arm tightly. "It's been a nightmare."

"Is she any better?" Rohan took the steps two at a time; only his weariness after
the long, hard ride prevented him from making it three.

"The same. She woke up for a few moments last night, but. .. ."

Nothing more was said. They hurried through the high-ceilinged foyer and turned
for the stairs leading to the family's tower. Daniv could barely keep up with them.
Sioned paused to send him to the suite kept for her and Rohan, finishing the
order just as Hollis called out from above.

"Maarken!"
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They raced up the remaining stairs and arrived at the door to Chay and Tobin's
suite. Hollis stood there, her dark-gold hair streaming around her as if she hadn't
had time or thought to tend it in two days. She had no greeting beyond a glance
for Rohan and Sioned as she clasped her husband's hands.

"She's awake now, she recognizes us, I know she does! But she can't move her
right arm or leg, and she's so weak she can barely move the left." Hollis turned to
Sioned. "The physician from Radzyn port feels as helpless as I do. Please tell me
you'll be able to do something for her."

Sioned had begun to get an idea of what was wrong with Tobin, but would say
nothing until she saw her. She accompanied Rohan into the anteroom after a
soothing word for Hollis. The bedchamber doorway was abruptly filled with
Chay's tall form. He looked a hundred years old. There was an emotional battle
raging across his face more rending than any he had ever fought in the field—
terror for his wife, relief that she was awake, helpless agony at her illness,
gratitude that Rohan and Sioned had come so swiftly. Rohan put an arm around
him and for an instant he sagged against his brother-by-marriage's slight frame.
Then he led them into the large, airy room.

Tobin lay in bed, propped up by pillows. .Her long hair, tenderly cared for, flowed
in a single braid all the way to her hip. It shone black and silver like night sky
plaited with moonlight. She might have just wakened from an afternoon nap, but
for the tragic alteration in her face.

Sioned allowed none of her feelings to disturb her expression at the sight of the
slurred features. She was sure now what had happened. The left side of Tobin's
face was the same as always, but the right half dragged down at eyelid, mouth,
and cheek. It was as if someone had copied her delicate face in soft clay, then
passed a hand over one side to blur the fineness. Sioned touched Rohan's arm, a
warning to hide his shock, and went forward to the bed.

Tobin's eyes were open, the left fully and the right only halfway. Chay caught his
breath as her left hand raised slightly, thin and bony. Sioned lifted the hand to
her cheek.

The tears gathering at the corner of the drooping right lid nearly shattered her
composure. Black eyes fixed on her for a moment, then flickered to where Chay
and Rohan stood. Sioned glanced around. A husband's mute agony, a brother's
stricken silence; and behind them Maarken and Hollis close together, equally
quiet. It was as if Tobin's enforced silence held them, too, in thrall.

Sioned broke it with deliberate harshness. "What can you be thinking of, all of
you? Maarken, Hollis, I forgive Chay for not realizing, but you two should have
known!" She stripped off her riding gloves and threw them onto the bedside
table. "Well? What are you waiting for? Maarken, come here at once and put a
chair next to the window. Rohan, take the blanket. Chay, carry her. Don't stand
there like hothouse plants! Get moving!"

If she ordered them like servants, they were even more surprised at the content of
those orders—and hurried to do as bidden. But Tobin understood, and as Chay
lifted her in strong arms, more tears slipped out, the desolation gone from her
eyes.

Placed gently in the chair with a blanket across her knees, Tobin gave a long sigh
as afternoon sun flowed over her face and body. Sioned knelt beside her, taking
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her left hand again. "Now," she murmured, gazing up into the beautiful eyes.
Colors merged, woven into the sunlight. Sioned—oh, thank you! I couldn't speak,
I couldn't tell Chay to put me in the sun—

You're going to get well. I give you my word. She smiled and the corner of Tobin's
mouth lifted in half of her usual warm, brilliant smile. Tell me what happened, if
you remember.

I was out by the paddocks looking over the new foals. Suddenly I fell—I couldn't
break my fall. Nothing would work! I tried to cry out, but I couldn't. I couldn't
even reach the sunlight—Sioned, I lay there forever, trapped inside my body—
You're a Sunrunner. You're not trapped anymore.

I was so frightened—it was like being smothered and bound and I was so
helpless—they finally found me and carried me up here. At first I couldn't feel
anything, but feeling has come back to my left side. I think I could move my hand
and my leg if I tried hard enough—

Not yet. Give it time. You only just woke up.

Tobin's colors—rich amber and sapphire and amethyst— trembled with the
trembling of her body. Then she gave a deep sigh and relaxed. / can't seem to get
my arm to do much, she told Sioned, sounding almost like her old self. But I
suppose that will come back in time, she added, more confident now that she was
no longer a prisoner in her own mind. / can't talk, though, and it hurts to try. And
my right side is gone. I can't feel it and I can't move anything.

I'm betting that feeling will come back—and you know I never make a wager I
can't win. It'll take a while, but you'll be all right, Tobin. I know what this is.
You're going to recover. I promise.

"Sioned?" Rohan's voice: hushed, not daring to hope. Chay's face was as pale as
Tobin's. Both men appeared stunned, uncomprehending. But Maarken and Hollis
understood.

"Forgive me, Mother," Maarken whispered. "I didn't think."

"She needed the sunlight," Hollis said. "Just sunlight. ..."

Sioned!

What is it, Tobin? Are you in pain?

Tell Chay—tell him I love him. It's all I could think about while I was helpless—
Sioned unlaced the sunlight, pressed Tobin's hand, and looked anywhere but at
Chay. "She wants you to know— how much she loves you."

"Tobin—" He knelt and buried his face in her lap. Her left hand fell gently on his
gray hair.

A little while later they gathered in the antechamber, all eyes on Sioned. She
sipped wine to ease her dry throat, and held Chay's haggard gaze with her own as
she spoke, willing him to believe her.

"What I think happened is this. A part of her brain was affected by a seizure that
impaired the right side of her body. If it had been her left, she wouldn't be able to
use sunlight."

"Why? And where did you learn this?" Maarken asked.

"You didn't do as much medicine at Goddess Keep as most of us," Hollis said
slowly. "I remember reading about

such things. If I'd been thinking clearly, I would have recognized it earlier. I'm
sorry, Chay."
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He shook his head. "No need, daughter. Tell me what it is."

Hollis glanced at Sioned, who nodded for her to continue. "Some think a poison
in the blood affects only the brain. Others think the brain just wears out. It may
run in families— and then again, it may not. There's evidence that very fat people
have seizures like this more often than thin people do. Obviously that doesn't
apply to Tobin, and I don't have any idea why this happened to her. But unless it
kills within the first day, or unless more occur after the first, the victims often
recover most of their strength."

"And Tobin's the strongest woman I know," Sioned finished. Sipping again from
her goblet, she went on, "It happened to a Sunrunner at Goddess Keep when I
was a girl. He was extremely gifted, but after this seizure, he was helpless. He
couldn't even feel colors, let alone use light. It was horrible. A friend of mine told
me he begged her to help him die." She paused thoughtfully. "It was the left side
of his body that was affected."

"But how does that—" Rohan began.

She interrupted him. "Andrade was of the opinion that it was neither poison nor
fatigue, but a kind of lightning flash across the brain. She'd seen it before in
another Sunrunner— the right side was useless, but she could still function as a
Sunrunner. Eventually she recovered completely. So you mustn't worry, Chay.
Tobin's going to be all right."

"What about the man you knew?" Maarken asked.

She answered reluctantly, "He died. But it wasn't the seizure that killed him. He
got back the use of his hand and arm, and was learning to speak more clearly and
even walk a little. But the gifts were gone. One day he simply turned his face to
the wall."

Chay raked his fingers back through thick hair. "So you're saying that as long as
Tobin can still use sunlight, there's a chance she might—"

" 'Might'? 'Chance'?" Rohan snorted and grinned. Sioned hoped only she could
tell how hard he was trying to hide his own fear. "Have you lost what pitiful wits
you ever had? Chay, that she-dragon you were fool enough to marry is much too
ornery to die so tamely. Do you think anything could get the best of her? I never
heard such nonsense in my

life. Now, go get some rest. Hollis, find him a nice, quiet bed somewhere. If you
have to, weave him to sleep." Chay opened his mouth to protest and Rohan lifted
a warning finger. "Don't force me to make it an order—because I will and you
know it."

A tiny smile touched the older man's face. "Tyrant."

"Damned right I am. Maarken, see to your father's comfort. Or do I have to order
you, too?"

Between them, Hollis and Maarken coaxed Chay from the room. His audience
gone, Rohan wilted back in his chair. "Our grandfather died of this, Sioned. Did
you tell Chay the truth?"

"Yes. It won't be easy, and it may take her until winter's end just to be able to
speak again. But if there are no more seizures, she'll recover. That's the truth as
far as I understand this sickness, Rohan. Feylin is the better physician— perhaps
we'd better call her to Radzyn—"

He shook his head. "If Tobin doesn't improve, perhaps then. But I know my
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sister." He drained his winecup and got to his feet. "I'll go sit with her for a
while."

"Oh, no you won't," she told him. "Betheyn is there, and she'll send for us if we're
needed. But we won't be. Tobin must rest—and so must you."

"That sounds like an order, High Princess," he said as she rose and prodded him
down the hall to their own chambers. "Have I ever told you how much I loathe
managing females?"

"Repeatedly, but you should have thought of that before you were fool enough to
marry me. Sleep off the journey and that wine, and maybe by this evening you'll
be fit to talk to again. Imagine, ordering Chay around like that! You should be
ashamed of yourself."

"I am," he murmured as he slid onto the embroidered quilt. "But not for the
reason you think." He caught her hand between his own. "I feel guilty because I'm
so glad it's not you lying there helpless."

Sioned gazed down into blue eyes dimmed with weariness and emotion. Twenty
years ago, even ten, he and she could have ridden from Stronghold, stayed up half
the night drinking, making love, or both, and been fresh as ever the next day. We
are growing old, my love, she thought. Tobin's illness is a hard reminder of that,
isn't it? But I would rather grow old with you than be young again with anyone
else.

Rohan pressed her palm to his cheek, his eyes closed.

"Don't let me forget to tell you how much I love you," he said. "Ten times a day, at
least."

"Only ten?" She bent to kiss his brow. "Rest now, beloved. I won't be gone long,"
"Where d'you think you're—" He fought in vain against the sleep she wove around
him. "Not fair," he mumbled, eyelids drooping.

"No, but necessary," she murmured, and kissed him again, and he slept.

Had Andry's twin brother Sorin lived to rule Feruche for more than the few brief
years the Goddess had allotted him, Betheyn would have been his lady. It had
been their intention to wed at the Rialla of 728. Instead, he had been murdered
that spring.

They had met while Faolain Riverport was abuilding in the mid-720s. He had
been invited there to give the benefit of his advice, for in the reconstruction of
Feruche much had been learned about the use of iron that the Riverport architect
wanted to know. Together Sorin and Master Wentyn spent long, happy days
drawing plans and constantly revising them to improve the strength and the
aesthetics of the new town.

But Sorin was never so busy that he hadn't found time to appreciate Wentyn's
pretty daughter. There had been no instant understanding between them, no
ricsina, the knife that pierces the heart, as so many others in his family had
found. Rather it was a slow, quiet, comfortable thing, made clear to him only on
his return to Feruche, when he found himself missing her more than mere
friendship could explain.

After Sorin's death by sorcery, Andry—his only confidant in the matter—told their
mother about the girl. A special trip to Riverport had been arranged before the
Rialla that year. Tobin and Chay understood on first meeting Betheyn what Sorin
had valued so much. When her father died the next autumn, they invited her to
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come live with them at Radzyn. There she had continued for the next eight years,
returning their love and regard, treated by them and the rest of the family as the
daughter she would have been had Sorin lived.

When Sioned went back into Tobin's chamber, Betheyn

was seated beside the bed, reading. The young woman glanced up at hearing
someone come in and rose, leaving her book on the chair.

"She sleeps easily now, my lady," Betheyn murmured. "It's not that blank
unconsciousness anymore, thank the Goddess."

"You've been sitting with her a long time, my dear. Why don't you go get some
rest? No, I didn't have myself in mind to stay with her—I think while she sleeps
Tobren can watch."

"It's no hardship, my lady." Betheyn gestured to the book. "I'm occupied, and I'd
rather be here."

Sioned smiled. Tobin had always wanted a daughter; Maarken had brought her
Hollis, and now she had Betheyn as well. It occurred to her that, fond as she had
become of Meiglan, she would never think of the girl in those terms. It was an
unworthy thought, and Meiglan didn't deserve it, but there it was.

She went to a table near the windows and looked over the little collection of
medicines brought up with Tobin's book of simples. Sioned leafed through a few
pages, seeing marginal notes in Tobin's untidy scrawl, Milar's precise script, even
the thick strokes of Andrade's pen. That last brought an unexpected stinging to
her eyes. Ridiculous; anytime she chose she could call up memory of Andrade's
vibrant colors, a signature more evocative than a few lines of ink on parchment.
But she did not often choose. Her emotions were too complex for easy
remembrance of the woman who had taught her, brought her to the Desert to
marry a prince, disapproved of her, chided her, loved her, and finally died trying
to keep Pol safe.

Sioned wondered suddenly who would one day read her own book of simples—
not a tame and commonplace volume like this one, but the translated copy of the
Star Scroll secreted in her office. There were copious notes in those margins in
her own hand, Urival's, and Morwenna's. Perhaps Jihan or Rislyn would study
them one day. They were diarmadhi, both of them, though Rislyn was a
Sunrunner as well. But sometimes Sioned thought that she would be doing them
both a favor by destroying the scroll before they even learned of its existence.
She gave a start at Betheyn's soft touch on her arm. "My lady, what troubles you?
It isn't just Princess Tobin."

"Ah, I've been obvious. I should know better—but I suppose it's because I'm
tired." She made herself smile to allay Betheyn's doubts, so obvious on her gentle
face. "Don't worry, Beth. Too long a ride and too much worry to find sleep just
yet."

The quiet eyes held steady. "I believe it's more."

The words were spoken before she knew what she would say. "It's . . . it's that
we're growing older. Time sneaks up on us. And one day it will steal the people I
love." Events had stolen so many: Andrade, Milar, Maarken's twin Jahni, Maeta,
Camigwen, Sorin. Urival's had been a soft passing, as had those of her brother
Davvi and old Prince Lleyn. But the rest—Plague, sorcery, murder had been their
lot. She felt old with the years they had not lived, that they had been cheated of,
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that she had survived without them.

Goddess, how morbidly her thoughts turned today—and without cause. Tobin
was going to get better.

Betheyn replied, "I don't think it's time that steals. It's life that takes what we're
unwilling to give. But life is all we have, and time to live it in."

Half my age and twice as wise, Sioned thought. "You're right, of course. How
bitter it would be to treat either life or time as an enemy." She smiled again and
started for the door. "I'll be back later. Be sure you get some sleep, Beth."

"Yes, my lady. Gentle dreams."

But Sioned did not return to the room where Rohan slept. She climbed the stairs
to the curtain wall between towers and watched the sunset. Fire on Water—the
stuff of conjurings and visions. Perhaps Andry had something after all in his idea
of looking into the future. Sioned had herself glimpsed things long before they
happened. Was it possible for a faradhi so gifted—and not all were—to court
visions of the future? With dranath to augment power, and some mental and
emotional discipline, it might become a reliable talent.

Yet if Sunrunners could foretell the future, would their lives be safe? Who would
not scheme to gain control of such a person? And who among the faradh'im was
strong and honorable and wise enough to use a gift like that?

But there was a more important question against which her tired mind had no
defenses. She thought back over the events of her life—glorious successes and
terrible losses—

and wondered, // / knew the future, would I have the courage to live it?

Her sense of humor did not rescue her, but mockery did. She had lived a life
about which bards made songs—some of them even partly true. What right had
she to feel sorry for herself? The only thing wrong with me is selfishness. I'm
growing old and one day the future's going to happen without me.

"I thought you might be up here," said a quiet voice behind her.

She did not turn, merely reached back one hand. It was grasped in hard, callused
fiwgers. "Hollis isn't as good at sleep-weaving as she should be," she said.

"She is, though. But I pretended and she went away." Chay stood beside her,
holding her hand. "Beth says you're upset and wouldn't talk to her about it."
"Just moody. And tired. There's nothing to worry about, Chay. Tobin's going to
get well."

He nodded. They watched the sea for a long time in silence, until he said, "Looks
like something a Sunrunner would conjure, doesn't it? The wind's stiff tonight—
whitecaps from here to the Small Islands, like little flames."

"I was thinking the same thing."

"Flames, or ripples of blood," he mused, then shook himself. "Goddess, what an
idea. Maybe I need sleep more than I thought."

"Come inside, then," she told him, tugging at his hand. "And don't think you'll be
able to pretend with me."

A sudden smile took thirty years from his face. "I wouldn't dare."

Pol arrived two days later, greeted by his parents' astonishment and the joyous
news that his aunt was able to speak a few words and move a little. He came
laden with wildflow-ers gathered along the road and once he saw Tobin awake,
aware, and recovering, happily dumped them all in her lap.
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You impossible boy! came her laughing voice on sunlight, and he nearly lost his
balance at the shock. That damned seizure didn't kill me, but now I may sneeze
myself to death!

Pol gaped. Her colors danced playfully around him and her black eyes sparkled
with mirth.

Oh, stop looking so grim, you foolish child, and give me a kiss. She fumbled for a
moss rose with her good hand and admired its sheen in the sunlight spilling
across the bed. Beautiful. Thank you, Pol. I hope you brought some for your
mother—she's the one who thought of this, so I can speak to you. I can't tell you
what it was like, being trapped inside my own skull. Her gaze sobered and he
knelt beside the bed, weak-kneed. But I'm better. See? I can move my other hand
and even bend my leg a little.

The sheets shifted at her knees and her right hand crawled across the lace. He
caught her fingers and smiled. You're amazing.

I always have been.

Her smile broke his heart. One side of her face was still perfect, the corner of her
mouth curving and her brow lifting just as always, but the other dragged down,
unresponsive.

"Would you care to explain why you're here?" Rohan asked suddenly.

He was grateful for the distraction, not wishing Tobin to see his anguish, and rose
to face his father. "I had a look in at Stronghold a few days ago and found
Morwenna, who naturally had to tell me where you were going and why. So here I
am."

"She didn't say anything before we left."

"Stop treating him as if he was still fifteen," Chay said. "He's here, and welcome."
"Well, of course," Sioned agreed. "But I think yours is too volatile a presence at
the moment, Pol—not to mention a filthy one! Go wash and change clothes. You
stink of horse and sweat."

Ah, so that's why the flowers—to hide the stench! came Tobin's shimmering
thought, and Pol grinned down at her.

Not fifteen, he remarked. Five. He gave her an elaborate bow, kissed his mother,
and left the room.

Immediately outside in the hallway he encountered Daniv, Dannar, and a blonde,
blue-eyed girl he didn't know. The first two were comparing stories of the journey
to Radzyn. The latter tagged along listening with downcast gaze. They stopped on
seeing him and performed the usual respects. He replied with a grimace, having
as little use for ceremony as the rest of his family—except when it suited him.
"Goddess, such elegance!" he teased. "And I assume

you're beggaring my parents, Daniv, by eating everything in sight at Stronghold."
"I do my best, my lord," the young man said, grinning.

"I don't doubt it. Dannar—this could get confusing, two similar names—go save
my dignity and run a bath for me before my mother throws me in a trough."

"T'll go with you," Daniv offered. "You can tell me all about that beauty you rode
in on. I've been hinting to my father for years to buy me a Dragon's Rest gold for
my knighting."

The two boys went off talking horses, leaving Pol with the little girl. She glanced
up at him with frank curiosity and he suddenly realized who she must be. The
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eyes were unmistakable. "It seems I'm not the only one with pretty blonde
daughters," he told her. "We haven't met, Tobren. I'm your cousin, Pol."

"I know, your grace," she said in a soft, low voice.

"Oh, you don't have to call him that, Tobren," Betheyn said behind him. He
turned and smiled a greeting. "It's nice to see you again," she went on. "How was
the journey?"

"My mother's ordered me into the nearest bathtub immediately. Beth, you've
gotten uglier again."

"Many thanks, your grace," she replied, then winked at Tobren. "You only have to
call him that if he's being horrid or you want to make fun of him." Tobren looked
slightly shocked. Beth said to Pol, "She is pretty, isn't she? And so tall! Just
twelve, three whole years younger than her cousin Chayla, but the same height."
She ruffled the child's hair fondly.

"How do you like Radzyn and Whitecliff so far, Tobren?"

"Very much, my lord." She hesitated. "Is that what I'm to call you?"

"I'd be pleased if you'd call me by my name."

"I don't think that would be right, my lord," she said seriously.

"As you like," he said with a smile, but wondered what Andry had told her about
him that she was so wary.

Betheyn caught his gaze. "Jeni must have been disappointed that she couldn't
come along with your parents and hear about Goddess Keep from Tobren. I hear
she's trying to convince her parents to send her there."

It was news to Pol that his mother's current fosterling,

Camigwen of Castle Crag, wanted to be a Sunrunner. "She has the gifts?"

"Their court Sunrunner thinks so. But Jeni's mother wants her to spend some
time at Stronghold first,"

Pol could well imagine. Alasen and Ostvel would be reluctant to send their
daughter to Andry for training; the complexity of reasons was not something they
could detail to the girl. How did one go about explaining that the Lord of Goddess
Keep had been in love with her mother, and had once threatened her father's life
because of it?

Tobren proved herself the child of her father by saying, "If she's gifted, it's her
duty to be trained as a Sunrunner. Not to use the powers to the fullest is an
offense against the Goddess."

"I agree," Pol said. "And I'm sure my mother will begin Jeni's education this
winter."

Tobren caught her breath. "But that's wrong!" she cried. "My father teaches
faradh'iml If you're not trained by him at Goddess Keep, you're not a real
Sunrunner at all!"

Betheyn met Pol's eyes with a meaningful look. So this was what she'd wanted
him to know about Tobren, he thought, and gave the girl an easy smile and a
conspiratorial wink. "So I've always suspected. When my mother was teaching me
how to conjure with Fire, she often told me I was hopeless!"

Tobren was still frowning. Pol wondered again what sort of tales Andry had told
her about him; seldom did the family charm and his father's smile fail.

"My lord!" Dannar called from up the next flight of stairs. "Your bath's going
cold!"
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Radzyn boasted only a few real bathrooms, and these were for its regular noble
residents and the suite kept for the High Prince. Most of the castlefolk—including
Pol that night—bathed in portable tubs and had to be careful not to slosh too
much water on the floor. He had been scolded more than once in boyhood for his
playfulness in the bath. Being Desert-born, he delighted in water—as long as it
wasn't something he had to cross. Rohan had never gotten over his wary
nervousness of rain, but years at Dragon's Rest had accustomed Pol to
downpours and even thunderstorms.

By the time he had washed and rinsed and stood draped in a thick robe, the
priceless Cunaxan carpet was sopped.

He helped Dannar hang it over the window ledge to dry, then suffered himself to
be prettied up to the squire's exacting standards. The dark violet tunic sewn with
silver thread was paired with a snowy silk shirt above white trousers and short
black boots. On his fingers were the moonstone that had been Lady Andrade's—
his only Sunrunner ring—and the amethyst-and-topaz of Princemarch. The latter
combination was repeated in the silver earring that swung close to his jaw.

"My, my," Rohan drawled when Pol entered the small family dining room. "What
a gorgeous vision has graced us this evening. Tell me, my son, how long does it
take to polish you up? You arrived a mere mortal like the rest of us."

Hollis arched a brow. "You don't give him much in that quarter, my lord High
Prince."

Maarken grinned over his wine cup. "It always irks her that she can never make
me jealous. But how can I be, when she only flirts with men who are disgustingly
in love with their wives?"

Pol took his cue—behave as if this were any dinner—and laughed. "We're all
gorgeous this evening. Especially you, Mother."

"Borrowed from Hollis," she confessed, smoothing pale green skirts decorated
with black lace. "It's nice to know I still have a waistline."

"Which my cooks are attempting to ruin, by the look of the table," Chay said.
"Let's sit down. I'm starving. You boys take your places, too—my people will serve
tonight."

It was a rare treat for squires to be included with the grown-ups at table; they
usually carved and carried all through a meal, and ate afterward. Daniv handed
Tobren gallantly into her chair, doubtless dreaming of a time when he would
preside over his own table as Prince of Syr at the splendid castle of High Kirat.
The rest took their places at the square table, an arrangement more intimate than
sitting all in a row at the high table downstairs. Instead of leaning across one's
neighbor to conduct a conversation, all one had to do was talk across the napery,
plates, and flowers. Still, there were advantages to a formal meal at a long table;
one could sit at a distance from people one disliked or wished to avoid.

Chay put Betheyn beside him, then looked at the empty place to his right. Pol saw
his throat work convulsively.

Then he said, "Tobren, you come sit over here by me, sweetheart."

It was Tobin's place and her namesake knew it. She blushed, hesitating, and
Dannar quickly rose and escorted her to the indicated seat. Chay leaned back in
his chair, beamed at them all, and announced, "How I do love being surrounded
by pretty girls!"
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With Tobren present, there could be no talk of politics regarding Goddess Keep.
Rohan held forth with great enthusiasm on the subject of water clocks and the
fascinating glass lenses his crafters were making until Sioned stuffed a wedge of
bread in his mouth to shut him up. Maarken steered the conversation to the ever-
popular subject of horses. It wasn't until taze and sweets were handed around
and the servants were gone that Hollis brought up dragons.

"Abisel seemed rather fretful when she flew by a few days ago," she reported.
"Friendly, but preoccupied. Is Azhdeen well? Did you get any odd feelings from
him, Pol?"

"I offended him. He showed me something he wanted me to see, and I didn't
believe him." Pol started to reach for a pastry, remembered his self-imposed
prohibition against desserts, and refilled his cup from the pitcher of taze instead.
"He conjured up something that looked like a dream, though it was very real to
him. Father, do you think dragons dream?"

"Why don't you ask Azhdeen the next time you talk to him? What about it,
Sioned?"

"How should I know? It's not something that's ever been an issue. They can
imagine things—we'd never have received permission to build Dragon's Rest if
Elisel wasn't able to imagine sheep penned up for her supper. But— dreams?" She
shrugged. "I'll ask her the next time I talk to her."

Tobren heard all this with her blue eyes starting from her head. Chay noticed
first, and smiled. "I know—sounds perfectly insane, doesn't it? Talking to
dragons! But they can."

"Grandsir—howl"

"If I knew, I'd do it myself. Maarken? You want to explain it?"

"It's a little like Sunrunning, Tobren."

"My father taught me before I left Goddess Keep," she said with shy pride. "Does
that mean I can talk to dragons, too?"

"Did he, now?" Pol asked, in a tone betraying nothing more than interest, but she
suddenly stiffened in her chair.

Rohan smiled at the girl. "I've always wanted to be able to. When I was little I
used to imagine flying over the hills and valleys just like a dragon, only my wings
were made of sun- or moonlight."

"It's just like that," Hollis said with a warning glance at Pol. None of them had
been aware of Tobren's ability; he wondered if any of them suspected Andry as
strongly as he did of setting the least obvious spy imaginable in their midst. But
what other motive could Andry have for teaching her? She was only twelve,
absurdly young to know such things.

"I like Sunrunning," Tobren said, encouraged by her elders' interest, but still with
a wary eye on Pol. "I can talk with Andrev and Valeda and Nialdan, and when I
get homesick I can look at Goddess Keep—" She stopped abruptly.

"It's all right, heartling," Maarken said. "When I was a squire at Graypearl I used
to get homesick, too. Didn't you, Pol?"

"All the time. And I didn't know how to go Sunrunning. But you know, Tobren,
nowdays I sometimes go take'a look at Graypearl, because I miss it. I expect you'll
miss Whitecliff and Radzyn one day, too." His suspicions shamed him. What
better way to soothe a little girl away from home for the first time than to teach
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her how to use light to talk with her friends whenever she needed to? Andry had
plenty of faults, but he adored his children.

"Anyway," Maarken went on, "communicating with a dragon is done the same
way as with other famdh'im, only you don't use words. You use pictures and
feelings. The thing about dragons is that they always know the truth about you.
It's impossible to hide your feelings from them."

"And they're fascinated by what we feel," Hollis added. "Almost the way we're
fascinated by tiny babies—what must they be thinking and seeing and feeling? It's
rather humbling," she finished with a chuckle.

"I can tell you one thing about dragons—don't ever get one mad at you." Pol
winced. "Azhdeen nearly ripped my brains to shreds, he was that angry with me
for not believing him."

"What had he seen?" Rohan asked.

"Dragons on water. I tried to point out to him that ships

look very much like dragons—sails for wings, the prow for the head, and so on.
He took exception to being corrected. Dragons sailing the sea were what he saw,
and that was that."

"I trust you were properly contrite in asking forgiveness." Sioned winked.

He laughed. "Mother, I positively groveled. We're friends again. But I'll think
twice before I ever disagree with him."

"I should hope so," Chay said, entering the conversation for the first time. "If I
was a Sunrunner, I'd never contradict rny dragon." His voice was light and
teasing, and he smiled, but there was a darkness in his eyes that Pol found
perplexing.

"But that's another thing about them," Sioned mused. "Elisel isn't my dragon. I'm
her human. I belong to her, not the other way around."

Rohan pulled a mournful face. "And here I thought you'd promised to be only
mine forever. I'm wounded. My heart is breaking." He snatched a pastry off her
plate and added, "And the seams of Hollis' lovely dress are going to break as well
if you don't stop stuffing yourself."

The servants came in to clear the table and the party dispersed—for bed, for a
walk in the moonlight, for games of chess. Pol claimed fatigue after the journey
and went upstairs, but was unable to sleep for quite some time.

When would he not distrust Andry's every word and action? He resented what the
mere thought of his cousin made him think and feel. He wasn't a suspicious man,
or a jealous or vindictive one. He had offered Andry trust and friendship many
times.

A certain fundamental honesty compelled him to admit that "offering" was not
the same as "giving." Andry was as proud as he—and had been hurt more. Oh, he
understood the man, even felt compassion for him. He had never forgotten what
Sorin had whispered just before he died—to go gently with Andry. For Sprin's
sake, he had tried. But Andry made it damned difficult.

Was his dislike based only on personalities? Somewhere along the years the easy
cousinly friendship had been lost. He regetted it, but would not accept the whole
responsibility himself. He and Andry were simply too different to like each other.
Or perhaps too much the same. Born of the same princely family, raised in the
Desert, Sunrunners, powerful in those
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arts and in politics—it might be that they understood each other too well.

Yet Andry's power could never seriously threaten Pol's. Lord of Goddess Keep he
might be, but Rohan had seen to it that he knew his place. And Pol knew that his
father's power as High Prince wasn't half what his own would be as Sunrunner
and High Prince both.

And sorcerer, he reminded himself. There were things in the Star Scroll that
Andry would never be able to do. He lacked the diarmadhi gift, similar to and
subtly different from that of Sunrunners.

So we'll go on playing the game until one of us makes a mistake and the other
pounces. I suppose it ought to comfort me that I'm the Dragon's son. Everybody
knows what happens to anything a dragon considers prey.

But it saddened him that life had to be like that.

Chapter Seven

\Jn the thirtieth day of Autumn, Faolain Riverport prepared to celebrate two
events. The first was the annual harvest festival presided over by the sons of old
Lord Baisal of Faolain Lowland. Baisath, athri of the thriving port, was the
younger son; his brother, Miral, had inherited the family's main holding at
Lowland. Good, tradition-bound farmers both, for all that one now lived in a
town, they traded the festival back and forth between them. This year it was
Baisath's turn, and the whole clan gathered in his large, comfortable residence for
the occasion.

The second celebration was more personal. Miral's daughter Karanaya had finally
Chosen a husband, and they would wed at the New Year. Naturally such an
occasion warranted presents, and this touchy subject had brought together two
ladies with very different aims. Michinida, Baisath's wife, was determined to
spend the least amount of money possible; Kemeny, mother of the bride, was just
as determined to see her daughter splendidly gifted at Michinida's expense.

They had been receiving merchants all morning.

"Too small, too flashy, too paltry," Michinida enumerated as a silversmith
proffered various pieces of jewelry. "I want something simple and elegant, you
wretch. Have you nothing worthy of anyone but a peasant's daughter?"

The man combed his beard and cast his dark eyes from side to side as if seeking
spies. "Noble lady, if I show you my most precious things, I must respectfully beg
that if you do not purchase them, you will not speak of them. Not their existence,
and certainly not their price—"

"What insolence!" Kemeny exclaimed. "Are you insinuating that my dear sister-
by-marriage would skimp money on my daughter's betrothal gift?"

Michinida frowned her annoyance. The woman was so vulgar—and so perceptive.
"Show us these marvels," Kemeny ordered, with a sidelong glance at Michinida.
The merchant sighed, fingering his beard, and placed a plain wooden box on the
table before the women. He did not open it.

"Before viewing robs you of speech, gentle ladies, allow me to compliment you on
the marvels of this place. Where I come from, we rarely see such magnificence.
Why, there must be fifty rooms here!"

"Only forty," Kemeny said with a sliver of malice that instantly found its way into
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Michinida's breast and festered there. Lowland had forty-six rooms. "Open the
box, be quick! I want to see my dear friend's gift to my daughter."

"Instantly, my lady. Only—" His fingers toyed with the hasp. "I cannot imagine
why this fair abode is not guarded better. I saw only five soldiers on my way in. I
tremble for my person if anyone gets word of what I carry in this box, should you
not be pleased with it."

Michinida scowled. "The residence boasts a sufficient number of armed troops—
almost seventy, I believe. But this is my husband's business, not yours. Will yon
open that box!"

He worked at the catch. "It hasn't been opened in so long, it's grown stiff. I beg
patience." His fingers fumbled and poked. "Seventy seems a small number to
guard so rich a prize."

"Who would dare attack?" Michinida laughed. "You are absurd, merchant."

"Yet there, are stone ramparts on the river side, my lady. Ah, there, I think it's
coming."

"So," Kemeny observed, "is winter."

"We have never considered it necessary to surround Riverport with walls,"
Michinida said loftily. "Oh, that fool architect wanted to, but as we rightly pointed
out to him, to our east lies our own princedom. Rohan would have to go mad and
Chaynal and their armies with him before they would fall on us. We are the most
important trading center on the whole coast."

"Except for Radzyn, with its exclusive right to silk," Kemeny reminded her.
"Does Radzyn see the variety of goods that pass through

our warehouses bound for everywhere? It supplies the Desert. We supply three
princedoms!"

"Lowland has the honor of supplying Stronghold itself," Kemeny purred. "For
which service Sioned granted of her own purse the stone to build the keep."

"Oh, look, it's open," Michinida said, quelling the usual argument about whose
was the more prestigious holding.

"Gracious ladies," the merchant said, "I show you HOW the most beauteous
objects ever beheld." And he stood back from the table with a low bow, his eyes
never leaving their awestruck faces.

Nestled on puckered white silk were six smooth, flawless black pearls. Not
charcoal gray or purplish, as were sometimes found off Dorval, but black as night,
overlaid with a hint of shining iridescence.

"Noble ladies," the merchant whispered, "the Tears of the Dragon."

Michinida was the first to recover her powers of speech, but even so her voice was
hushed. "Where did you—were these lawfully obtained?"

The merchant stroked his beard and said nothing. When she dragged her eyes
from the gems, he shrugged and very nearly winked.

"Not even the High Princess has such pearls," Kemeny whispered. Her hand went
out, one ringer extended as if to touch them, then drew back as if she didn't dare.
"The Tears of the Dragon," he repeated solemnly. "Nothing so magnificent exists
anywhere. It is said they number twelve in all, and when together possess such
power over any who see them that—" He shrugged to indicate his inability to
express the colossal import of a complete set. "It is further said that they were
wept by the mother of All Dragons for some mysterious sorrow, and worn by the
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Goddess herself."

"A pretty conceit," Michinida remarked as casually as she could. "But I'm not
interested in stories, merchant. I'm interested in the price. I assume it is equally
outrageous?" She felt queasy at the thought of the cost. She had intended to make
Karanaya a nice present, but these must be worth a year's revenues. Two years'.
It was as bad as she'd feared. But with Kemeny there, she had no choice. As the
bargaining commenced, the merchant wrung his hands, clawed his beard,
clutched at his heart as if

the sums she offered were physically painful. But at last she wore him down to a
payable, if expensive, price. Thriee what she'd intended to spend, of course, but
halfway through the negotiations she had an idea. When she called in her
chamberlain to arrange payment, she explained it, beaming.

"I have the most cunning notion! These pearls will start a family legend! The first
of the—what did you call them? The Tears of the Dragon?—I'll give the first to
Karanaya, and the second to your son's wife, Pelida—belatedly, true, but the
thought is what matters. When my sons marry, they shall have the next."
Kemeny frowned and opened her mouth to protest breaking up the set—which
naturally should go to Karanaya whole.

Michinida smiled sweetly at her. "Do you think it would be terribly selfish of us,
my dear, to keep one each for ourselves?"

She looked at the pearls, thought of her daughter, and replied slowly, "We might
keep one each ... ah, in trust, as it were."

"I'm so glad you agree with me!" She didn't like giving up even one, but this was
better than handing all six over to Karanaya. They fell to discussing how best to
set their pearls—ring, necklet, earring? They did not notice when the merchant
departed, his pockets bulging with gold, his beard split by a contemptuous grin.
A placid family evening at Gilad Seahold was shattered by a single scream. Lady
Paveol pulled the face of her young son against her breast and cried out, "Oh,
Goddess, how horrible!"

Lord Segelin surged to his feet, livid. "Get out! How dare you bring such foulness
into the presence of my wife and child?"

The young juggler lost his balance. Six cups nimbly aloft an instant before
smashed to the stones. "My lord—please, I meant no offense!" On his knees now,
he tried to scrape together the shattered fragments, babbling all the while. "It's
tradition in my family, we've always used cups made of—and now mine are
broken! Where will I find more? These were given to me by my great-grandsire,
who displayed his art in front of High Prince Roelstra himself,

earning a gold coin and six silver buttons! I hoped to make my way with them,
but now—" He looked up hopefully. "Shall I sing for you, my lord? I have a fine
and pleasing voice, and know all manner of songs—"

"Get out!" Segelin roared, and his son began to cry.

"A cradle song!" the juggler said desperately. "A soft song to soothe the young
lord from his fright—"

"You and those horrible—things—frightened him!" He advanced from the sofa
where his wife sat trying to calm the little boy, her face as bleached of color as the
shards still littering the floor. The juggler scrambled to his feet and backed away,
fingers tangling distractedly in his thin beard.
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"My lord—please—don't kill me—!"

"Get out, or I'll do worse than kill you!"

He gave a high-pitched shriek and fled—not through the garden doors by which
he had entered to amuse the family with his clever tricks, but out the main door
and up the stairs.

"Goddess damn him!" Segelin yelled for his guards. The juggler led them a swift
chase up to the top floor and across the wall, then disappeared into the stone
tower that was the most ancient part of the manor.

"Wait, let me light a torch, my lord," one of the guards panted. "Those steps are
uncertain enough by daylight, and it's gone dusk."

"Hurry up about it. When I catch the whoreson—do you know what he was
juggling with? Do you know what those cups were made from?"

He spat onto the ragged stones, as if to rid himself of an evil taste in his mouth.
The guard lit the torch and gulped at the expression on Segelin's face. No wonder
the juggler had run headlong.

"I'm sorry, my lord, I didn't see what he—"

"Skulls! Hollow skulls with the jaws wired shut and the eye sockets filled with
clay!" Segelin grabbed the torch and made for the entrance to the tower.

Guards followed with more light. Some went down the narrow, crumbling stairs,
but Segelin climbed to the top of the tower. He'd guessed correctly; his quarry
was no field prey with the cleverness to run to ground, but rather a terrified bird
trying to take flight. The juggler stood shivering on the roof, arms wrapped as far
as they would go around a huge triangular crenellation.

"I ought to push you over the edge," Segelin snarled.

"Oh, great lord, please! I don't know what came over me, I've never had so
powerful a man angry with me before and I panicked—please don't kill me!"
Some of the shock had worn off by now, and Segelin's primary emotion was one
of scorn for this trembling craven. He held the torch higher and saw that the
stupid fool had actually wet his trousers in his fear.

"Bah!" he said, disgusted. "It would insult my blade to stain it with blood like
yours."

"Oh, Goddess bless you, my lord, Goddess give you a hundred sons—"

"Pick yourself up, swine, and get out. And if I ever even hear of you within a
hundred measures of my lands, I'll hunt you down and have your hands cut off.
Move!"

He lurched to his feet and stood there swaying. "It—it's growing dark, my lord—I
need a torch—"

Segelin took one from its bracket near the door and lit it from his own. It
quivered and shook in the juggler's hand. A few steps, and he tripped over an
unevenness in the old stones. The torch went sailing over the wall and down to
the beach.

"By the Goddess' fiery eyes!" Segelin bellowed. "I never saw anyone so clumsy!
Can't you juggle your own bones, or only the empty ones of others? Find your way
down in the dark for all I care! I want you out of my keep now!"

The youth flung himself down the stairs. Segelin shouted to the guards, telling
them to throw him out the main gate. Then he went to soothe his wife and son.
Nobody saw the juggler tidy his clothes, make a face at the dampness of his
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trousers, drink off the rest of the water from a small pocket flask, and start off at
an easy, graceful lope into the deepening night, chuckling as he ran.

The moons rose early, bright enough to light her way. Not that Brenlis needed to
see where she was going; the paths were familiar to her from childhood. She
stepped softly through the pale grass, wilted but making a lovely sibilant sound
against her skirts, until she reached the rocky cliffs. The smell of the sea filled her
and she crouched down, picking up small rocks to throw down at the waves.

Her parents understood nothing. Nothing. She was the mother of a child by the
Lord of Goddess Keep, and they asserted that as the baby's grandparents they
ought to enjoy honors, land, wealth. Her influence with Andry should gain them
favors from Prince Kostas—instead of being only lowly farmers, they could be
important vassals, rich, powerful, intimates of their prince. They had been after
her about it since her arrival, through the days it had taken to assure herself that
her brother would recover from his illness.

Brenlis was nauseated by their greed, and had not scrupled to say so. But tonight
they had used her brother against her.

We don't ask for ourselves. We ask for him, for his future. Why shouldn't he have
the best? Why shouldn't he become a great lord with a fine castle and the chance
for a rich wife? The Lord of Goddess Keep loves you. He'd do anything for you.
You've given him one child—give him another, and this time make him marry
you!

She hadn't cried until she had run through half a measure of drooping grass in
the new moonlight. After wiping her eyes, she continued on to the cliffs, where
she sat back on her heels to watch the glow of bonfires across the water at Faolain
Riverport.

It was the harvest celebration tonight, she reminded herself. She was tempted to
go, to lose herself in the crowds of laughing townfolk. She could pretend to be
someone else, as she had done when she was little—as she had not had to do since
going to live at Goddess Keep.

High Princess Sioned had understood. Brenlis had been brought to her attention
by Lord Baisath, who had heard strange tales of a girl who sometimes saw the
future. She had been invited to Stronghold and for the first time in her life Brenlis
found someone who understood her. Sioned, too, had been looked on askance as
a child, called fey and strange, something of an embarrassment to her family.
Brenlis had warm memories of her sympathetic kindness. To hear some at
Goddess Keep tell it, the High Princess drank dragon blood instead of wine and
had taught her son the blackest sorcery. Brenlis felt guilty sometimes that she did
not defend them, but who was she to contradict anyone there? Her two pitiful
rings had been earned at great effort. She would never have any more, never
achieve a rank that would enable her to speak of the gentle treatment she'd
known at Stronghold, the understanding woman who had sent her to Goddess
Keep where she need no longer be afraid. Brenlis knew why people told stories
about Sioned. They were afraid of her power.

But Andry was afraid of nothing. She wished she could talk with him now, bathe
her wounded spirit in his love. But she didn't know how to reach out to him. The
sun was difficult enough for her to use. Moonlight was completely beyond her. A
part of her said that even were he with her now, within reach, she still would not
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know how to touch him.

He had worries of his own. She could not trouble him with her petty problems,
not when he was frantic with concern for his mother. Brenlis had met Princess
Tobin once during her brief time at Stronghold, and still could not quite believe
that her own daughter was Tobin's grandchild.

Bitterness curled her mouth at the thought of the other grandmother. Merisel,
Named for the long-dead faradhi Andry revered, had one grandmother who was a
princess and one who was a grasping peasant. Brenlis would not ask Andry for
anything, not even for her brother. She couldn't. He would do everything in his
power—and she would have to give something in return.

Marriage. Though he had never asked outright, she knew he wished it. Lords or
Ladies of Goddess Keep did not marry. But he would break that tradition as he
had broken so many others. The power this gave her was frightening. She stared
hard at the red-orange glow of the Riverport festival fires, and determinedly put
him and her parents and everything else from her mind.

The last moonlight dappled patterns onto the intricate tiles of the oratory at
Graypearl. Meath had never lost his amazement at this masterwork of the
faradh'im who had lived on Dorval long ago. The floor and domed roof were a
calendar, pure in function but not at all simple; it had taken Princess Audrite
years of complicated calculations to replace missing or broken tiles accurately.
The bulk of the oratory had been excavated from the ruins of an ancient keep on
the other side of the island and transported here. It

was during an idle dig through nearby remains that Meath had found the Star
Scroll.

"First of Summer, First of Winter, moons don't rise at all," sang a little boy as he
leaped from one tile to the next, his brown curls bouncing. His voice was sure and
surprisingly rich for his nine winters as he recited the lesson Meath had brought
him here tonight to learn. "Fortieth Spring, Fortieth Autumn, it's early the moons
fall!" He stopped on the Autumn tiles. "Meath?"

"Yes, O torment of my declining years?"

"The moons don't really fall down, do they? Wouldn't they break?"

"Audran, my pest, if they fell out of the sky we'd none of us be here to ask foolish
questions."

"Then the song is foolish, too," Audran replied. "It says the moons fall, and they
don't. Where do they go?"

"The other side of the world. There's more to the song— keep going. And don't
land too hard on the midwinter tiles—they're very old."

"Older than Granna and Grandsir? Older than you?

"Even older than I, and I am exceedingly old." He grinned and gestured for the
child to continue.

"Moons are full and white and clear," Audran sang,, doing a complicated cross-
step over to another set of tiles.

"Wait a moment. Where did you learn that? Not the song, the maneuver."

"From the squires. They've been teaching me how to fight with a knife." Suddenly
Audran crouched and, wielding an imaginary blade, stalked Meath with
exaggerated care. "I come in low and slow, and distract you with a feint—like
this—then jump in and slash and slash until you're ribbons!"
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"Gaahh!" Meath staggered back and clutched his belly. "I'm wounded! Great
prince, don't finish me off!"

"Of course not," Audran scoffed, pretending to wipe a blade on his shirt. "You
haven't taught me the rest of the song."

All at once Meath toppled to the tiles—careful of his sixty-four-year-old bones—
and gave a whimper. Audran darted to him. In an instant the boy was prone and
captive and Meath held a thin knife in front of his startled eyes.

"My prince," he said softly, "never leave an enemy merely bleeding. He may not
be as badly hurt as he seems. And he may have other knives." Meath replaced the
blade in his

boot. "And if the matter is serious enough to use your knife, it's serious enough
either to kill him or scar him forever."

Audran barely breathed as the Sunrunner helped him up. "You scared me," he
whispered.

"I intended to. If you're old enough to learn how to fight, you're old enough to
learn the rules—the real rules, not the ones that apply when you're practicing
with the other squires." Meath smiled and ruffled the boy's hair. "Forgiven?"
"Yes, I suppose so." Audran hesitated, then said, "Meath? You never called me
that before."

"Called you what?"

" 'My prince.' You call Papa and Grandsir that, but not me."

Meath thought of the other little boys he'd had a hand in turning into men:
Audran's father Ludhil and uncle Laric; Maarken, Pol. "You're growing up."

"I wish somebody'd tell that to my mother!" Audran grumped.

"Princess Iliena is a sweet and loving lady, and you're lucky to have her for a
mother. But I understand." He glanced at the domed ceiling. "Now look what's
happened. The moons have set and it's too late to go on with the lesson. Is that
what you had in mind?"

"Meath! I did not!"

Laughing, they left the oratory and paused on the little footbridge over the stream
that circled it like a miniature moat. This part of the garden was dark, for it was
impossible to use the calendar accurately if torchlight interfered with the moons.
Meath gestured, and a row of flames blossomed from wrought iron sconces set at
intervals along the path back to the palace.

"Meath? Do the ones around the water, too, please?"

Obliging and indulgent, the Sunrunner concentrated. Audran clapped his hands
as light flickered from the hundred small lamps that followed the course of the
stream. Meath lit them in sequence, as if Fire sped from treetop to treetop in a
miniscule forest. Audran leaned over the railing of the bridge and laughed to see
the water ripple gold and red and orange.

"I want to be able to do that someday! Can I be a Sunrunner, Meath?"

"I'm afraid not, my prince," he replied gently. "There's no trace of it in your
family. I'm sorry."

"Oh." Crestfallen, Audran turned from the display and sighed. Then, with the
unquenchable spirits of the very young, he danced down the pathway singing the
song about the moons again.

Meath chuckled and shook his head. He followed the boy, hoping Audran would
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not choose to make him play seek-and-find in the gardens tonight; his bones
were aching from a long ride this afternoon, and he didn't relish the thought of
trying to match pace with a nine-year-old.

He kept Audran in sight and as they neared the palace was astonished to see a
guard hurry out, scoop the young prince unceremoniously up under one arm, and
rush back inside. Other guards emerged, calling for Princess Alleyn.

"What is it? What's wrong?" he demanded.

"His grace said to find the children and get everyone inside at once."

A maidservant caught sight ~of Meath and cried out, "Do you know where she is?
What's happened to Alleyn?"

"Try the lily pond, or the shed where she keeps her animals," he suggested.
"Where is his grace?"

"Up top the walls, my lord."

He took the stairs three at a time, then two, and finally had to heed the screaming
muscles of his thighs and the pounding of his heart. At last he reached the palace
roof and stopped to catch breath enough to call out.

"Meath! Over here!" Chadric shouted.

Ludhil and Audrite were with him, as well as several guards and their
commander. Judging by the way they breathed; all had only just arrived. They
stared north out to sea, where the channel between Dorval and the continent
widened into the Sunrise Water.

"Ships by the last moonlight," Ludhil said tensely, scraping the lank brown hair
from his forehead. "The watch saw them clearly for only a moment."

"They're not ours?" Meath asked.

"We've none coming down from Tiglath, and none unaccounted for," Chadric
said. "I received the yearly tally from the portmaster only yesterday morning."
"Port Adni?" Audrite guessed. "Einar? Waes?"

Her husband shook his head. "All in port for the winter. There won't be any early
storms coming down from the

Veresch, or so Donate tells us from Castle Crag, and things are calm to the south
as well over the sea. But by this time of year everyone with any sense has furled
his sails."

Ludhil cleared his throat. "Father—the watch says he's never seen sails like these
on any ship. Great squares, three of them, looking as if they're fixed in place. We
use triangular, movable sails, and never more than two."

"New design?" Meath guessed.

"Not that I've heard of. And no one builds so much as a flatboat that I don't hear
about." Chadric tapped an arrhythmic beat on the top of the low balustrade with
fingers almost as weathered as the stone. "We must assume these ships are
something less than friendly," he said with grim understatement.

"But who could they belong to?" Audrite exclaimed.

"I don't think that matters, Mother." Ludhil exchanged a glance with his father. "I
think we'd better prepare ourselves."

"For what?" Then she gasped. "Oh, Goddess!"

Chadric turned to the commander of the guard. "Give the alarm at once."

Meath looked up at the sky and swore bitterly. "The moons are gone—and I can't
use starlight!"
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"On purpose,” Audrite whispered. "This has been planned —timed."

Chadric frowned in the dimness. "I hadn't thought of that, but you're right.
Ludhil, see to the defenses of the palace. Audrite, we'll need people to ride down
to the port and reinforce the alarm. See to it, please. And Meath—"

"The useless Sunrunner,” he muttered.

"Stop that!" Audrite exclaimed. "We need your wits and your experience!"

"And your Fire," Chadric said.

Meath had never kept count of how many times he'd told someone to sound the
storm drum at Graypearl, warning of an approaching tempest. Now the drum
began to thunder a different warning to the palace and the town below, and the
beacon was lit atop Graypearl's soaring slender watchtower. Meath searched
Chadric's eyes, the blue washed away in the dimness, and understood that he was
about to break a Sunrunner's most solemn oath. He was about to use his gifts to
kill.

A faint pungent scent of smoke awakened Brenlis. Stiff and chilly, she shifted in
the little hollow—much smaller now than when she hid here as a child—and
raised her head. It was not yet dawn; the east was soft and milky-skied, but stars
still pocked the night that lingered in the west. She sat up and grimaced at the
unpleasant dampness of her clothes. Residual anger nipped at her, resentment at
being forced to spend the night this way. But for her brother, she felt unwelcome
in her own home. The smell tickling her nostrils annoyed her further. Only the
leftover fumes from the celebrations at Riverport, she decided; a little strong, but
perhaps someone had grown careless and a house had caught. Standing,
stretching, grateful for the clean salt spray as she faced the sea, she scrubbed her
hands over her face and yawned.

It was then that she saw the dragons.

At least twenty of them, huge and gleaming dark and gold and silver, heads
rearing proud and fierce from long necks half-submerged in the waves, white
wings unfurled.

Brenlis cried out, thinking this another vision. But there was no queasiness, no
lightness of spirit, no sense of being in two places and two times at once. This was
real.

They were not dragons, those immense creatures floating toward the river's
mouth. They were ships, lavished with bright paint that captured even this dim
light. They picked up speed as the morning wind blew strong in the shoulders of
their sails, these ships with the heads of snarling dragons.

She whirled around. Smoke billowed from the palely glowing Riverport, staining
the eastern sky. Treachery there, faceless enemies mixed in with unwary
townfolk, using the cover of festival bonfires to set the whole port ablaze. She
sobbed with the horror of it, the deaths, the destruction. And she finally knew
that she was living one of her own visions. She was standing on the cliffs near her
home, just as she had done in the seeing—but the Goddess had not shown her
enough.

"Andry!" she screamed, and fell to her knees on the stony ground. "Oh, Goddess,
help me! Andry!"

But there was no light to use, no sun visible over the horizon. She covered her
face with her hands and trembled, the cool wind fingering her dress as if to judge
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its worth as spoils of war. She begged the sun to rise, the Goddess to speed its
passage into the morning.

Her need went unanswered. She looked up, tears streaking her face, and saw the
last few stars winking mockery at her lack of skill. "I'll do it!" she shouted at
them. "You're Fire, and I'm a Sunrunner! I can use your light, too!"

Now that she dared, now that she must, it seemed easy. Pale and silvery in a dark
blue sky, the stars were made of cooler fire even than the moons. She felt chilled
to the bone as she wove the delicate strands and cast them toward Goddess Keep.
Strangely, she forgot her terror and no longer smelled the thickening smoke. She
flew along the starlight, enchanted. How beautiful the land was, mysteriously
shadowed in the half-night. Here was the rich farmland she had passed through
days ago, and there the dark ribbons of the Catha and Pyrme rivers, the gentle
hills of Ossetia, the smooth expanse of Lake Kadar and its pretty manor and keep
and pastures filled with horses. And then, finally, blessedly, the gray bulk of
Goddess Keep.

But how would she find him? Surely he slept. Did the stars shine on him? They
must. Otherwise she was lost. She searched frantically for his windows, looked
within. The bed she had so often shared with him, richly hung with tapestries and
covered in a white velvet quilt—his bed was empty, unslept-in.

She sobbed again and the sound jerked her painfully back to the coast of Syr.
Where was he, how could she possibly find him? There was no hope for it—and
the stars were almost gone. Her heart thudded sickly as she realized how close
she had come to being shadow-lost. Shrinking into herself, she cursed her failure
and her weakness, and whimpered Andry's name.

There was other noise now besides the whisper of windswept grasses and the
pounding of the sea. She heard horses and the crash of windows, shouts and
shrieks and the terrible clamor of swords. Fists pushed against her eyes so she
could not see, breath held so the scent of burning and blood could not reach her,
she rocked back and forth in mute agony, trying to deny what the Goddess
pressed upon her. But with the sound came the scene, and the stench. This was
no seeing of the future, removed from her, having no connection to her life and
mind but the Goddess' power. This was real. She was seeing Faoiain Riverport
die. Worse,

she was there, drifting along the blazing streets as if she, too, were only smoke.
The enemy held the port. Their ships sailed in to safe harbor. Much of the town
was ablaze, but they had been careful to spare the docks. From here they
disembarked in their hundreds, tall bearded men with fierce faces. She saw them
meet up with those who had gone around behind Riverport where there were no
protecting walls, and with those who had joined the festival the night before to set
fires that still burned. She heard them laugh, listened to their strange language
that sounded a little like rituals sung at Goddess Keep. The words were slurred
and rough, lacking the beauty of Jolan's poetry. She heard screaming too, louder
and louder until she knew she must echo it or go mad.

Her own voice terrified her. But the sound helped. Her ears responded—her own
ears, not the Goddess'—and the giddiness of vision left her. She raised her head,
sucking in shallow breaths. Long shafts of sunlight poked through clouds of
smoke. Dazed, she stared as if written in the sky was something she ought to
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remember. Sunlight. Something about sunlight—

Andry. She must find him. He must be told so he could warn everyone, tell them
to make ready for war, tell them to flee-On, Goddess—her family—her brother.
She lunged to her feet as a faint cry came from the direction of the manor house.
Running, stumbling as much as she ran, she topped the small rise and looked
down into the sheltered hollow just as the torches were flung onto the roof. The
dry thatch caught instantly. The door had been barricaded with boards torn from
a fence. And there were more screams from inside, screams that gradually
stopped.

Tall, bearded men paused to admire their handiwork. She counted twelve—too
many for so insignificant a place. But then one of them called an order, pointed in
the direction of the next small manor, and she knew they intended the same work
at all the holds along the coast.

If it was Fire they wanted, then Fire she would give them.

A man bellowed in surprise and pain as flames sprouted from his chest. The one
next to him was soon running like a wolf in a brushfire, trying to escape the blaze
searing his back. She drew a circle of contracting Fire around one man

and sent it writhing up the crimsoned sword of still another. She ignited this
one's hair, that one's eyes. Power flushed through her as if the Fire she called
spread through her blood, lit her very bones. She began to laugh as she turned to
kill the rest who had murdered her family, her brother.

She was looking straight at an archer's long, steel-tipped arrow. She set his drawn
bow on fire in the same instant he released the string. And from a great distance
she felt steel pierce her breast.

She knew there must be physical pain. But it was strange not to feel it as part of
herself. What she felt instead was the fracturing of the pattern of colors that was
hers alone, her unique identity. Her Self shattering, stained glass shards on the
ground; her mind unraveling, threads picked from a tattered tapestry. By the
time she felt the excruciating agony brought by iron in a working Sunranner's
blood, there was not enough of her left intact to scream, even with her mind.

The archer cursed and dropped his bow. The sorceress lay still, her eyes wide
open to the smoke-filled sky. Her chest rose once or twice, rose no more. He knelt
beside her, wiping sweat from his face, and tugged the rings off her fingers.
Returning to his fellows—half of them dripping with hastily applied water, one of
them curled in agony on the ground—he showed them the dainty circles and
grinned. He'd wear them twined into the hairs of his beard, and gain high honor
as being among the first to kill a sorceress.

PART TWO
Chapter Eight

JL here was a monotonous rhythm about the day, like the dripping of a water
clock. Booted feet marched in precise meter from one dwelling to the next;
boards were secured across doors and windows with steady beats of hammers on
nails; even the shrieks of the dying had a certain cadence.

Along the strip of coast between the Pyrme and Faolain rivers, few survived to
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wonder who commanded the dragon ships. Gilad Seahold, signaled an easy prize
by the torch flung over its walls, was gutted by fire, and all its people perished.
Manors and cottages burned with their living occupants inside. The destruction
was absolute. All that was taken were the horses. Plow-elk had their throats slit;
food animals—swine, geese, goats, cattle—were burned in their pens or killed
with a sword thrust and left to rot. The bounty of autumn harvest, stored in barns
and sheds crammed with fruit, grapes, grain, and vegetables, was fired as well.
The invaders brought no carts and took none to transport food for future use.
They had no interest in salvaging what might feed their army; they were
interested in horses and fire, and that was all.

There were no battles. The people in the holdings might not have existed, except
for the slight trouble it took to kill them. There were no rapes, no maimings, no
tortures. Simply death. Men, women, and children were of as little account as
farm animals and food stores. Horses and fire; that was all.

The first village to burn was twelve measures in from the coast, a pretty place
overlooking the river, where white flowers carpeted the hill in spring. By noon of
that first day the hill and its village were black, but for the stark white bones of its
ninety-six inhabitants.

The first substantial manor to burn was twenty measures up the Pyrme, a rich
place with ten horses in a small paddock. An altercation broke out when two men
claimed the same gelding. This provided the youngest son of the house a chance
to run. The man who slew him was mounted on his father's favorite mare.

The first castle to burn after Gilad Seahold was thirty-eight measures from the
sea, a minor holding of little importance to anyone other than those who lived
there. Rising smoke had warned the athri, and he ordered his two grown sons, his
daughter, her husband, and the castlefolk to prepare for war. His had once been a
strategic keep, but a hundred years and more had passed since the last siege.
There were weak places in the walls, and the moat had not been dredged in
anyone's memory, and the great iron bars binding the wooden gate had grown
rusty. The castle was ablaze before noon.

Again the yield was horses—only six this time, but of prime quality, the stocky
Kadar Water breed characterized by white feathery tufts at ears and hooves.
Neither as swift nor as elegant as Radzyn horses, still they were well-suited to
carrying riders over long distances. Of the hundred men who had marched up the
Pyrme River that dawn, over half were now mounted.

The sun rose with majestic unconcern, lavish with the light that was a
Sunrunner's life, but Meath was in no state to use it. He knew he had crossed
water; there was no mistaking the searing ache in his skull, the flashes of pain
behind his eyes, the sore muscles of his stomach. He knew he had spent much of
the night and half the morning lying rigid with misery in the bottom of a sailboat.
He remembered the stars overhead quite clearly, mocking pinpricks of light that
hurt his eyes. But the rest of his memory was confused by odd impressions of a
long ride, ships, fire, arguing with Chadric—and seeing Audrite's birthplace,
Sandeia, in flames. He understood none of it. A faradhi's ultimate irony: his only
certain memory was of that insane sail in the middle of the night, the sea crossing
that had addled the rest of his brain. He could relive it in helpless detail from his
first step into the boat to the time he was
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carried onto dry land. He must have fainted then, and wondered with dull
resentment why the Goddess had not allowed him oblivion long before.

Currently he lay prone in a thicket of berry bushes. He dared not raise his head—
not yet, anyway, not until he was sure he could do so without losing
consciousness again. So he concentrated on rearranging his memories into
coherent order.

Graypearl was the start—and with that single word everything rushed in on him
and he nearly groaned aloud. He had called down Fire on the strange, square
sails while the ships were still in the channel, the effort and the distance so great
that he sagged with exhaustion. No energy left even to rage that his work was so
feeble, that not one ship had burned. But the town did, and he had joined Ludhil
in persuading Chadric that there was no hope. The palace was indefensible. It had
been lost the instant the invaders swarmed up from the beaches to the port.

"If this was a castle, we could bring everyone inside and wait for help from
Radzyn or Riverport. But the hill and these walls are no fit protection."”

Hurtful enough to remember the heartbreak in Chadric's eyes as he gave the
bitter command to flee. Worse to think of topping the last hill after a frantic ride
and finding Sandeia in flames. Sudden hope when Ludhil remembered the
family's sailboats in the nearby cove; nightmare descent down the cliffs, already
sick with what he knew would happen once he was on the water. And Chadric's
anger when Ludhil thwarted his intention to stay and fight.

"Going into the hills, are you, and lead the resistance? You've got two choices,
Father. One, you climb in that boat without a fuss. Second, I put you in myself.
Which will it be?"

"You wouldn't dare!"

The younger man gave his father stare for stare.

Ludhil tricked them into thinking he would jump into the last boat as it breasted
incoming waves. Instead he waded back onshore to join those for whom there
had been no place on the tiny craft. They would meet up with shepherds and silk-
farmers and pearl-fishers and fight the invading enemy. The scholar's slump gone
from his shoulders, Ludhil had raised his hand in silent farewell to wife, children,
parents, friends, before turning to command his pitiable beginnings of an army.
But Iliena did something then that nothing in anyone's experience of her
prepared them for. She stripped off her heavy cloak, broke the laces of the woolen
skirt around her waist, and with a flash of long bare legs dove into the water.
Shouts alerted Ludhil; he met his wife in chest-deep surf and carried her onshore.
Their sails were seen from Sandeia, but the wind cooperated and took them
swiftly out to sea. Not that anyone attempted to follow—four small pleasure boats
against the night sea? They would founder before reaching safety. One of them
did, overloaded with panic-stricken servants. Meath had vague memory of
sopping-wet forms crowding in beside him, weeping at the loss of others who
were not strong swimmers. Someone sobbed hysterically that they would all be
drowned; there was a sharp crack of palm against cheek, and silence but for a few
whimpers.

That the other three boats came through safely was due to the skills of Chadric,
Audrite, and the young woman who had taken command of the boat that would
have been Ludhil's. But it had been a near thing just the same. Now they were on
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one of the Small Islands, it was full daylight, and they were only waiting for
Meath to weave sun in the direction of Radzyn Keep and help.

He wished he could oblige. The only ships he'd ever been on were the sleek cargo
vessels that took silk and pearls to the continent. He had never been sick like this
in his life. His head felt ready to burst and every muscle in his body had twisted.
He squinted into the warm sun dappling his face and beseeched the Goddess for
strength. No Sunrunners ever died crossing water—they only wished they could.
Every breath hurt. He managed to get one elbow beneath him and lift his head.
There was a girl nearby sitting watch over him. The sun shining on her hair
turned it almost red-gold.

"Sioned?" he tried to say. But the sun exploded and he knew nothing more.
Evarin studied Andry's face carefully. "No, not yet, my Lord," he said with regret.
"The eyes are still yours, and the chin is all wrong."

"Do you spend that much time staring in the mirror?" Andry grinned at him. "I
never thought you so vain."

"Or pretty enough to gaze at myself in awestruck wonder," the young physician
retorted lightly. "But it's the face I shave every morning, and, though ill-favored,
my own. Now, narrower through the jaw, and concentrate harder on the eyes."
Riding was so instinctive that Andry didn't even have to think about controlling
his horse, especially through the soft hills of Ossetia that rose in green-gold
radiance beneath his mount's hooves. If only he could find the same effortless
control over the spell he was attempting, he would count the day almost perfect.
It was a fine, breezy autumn morning and they had made good time from
Goddess Keep, using shortcuts that often bypassed the main road. A brief foray
on the early sun had shown Andry that his mother was awake, sitting up, and
glaring at Rohan, who had evidently taken it into his head to feed her her
breakfast. The stubborn determination on both faces and the knowledge that she
was recovering had made Andry laugh aloud. It was with a lighter heart and a
smile on his face that he had set out today, and the ease of mind had prompted
him to have Evarin teach him the shape-changing trick.

He was not a success. His features stayed his own. The Master Physician
corrected and encouraged, but the likeness was not a good one. At last Evarin
sighed and shook his head. "It's as if I'm looking into a mirror cast with a spell
that will show only you—trying to match up the faces."

Andry relaxed his efforts and rubbed his forehead. The strain had begun to give
him a headache. "I wonder if this trick would fool that mirror of mine. We'll have
to try it one of these days."

"I don't think it would be confused. It identifies a person's colors, after all, not
faces. And if you'll forgive my saying so, my Lord, this isn't a 'trick." It has vast
potential."

"True. But I don't know any woman I'd like to fool into thinking I'm her husband
in order to charm my way into her bed."

Evarin laughed. "To which I'm supposed to reply, 'You'd never need to!" "
"Always tender of my conceit!" Andry grinned. "But admit it, this is just a trick for
now, like my mirror. I've yet to figure out a use for the thing."

Evarin ducked a branch as they turned into a small wood. "It's a pity no more
were found."
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"I could still throttle Chiana for shattering the one Mireva used on her. But I
suppose it wasn't her fault."

"There's nothing in any of the scrolls that mentions mirrors?"

"Not a single word. It's as if Lady Merisel didn't know they existed. I'd give a lot
to find out how they work—but most of all how to make them."

"It makes me nervous even to think about it," Evarin admitted frankly. "But I
know what kind of mirror I'd make—one to show exactly what was wrong with
someone before the first hint of a complaint." He paused to let Andry precede
him through a narrow passage between trees. "Imagine it, my Lord—knowing in
advance about a canker or a rotting tooth before it began to hurt, when I could do
something about it. I wouldn't have to rely on a faraway Sunrunner's
observations and then make my judgment. I'd just say the name of the patient
and see for myself."

Andry smiled at him. "Your idea of power is very simple, isn't it? A mirror of
benefit to all. It wouldn't be that way with others. Which leads me to think that
perhaps Merisei did know about mirrors, and deliberately suppressed the
knowledge. She seems to have done that quite a lot."

"What sort of mirror would you make, my Lord?"

He considered. "I don't know. Perhaps—"

He never finished the thought, reining in so abruptly that his startled horse went
back on its haunches. Down below, in a fold of the hills where the Pyrme River
marked the border with Syr, a farmhouse roof was burning.

"Gentle Goddess! Quickly, my Lord, there may be someone who needs help—"
"No," Andry breathed. "Look at the doors and windows."

Rails torn from a nearby fence had been nailed across the entrance; the shutters
were similarly barred. Smoke slithered from the sills, and as fire ate wood from
the inside the gray-black tendrils grew to billowing clouds. Andry had been
present at enough funeral rites to know the smell of scorching flesh. And this had
no herbs or oils to disguise it.

"There's no one alive down there," he whispered, caught by horrified fascination.
"They were deliberately trapped within and the house torched."

"But by whom? To what purpose? Prince Kostas can have

no quarrel with Prince Tilal! They're brothers!" Then Evarin gasped. "My Lord!
Look!"

Moving north along the river was a group of armed men, their swords and shields
and spears dancing with sunlight. Andry counted a hundred, over half on
horseback. The colors carried on a pole before them were unknown to Andry—
deep greenish blue like the sea, crossed with two vertical stripes of blood red. But
the faces were familiar enough to stop the breath in his throat: dark faces wearing
beards decorated with small golden beads. One for each kill, he thought dully.
One for each enemy slain.

And how great a prize would be the Lord of Goddess Keep.

Outrun them? Tibaza was one of his father's stallions, quick and canny, and they
had only Kadar breed. But their mounts were fresh; Tibaza had several days of
hard travel behind him. And the carnage down below told him something
extremely important: no one was being left alive. If they caught sight of him and
gave chase, he trusted his horse's great heart and speed—but they would not rest
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until they found him. Better to escape notice, hide, and give warning. His eyes
ached with the memory of Radzyn in flames.

Reining his horse around, he plunged back into the shadowy depths of the wood.
Evarin followed. Andry hoped the enemy was far enough away not to hear—every
twig that cracked beneath the horses' hooves seemed horribly loud to him. The
words of Man's evening song came to him, an urgent plea to the Goddess now,
not a pretty ceremony: Lady, protect us from the dark time of night.

What would my father have done?

The question haunted Chadric. Fortunately for his ability to function—not his
peace of mind, he would never have that again and he knew it—his father's spirit
did not haunt him. There was no gruff voice on the morning wind, no glimpse of
aged eyes, faded but sharp, to pass scathing judgment. If there had been, he was
certain he would have put his head in his hands and wept.

Meath had spoken of the old prince back at Graypearl. "Your father was never
one to belabor the obvious, my

prince. Stop castigating yourself. Lleyn would have agreed that this is the only
course open to us."

Chadric had hoped his self-loathing was more or less concealed. But Meath had
been a student of Lady Andrade, she who had taught her faradh'im to read faces
as easily as the pages of a manuscript.

Chadric sat apart from the others on the narrow beach, waiting for the sun to dry
his salt-stiff garments, hoping that no one, not even his wife, would approach
him. There was a certain solace in solitude right now. But it also left him alone
with his thoughts.

The huge ships had birthed scores of smaller boats. From these the invaders
swarmed up to the port and Graypearl itself. His lovely jewel box of a palace was
not made for defense; it had never had need of defending. Knowing that if the
port fell, the palace would be next, he sent his guards down to join the townfolk in
fighting for their homes. Had he been even ten years younger, he would have
joined them. He would have stayed, would have fought beside his people. But
there was no place from which to fight. He had been a squire under Prince
Zehava, a warlord who had forgotten more about armed conflict than anyone else
had ever learned. Zehava had taught him how to take and how to defend, but not
even he could have held this palace that was not built for war. Chadric had gallant
people and brave guards and not enough of either to make a victory. Besides, he
was too old. It had been fifty years since he'd raised a sword beside Zehava in
battle against the Merida. Only a fool would stay.

It was Audrite who proposed Sandeia, snuggled in a cove on the southwestern
coast of the island. There they could be safe, she said. They could take as many
with them as there were horses in the stables. They could wait there for help to
come, make a place for their people to rally.

So they mounted horses half-crazed with the smell of smoke drifting up from the
port, and fled. The road to Sandeia was a familiar one to Chadric, even at night; it
took him back to the rainy spring he'd spent convincing Audrite to marry him.
Each morning he'd ridden to Sandeia, painfully aware of her father's decision that
at the Rialla she would Choose her husband. Every bend in the road, every view
of the sea between hills held memory of some persuasive speech formed during
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the day, some curse hurled against

himself that evening for not saying it right. But one afternoon she accepted him,
and the next morning they rode back to Graypearl together.

They would never ride this way again, he thought as the measures lengthened
behind him. He looked back only once. Graypearl was hidden, but the glow of fire
was not.

"Don't, love," she had murmured beside him. "It will only hurt worse."

"It can't hurt any worse," he answered, and they rode on.

He had spoken too quickly. Sandeia offered no refuge. It was ablaze from granary
to manor house. The anguish in his wife's eyes as her childhood home went up in
flames hurt Chadric even more than the loss of Graypearl.

But the nearby cove and its sailboats had not been discovered. On the steep climb
down the cliff Chadric fought a private battle with himself. It was the duty of a
prince to protect and lead his people. He had failed miserably at the former—
through no fault of his own, others would say. But he could still lead them to
safety or against the enemy. He knew his people; never would they submit. Since
the long-ago days when faradh'im had dwelled exclusively on the island, giving it
a protection even more potent than that of the princes who ruled later, the proud
and independent Dorvali had considered themselves above the petty conflicts
regularly suffered elsewhere. None would meekly bend the knee to a conqueror.
They would fight—not in the kind of battle Chadric had learned in his youth, but
with stealth and cunning. He was too old to fight beside them, but he could be
their symbol, their rallying point.

The foolish delusions of an old man, he realized now, narrowing his eyes to stare
out across the channel. By daylight he could not see the flames he knew must still
be burning. There was smoke, though, a grayish haze carried by the wind. He
could do nothing but wait for Meath to recover and spin sunlight. Wait for Chay
to send a ship from Radzyn. Wait for the blow to fall there—if it hadn't already.
I'm too old, he thought. It galls me to admit it, but it's true. What's worse, I'm not
the only one who'll realize that in the next days. Chay, Rohan, Volog—we're all of
us too old. It's our sons who'll do the fighting.

He watched the island until his eyes burned, as if to catch sight of his own son.
Ludhil was a student of the world around him, not of war. He knew the meaning
of the wind

and the currents in the sea and the ring-patterns in a felled pine; his careful,
scholarly books were in the scriptorium on Kierst and in Rohan's own library.
Chadric and Audrite had not raised him to be a warrior. But that was what events
would make of him. He had only his long-ago squire's training to guide him, and
he would have to use it well—or die. / knew he'd stay, and his Iliena with him.
From the moment he forbade it to me, I knew he'd do it himself. As a prince
should. Fight well, my son. And forgive me for being too old to fight alongside
you.

Every instinct screamed for movement, action, flight. Andry forced himself to sit
motionless, willing the enemy to look anyplace but where he huddled in the
sparse cover of a glade. The soldiers along the Pyrme River had been only the first
of the patrols he and Evarin saw that morning.

They had managed to avoid detection thus far. But they had not gained open sun
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long enough to weave light. The one time Andry had risked it, Evarin shook his
arm to bring him back before he was halfway to Radzyn. Troops had come over a
rise, and they were forced to melt back among the trees.

Andry had decided to head south, where the enemy had already been—a tactic
that appalled his companion.

"I beg your pardon, my Lord, truly I do, but is this wise?"

"How long have you known me, Evarin?" Andry had asked.

"Three years, my Lord. But what has that to do—"

"One thing you must learn about me is that I loathe doing the expected thing. I
get it from both sides: Andrade and my grandsire Zehava were exactly alike in
that, if in nothing else. Anyone fleeing would logically go north, trying to outrun
these vermin. Therefore we will head south." Evarin gaped. Andry gave him a
tight smile. "It's not as insane as it sounds. They seem intent on obliteration, so
I'm assuming they've left absolutely nothing behind them."

Suddenly the young physician's face showed both comprehension and horror.
"Why should they stay to guard what's not there anymore—"

"It'll make grim viewing."

He was right about that—but wrong about the rest of it. In retrospect, he cursed
himself for not slipping past the first group and riding east for all he was worth;
the countryside was thick with patrols. They rode horses blanketed in the colors
of Gilad Seahold—horses he could not outrun. Lord Segelin's liking for the
Radzyn breed had provided the enemy with splendid mounts. Andry evaded them
by riding through long measures of safe, deep forest. The sun taunted him,
speckling the foliage with dancing gold he dared not use. He needed full sunlight.
Almost as great as his need was his fear of what he would see when his weavings
took him to his childhood home. A ruined castle already in flames? A battle in
progress, that he was too late to warn about? And what of the coast between
Radzyn and Gilad Seahold, obviously fallen? Brenlis' family lived at the mouth of
the Faolain. Was that farmhouse a smoldering husk, too?

At last, only a little while ago, he had gained a few free moments. The woods
thinned as they descended a little hill, and below was a scene exactly like a dozen
glimpsed along their way. Flames rose from the burnt-out shells of a home and
outbuildings nestled in a fold of the hills. A plow-elk had escaped the barn. It was
elderly, thin-shouldered, undoubtedly a family pet that fondness had kept from
the slaughter now that it was too old to work. The silvered hide was singed and
oozing, but the elk limped across a stubbled field as if in harness. For some
reason this moved Andry as nothing else that day. He bit his lip until he could
convince himself that the tears in his eyes were due only to the blood salting his
tongue.

"My Lord!" Evarin hissed suddenly.

They had come within heartbeats of riding straight into an enemy patrol as it
descended the opposite hill.

So now they sat their weary horses, helpless for the foreseeable future, and
watched as the elk was carved up in laughing sword practice. They dared not slink
back into the wood; any movement might alert those below. Andry wanted
nothing more than to use the sunlight and slaughter them, toy with them as
cruelly as they sliced into that pathetic animal.
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"I can't kill them," he murmured. "Goddess knows I want to. But if I missed even
one, the others would ride after us and we'd die. And of all people, I'm the one
who

cannot be lost." He spoke without arrogance, without anything but knowledge of
the simple fact of it.

Evarin kept his voice low. "We may be able to get some clear sunlight soon, my
Lord."

"I just hope there's someone left at Radzyn to answer." He shivered. "Even now it
may be too late."

"You! Tree-hidden!" The harsh voice shouted from behind him, deeper in the
forest. Andry nearly fell out of his saddle. "Stay!"

The man spoke the old tongue—strangely accented, slurred where Andry would
have given crisp pronunciation, but understandable and even familiar. He was
fascinated by the changes wrought by centuries, but scholarly curiosity would
cost him his life right now. He kept himself from turning to face the men who
spoke a language outlawed on the continent for more than three hundred years.
The language of sorcerers.

Evarin tore off his riding gloves and began wrenching the eight rings from his
fingers. "Quickly, my Lord!' he whispered. "All of them—the armbands too! You
know enough to work the spell—hurry!"

Dark hair, dark eyes, and a beard with a dozen small golden beads worked in—
Evarin's face was already changing. Andry slid rings and cuffs in a pocket and
replaced his leather gauntlets. "Put your gloves back on—they'll see the paler
circles on your fingers otherwise."

Evarin caught his breath, and jammed his trembling fingers into the gloves. "T'll
talk you through it," he whispered. "Just as we practiced earlier. Black hair, dark
brown eyes—see it in your mind, make the illusion real—"

Branches snapped like brittle bones under approaching hoofbeats. Maddening
distraction. If he failed, perhaps Evarin could claim him as a prisoner. The
younger man's illusion was perfect, almost effortless. Andry struggled, his heart
pounding. As Rusina had said, it was much like weaving the guise of the Goddess
around himself for a maiden's first-night. But this was no vague, concealing haze.
This had to be precise. He had no mirror, only Evarin—but when the physician
nodded quickly, Andry knew he had done it.

Together they turned to confront the ten mounted soldiers. One of them saluted
by slapping his open left palm to the center of his chest. His beard was blue-black
in the dappled sunlight. Andry counted ten gold beads. The others

wore no more than five, and two of them were beardless— not from youth but
from application of a razor. Andry suddenly guessed that only with a kill could a
man grow his beard and weave into it tokens of prowess. The relatively low rank
displayed by these men at once eased his mind and worried him; his own habit of
command might impress them so that he might get away with this, but they
would also be eager to earn those gold beads. He wondered suddenly how many
illusory tokens he had woven into his own illusory beard, and for a frantic instant
could not remember. A slightly hysterical thought crossed his mind that his
conceit had better be operating at full tilt. He had to outrank the leader or all was
lost.
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"My lord, we report." The man's right hand stayed on his sword.

Goddess in glory, Andry thought, / really do understand him! The man had said
tir'ri: the personal possessive combined with the word for "lord" that survived in
athri. He hastily returned the salute, noting that use of the left hand created
freedom to strike a blow with the sword gripped in the right even while gesturing
respect and friendship. And, oh, Goddess—what about his own sword? As if
hearing his thought, the warrior glanced at the fine blade sheathed at Andry's
side. As a highborn, he wore it as a token of his rank, and it had too many jewels.
It was a ceremonial piece only, for who would dare assault a Sunrunner—whose
rings were protection enough—Ilet alone the Lord of Goddess Keep? Andry barely
knew how to use the thing and for the first time in his life cursed himself for not
completing the training for knighthood.

He shoved that thought aside, too, and concentrated on translating the man's
fractured speech. There were little tricks of the tongue to it that grated on his
nerves even more than on his ears—but he caught the gist of it.

"A beauty, my lord," the soldier said, nodding at the sword. "Spoil of Seahold?
Wish we there!"

Andry replied with a nod, trying not to look relieved at the ease of his escape from
what could have been a tricky explanation. And he had been recognized as
someone of high rank, even a lord; that was excellent. He thanked the Goddess
for his luck and beseeched her for inspiration.

It came in the form of a respectful question. "War sights good, my lord?"

"Very. Your report." Andry adjusted his accent to match what he had thus far
heard. From the lack of reaction, he was a success.

"Thirty-seven kills, my lord, witnessed." He hooked a thumb over his shoulder at
the beardless men. "Warriors at last."

Numbers were easy; deg'im gave him pause and he purposely relaxed so the word
would come as automatically as when he listened to the sung rituals. Of course:
plural of "kill." Simple, too, were the words for "witness" and "warriors"—vaman
and ros'im. Absurd to congratulate himself on his linguistic skills. He had to get
himself and Evarin out of here. Choosing his words from ones read in the scrolls,
and with care to the slurring required, he said, "Fey tiel, paliros'im." Bold victory,
clever warriors.

The man looked pleased. "Gracious my lord. Our duty. Woods watch until night.
My honor is yours, my lord, if escapes."

So these butchers valued their honor, did they? Andry's guts churned as he
remembered farms in ashes. What honor was there in such slaughter? Why are
these people here? But he knew. Their speech, their dark Merida-like faces—they
had come to destroy the continent they had lost so long ago.

But warriors respected strength and a commanding presence. It was time he
displayed a little of both. "Excuse for challenging me?" Andry snapped.

The man blanched satisfyingly and his troops looked nervous. "Bad woods light,
my lord."

"Truth, my lord," Evarin pointed out in a bad imitation of Andry's accent. "Be
anyone, this light."

"Warrior speaks truth, my lord."

Andry shrugged, pretending to be mollified, hoping he was hiding near heart
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failure at hearing Evarin speak in the old language. "Caution good. Maybe spies—
evenfaradh'im."

To a man they spat on the ground. To a man their eyes grew narrow and fierce
with hate. Andry nodded slowly. So. I'm right. The vision was true.

"Know to kill them, my lord! Any seen? Reason secret watch?"

"Why I watch, my business. Continue work." He gathered the reins, suddenly
needing to be far away from here. Disguised or not, he was a Sunrunner and not
insensible to the death of his kind promised in these men's eyes.

"My lord," the man said, bowing. "Honor to ride with us?"

Horrible question. To refuse without good answer would give them away. To go
along would be an impossible strain. Andry didn't know how long he could
support this spell; already he felt his muscles drawing tighter and tighter with
tension. Think! he ordered himself. These warriors probably wanted a witness of
high rank to attest to their kills. The idea of watching while they immolated
another family—or, worse, being forced to participate in it—nearly made him
vomit. How I'd love to kill you, he thought with longing as he pretended to
consider the request. But I can't. Not yet. Someone sent you out, and while you
wouldn't be missed until nightfall, I can't take the chance.

And he was taking too long to reply.

"We ride on," Evarin said.

The warrior's brow furrowed, but just as quickly he smiled. "Outer Isles speech!
Talkmusic no more yours, my lord," he added generously to Andry.
Taikmusic—? Accent, the man was complimenting him on losing his Outer Isles
accent. Andry's head was beginning to spin.

"Deep respect aprus when my lord returns Azhchay."

For an instant Andry thought he'd used Rohan's other title—azhrei. But then he
heard the difference, the final syllable that was his father's name.
"Dragonhawk"—had they renamed their conquests already?

Then he recognized the other word: leader of a ship. Lady Merisel had used it in
her histories. The visions swirled in his mind. Bearded men with bloodied
swords, captives chained together on the beach below Radzyn—and dragon-
headed ships. Azhchay was one of those ships. He could see them, smell salt and
death, hear the screams—

Evarin's horse suddenly shied to the left, drawing all eyes, startling Andry from
his trance. He got hold of himself and said, "Beautiful horse, but trouble! Home
different, eh?"

"Father-thanks for spirit! Swift, strong—wind-mated! Victory horses, no matter
bone-breaks!" He grinned and slapped the sleek neck of his Radzyn-bred mare. If
his sword had been in his hand, Andry would have run him through.

He made himself ask, "Radzyn word today?"

The soldier acquired the look worn by people who have just heard a superior
make an uncharacteristic mistake—too

respectful to show surprise openly, yet surprised just the same. "No, my lord," he
said carefully, gaze flickering from Andry to Evarin. "Tomorrow."

Had he been standing instead of in the saddle, his weakened knees would have
given him away. Radzyn was safe— for now. But the man's suspicion had been
roused.
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"Oh, my lord, Rathvin meant," Evarin said. "Names confused."

Andry grabbed the desperate cue and growled, "I know no difference?"

The physician made just the right face of frightened apology, which seemed to
satisfy the enemy. Andry could not afford to linger and make another mistake. He
grunted and gathered the reins. "All soon know success here." He saluted and
guided Tibaza from the clearing. Evarin followed. It was too quick; they both
knew it was too quick. They should have stayed longer. The similarity of names
was a flimsy story—no warrior who had planned this invasion for years would
confuse Radzyn, gem of the Desert, with any other holding. He felt eyes on his
back like the pricking of knives as they rode from the forest into the open.

"I thought we were dead," Evarin muttered.

"So did I. I think we still might be." He flexed his hands; the palms of his
gauntlets were soaked with sweat. "That was fast, Evarin. Where's Rathwin?"
"Rathviw. About thirty measures up the Catha, my Lord. I'm from these parts,
remember."

"Thank the Goddess for whoever named it Rathvin!" Andry resisted the impulse
to glance over his shoulder. "I started to lose it, didn't I?" He gestured to his face.
"Yes. That's why I had to dig a heel into my friend here." He stroked the gelding's
flank. "Sorry, old son."

"Is it holding? Yours hasn't slipped at all."

"You're fine. But neither of us can keep at it much longer. Not without dranath."
"We become safer with every pace down this hill. I wish I dared a gallop."

"After all this picking through the trees, the horses would welcome it."

"hulk, andraa—gev'im iseni." Andry softly quoted the warrior's praise of his
father's beloved horses, captive between the thighs of these twice-damned
enemies—Merida and sorcerer-sent. "Horses are why they'll attack Radzyn.

I've got to be able to work, Evarin. I've got to warn them.' His hands ached for his
rings.

The physician turned and waved. "The others are still ir sight, my Lord. Damn!
One of them's riding down to us!"

Four beads decorated the soldier's straggly young beard. He saluted smartly and
said, "My lord, escort accept, I beg. Enemy hides."

Andry was sure then that he was suspect. But it hardly mattered. He forced
himself to laugh. "Enemy? Peasants in hovels?"

"Lord's safety, my honor. Father-forbid anyfaradh'im—" He spat on the ground; a
real ritual with these folk, Andry noted sourly. He knew that he should copy it. He
could not.

Instead he demanded angrily, "Am I child, needing your sword? Return!"

"My lord, cannot. Orders—"

Evarin gave him a glance that said, We're stuck with him. Andry was compelled
to agree.

"Ride ahead." So that if I slip again, you won't see it. But / suffer your presence
only until the first convenient place to kill you. They won't miss one in the
hundreds, perhaps thousands, they've landed here.

Have they already landed at Radzyn?

Gentle Lady, protect us from this dark time of night.

Tobin kept her eyes closed, drifting with Betheyn's soft, soothing voice as the



http://www.abbyy.com/buy
http://www.abbyy.com/buy

young woman read to her. The autumn sun was soft on her cheeks and brow,
reassurance of life. Until Sioned had come and she was taken into the sunlight,
she had been afraid she would spend the rest of her life trapped and helpless
within her own skull, a million things left undone—and, worse, unsaid.

She quelled panic and concentrated on the warmth suffusing her face and body.
Chay had ordered the bed moved near the windows so that she might use light
whenever she wished. Last night he'd caught her staying awake too late, and she'd
been unable to tell him she'd been waiting for him to come to her so she could
listen to his voice and watch the moons' silvery radiance on his face. Listening
and watching were two of the three activities permitted her in convalescence. The
third was sleeping—and she was still afraid of

that. Afraid she might not wake up again. But she would never have told him that,
not even if she had been able.

Tobin had never been sick a day in her life. The Plague had spared her; childbirth
had been absurdly easy considering her delicate frame; not even the wound in her
thigh, that had left her with a limp as souvenir of the long-ago siege of
Stronghold, had confined her to bed for more than a day. Sioned had warned her
that speech and strength would be slow in returning, and she ought not push
herself. But enforced inactivity was shredding her nerves.

Yesterday afternoon Rohan had read to her from a stultifying text on botany.
Unlike their mother, who had created the gardens at Stronghold, Tobin cared
nothing about plants. Neither did Rohan. His design had been to bore her to
sleep; he succeeded only in irritating her. Glancing up at last from an
interminable passage on rose roots to find her glaring silently at him, he had
looked so naughty and guilty and silly that laughter had happened to her for the
first time since her illness. More of a croak than a giggle, still her brother had
greeted it with a delighted grin.

Today Betheyn was reading something infinitely more interesting: one of five
gorgeous illuminated copies of Feylin's masterwork On Dragons, a present from
Prince Volog. The author had one, and Rohan, and Pol, and one had been kept for
the scriptorium. Ten more existed, but with simple line drawings instead of
colored pictures. Tobin was proud that Maarken's sketches of dragon anatomy
had been used extensively for the book. Tilal's daughter Sioneva had contributed
drawings, too, showing a talent completely new in the Kierstian royal family.
Sioned, wide-eyed at her namesake's skill, had remarked that nobody else of her
blood had ever been able to draw a straight line with a ruler.

Tobin had looked through the book to admire the paintings, but had not had time
since the Rialla to study the text. Betheyn would much rather have been reading
an architectural treatise—an interest they shared—but knew how eager Tobin was
to hear the contents of this extraordinary book. Feylin's lifelong fascination with
dragons, even though she was cordially terrified of them, had produced the first
scientific discussion of everything known about the creatures, with particular
attention given to scoffing at foolish legends.

The first fallacy about dragons is that they are fond

of human flesh. Put a human in with a cow, a deer, an elk, a sheep, and a goat,
and the dragon will invariably choose the sheep for dinner. Second choice
appears to be deer or cattle. Elk and goats are favored only by very hungry
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dragons. There are tales of capture and feasting off humans, but all these can be
explained (see chapters on Mating; Hatching Hunt; Famine).

Betheyn looked up. "I wonder who she volunteered for that experiment! Do you
want me to continue with this, instead of looking up those chapters?"

They had devised a system of yes and no: Tobin's closed left hand indicated the
latter, and an open palm meant the former. Today she managed a nod as well.
Betheyn smiled.

"Good—this is the most interesting part. I can't wait until she tells why dragon's
teeth are supposed to be magic. One story says if they're planted, trees will spring
up. Another substitutes warriors for trees, and a third says the ground will be
poisoned by them. My father once told me never to trust any superstition that
isn't consistent."

Tobin felt a grin lift half her face. It still frightened her to sense it, and she knew
there was good reason she had not been allowed a mirror. But it seemed that
every time she used the muscles to smile or frown or try to form a word, she had a
little more control over them. It was the same with wiggling her fingers and toes,
moving her knee, raising her arm. She was still numb in many places, and
recovery would be slow, but, by the Goddess, she would recover.

Betheyn resumed reading, the smile hovering around her lips.

As for the notion that princesses and/or virgins are a dragon's preferred meal, I
suspect this to be a "warning" that takes on added significance when a dragon is
said to be involved. Probably the disappearance of some young girl—virgin,
princess, or both—was attributed to dragons. Popular lore is fraught with
examples of ordinary, if tragic, occurrences blamed without reason on dragons. I
have known several princesses and many virgins, most of them having had much
to do with dragons in everyday life, and none have ever been accosted, let alone
devoured.

"Am I to understand that no hungry dragons hovered outside your windows
before you married?" Beth gave a sigh of comical disappointment.

A princess Tobin had been all her life; she had disqualified herself for the virgin
part of it not long after she'd first set eyes on Chay. The memory brought another
smile to her face.

It is further said that an angry dragon may be soothed by the sacrifice of a virgin,
or a princess, or a princess who is a virgin. Happily, this legend has not been
acted upon in many hundreds of years, probably due to this uncertainty about the
nature of the offering. Dragons grow angry for two reasons: when their caves are
fouled and when their hatcklings are killed. We would not much like it, either, if
our dwellings were ransacked or our children butchered. Princesses, virgins,
and/or virgin princesses would seem to be safe as long as we accord dragons the
courtesy of leaving their homes and their offspring alone.

Betheyn chuckled. "I can just hear Feylin now, with that dry voice of hers! She
must have had a fabulous time writing this—she sounds like a schoolmaster
rapping knuckles for believing such nonsense."

Tobin wished that Betheyn was gifted in the Sunrunner way; they could have had
a lively discussion of Feyiin's sense of humor. It was infuriating not to be able to
indulge in the pleasures of conversation, but she had to be patient. Speech would
come back.



http://www.abbyy.com/buy
http://www.abbyy.com/buy

Another wickedness attributed to dragons is that their blood is poisonous.
Experiments conducted on several animals have proved this to be entirely false.
"The difficulty being, of course, trying to get a goat to drink the stuff," Betheyn
commented. "Remember when she told us about it? I laughed so hard I thought
I'd suffocate!"

Recalling the hilarious account of Walvis' flat refusal to quaff a little dragon blood
in the name of science, Tobin laughed. She winced at the sound. Beth looked
startled for a moment, then hastily smoothed her expression. Tobin

closed her eyes once again as Feyiin's tart refutations of dragon legends were read
to her, slowly losing track of them as Beth's soft voice and the warm sunlight
lulled her nearly to sleep.

Goddess greeting, my lady.

She thought for a moment that it was a dream. Recognizing Meath, she wove
golden skeins and replied courteously to his salute. With her eyes closed she
could almost see his face, formed of the glowing colors of his mind. But there was
darkness shading them, and for all the habitual gentleness of his approach, she
sensed urgency.

Then there was another voice, more powerful, the shades of amber and amethyst
and ruby burning like flames. Mother!

She certainly was popular today with Sunrunners, she thought. First Meath, now
Andry. . ..

Mother, listen to me!

There seemed to be some sort of argument going on between them. It was very
confusing. They both seemed to need her with a bleak desperation that she must
be imagining. In her present state, how could she possibly help them? She
hovered away from the pair, trying to analyze the tenor of their colors as they
grew more intense, both patterns now ablaze, painful even though she was
removed from them.

"Tobin?"

Betheyn was touching her arm and the contact broke her concentration. She
opened her eyes and tried to speak, but all that emerged from her lips was a
meaningless grunt. But even as she looked up into the young woman's face,
Andry took hold of her so forcefully that she cried out.

Mother—forgive me. You must listen. Riverport and Seahold and Graypearl are
destroyed.

This made no sense. Invasion, fire, blood, destruction on a scale unimaginable—
and death everywhere. Scenes of rich farms in flames were hazed about with
Andry's fierce colors; Graypearl and Sandeia in ruins were tinged by the green-
blue-gold that was Meath. She saw what they had seen, filtered through their
identities. Her rnind simply could not accept it.

It's all true, it's real—and Radzyn is next! You must get Sioned or Maarken or
Hollis—they're none of them in the sunlight. Mother, hurry!

"Tobin!"

Beth's voice and touch again pulled her away. She heard

her own gasping breaths. A wine cup was held to her lips; she smelled herbs in it
that would bring sleep and turned her head away.

"Sioned," she tried to say. She ordered her mouth to form the name. Could not.
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Furious at her body's weakness, she gripped Betheyn's hand with her left hand
and glared up into worried eyes. "Pol," she said, and the single syllable was
recognizable at last.

"I'll find him," Betheyn said, and hurried away, calling for Tobren to keep watch
while she was gone.

Andry—Meath—what is this, who are they, why is this happening? The questions
tumbled over and over in her mind, but there was no answer. Andry! Tell me
what this means!

Her granddaughter Tobren appeared beside the bed, white-faced and frightened.
She tried to offer the drugged wine; in a sudden access of strength she could not
control, Tobin flung out her hand and slapped it away, staining the coverlet
blood-red.

"Grandmother?" Tobren whispered. "Oh, Grandmother, please—"

She saw her namesake through a haze of angry, frustrated tears. Damn her
traitorous body, damn damn damn—

Pol ran into the room, Rohan and Chay just behind him. Tobin groped for her
nephew's hand, tried to pull him farther into the sunlight. When it was shining on
his fair head, she saw his face go blank and blind.

Sobbing with relief, she sank back into the pillows, scarcely noticing as husband
and brother fussed helplessly over her. Pol's colors shimmered about his head,
eclipsing even Andry's until she marveled that neither Chay nor Rohan could see
them.

The sightless blue-green eyes suddenly widened. "No," he whispered, and his
fingers tightened around hers until she nearly cried out.

He told the others, swift words that cut deep and left behind stunned horror.
Chay was on the move at once, racing from the bedchamber, shouting orders.
Rohan stood still, staring at his son. Tobin's gaze flickered from face to face,
seeing their hearts in their eyes. Pol was angry with a killing rage. But Rohan—
Rohan was in pain. The wounds done to his people and to the land were wounds
to his own flesh. She had seen this in him before, years ago, seen him

lead an army while he bled inside. Sioned had told her once that Rohan
swallowed Fire, his own mind and heart a battleground, and it was only his
terrible strength that prevented his being consumed. But Pol was different. He
met Fire with a blaze of his own, the fury that now ignited his eyes and set his
colors burning all around him. Pol became Fire.

Chapter Nine

JVleath kept his eyes closed for some time after returning from Radzyn—not so
much because he was exhausted, although he was, but because he was angry.
"Meath? Are you all right?"

It was a very young voice, very soft. He squinted up at a face framed in a cloud of
red-gold hair. The girl touched his cheek gently and again he thought, Sioned. But
it was not she. AlTeyn, Ludhil and Iliena's daughter, wiped his brow with a damp
cloth. Audran knelt beside his sister, both children watching with held breath.
Meath smiled in reassurance.

"Lord Chaynal is sending a ship for us—a real ship, one to be comfortable in. Or,
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rather, one you can be comfortable in." He gave a comical grimace meant to bring
answering smiles.

Alleyn regarded him gravely. "It hurt you, didn't it, Meath? Sunrunning."

"Not the work itself," he replied, more or less honestly. "It's a strain when I'm
tired like this, but it doesn't hurt."

She pushed tangled hair from her face. It had long since come loose from its tidy
braids, and in the sun shone with coppery and golden lights. Suddenly he did
hurt, for the sight of this dainty little princess with her hair all awry and her
clothes stained with salt water and mud. Petted and protected for all her thirteen
winters, the world had abruptly shown Alleyn its worst face. Her home was ashes,
her father and mother gone to war, her whole life disrupted.

But she was alive. Hundreds of other children were not. He concealed the anguish
that would only weaken him, and glanced at Audran. The boy was round-eyed
and silent, and when Meath looked at him he lowered his gaze to the sand in
front of him.

"Audran? What is it, my prince?" Meath asked gently.

"Nothing."

"If you tell me, perhaps it can be mended." He nearly bit his lip at the futility of
that statement. The only way to mend these children's world was to deal out more
death. Remembering scenes glimpsed in Andry's memories, he began to think he
would enjoy breaking his faradhi vow not to kill with his gifts.

Audran cast a quick look at his sister. She frowned and shook her head. To
Meath, the boy said, "I'm just hungry. Is Lord Chaynal's ship coming soon?"
"Very soon. And I'd better go report the same to your grandsir." He knew the
child had lied to him. He also knew he should not press for the truth. Rising stiff-
kneed to his feet, he went to where Chadric sat gazing out at the sea with empty
eyes. Meath crouched beside him.

"My lord," he said in a soft voice, "help is coming soon from Radzyn."

The prince nodded. "And?"

"My lord?"

"There is more, my old friend." Chadric had not even looked at him.

Meath knew there was nothing for it but to tell it all. "We are not alone in our
losses—but we have our lives. Many do not. Syr and Gilad and the Desert have
been invaded. Seahold and Riverport are rubble. Soldiers march up the river
valleys laying waste to everything they see."

Chadric took up a driftwood stick and began drawing on the sand—idly, Meath
thought for a moment, until he recognized the outlines of the continent's
southern coast. When the rough map was finished, Chadric spoke again.

"Radzyn is next."

"Lord Andry fears so. They are preparing for war even now."

"And yet Chay sends rescue for us." Finally the prince looked at him. "Are you
strong enough to go to Graypearl and see their preparations? They have had most
of a day, after all."

Meath nodded, cursed himself for not having done it before, and sent a light-
weave across the narrow sea.

Smoke billowed from the palace and the town below it. Bearded dark men were
working very hard to keep the flames from spreading to the docks, which they
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for their own ships. At Graypearl itself, soldiers swarmed with cold systematic
method through the gardens, slashing every bush to the root and hacking tree
trunks clean through. There was no looting of the palace's treasures, not even the
taking of foodstuffs. Meath hovered closer to make sure, seeing through the
collapsed kitchen wall that stores had been left to burn. As he understood war, it
was waged for conquest, for revenge, but most of all for possession. Why capture
a place if not to profit by what it contained?

He returned his attention to the gardens, and saw what he had most feared. The
oratory was blackened, burnt out, its glass in shards after exploding from the heat
of the fire. The men approached it slowly, with something of dread in their eyes
until one of them picked up a stone and threw it. Fragments of glass shattered. In
an instant the rest rushed over the little bridge and began digging their swords
into tiles already damaged by fire.

Meath could not bear to watch any more. He set himself to an inspection of the
little port, and found a thread of comfort when he saw that whenever one fire
threatening the docks was put out, another sprang up almost immediately
somewhere else. Someone understood that the place could not be left whole for
enemy use. Someone worked with incredible stealth to set those new fires; Meath
saw no one, as hard as he searched. He saluted them silently, and even tried to
help a little, but the distance was great and he had never been much good at
faraway workings. The unseen defenders must do it all on their own.

Then something else occurred to him. There were no corpses. None of the
Graypearl dead were visible. He sought through palace and port, seeing only the
tall, fierce men with golden beads braided into their beards. No survivors. He
wanted to believe all had escaped yet knew this was impossible. Where were
they?

Movement on the beach outside town caught his attention. A dark heap he had at
first glance taken for piled driftwood suddenly took on other shapes, other colors:
the black and gray and brown and blue of concealing cloaks. But there were also
bare, blistered arms and legs; charred faces; dead staring eyes. A clean-shaven
man wearing elaborate robes and a towering headpiece that was half-helmet,
half-crown strode across the beach to the stacked bodies, his lips moving in rapid
speech. He threw fistfuls of sand onto

the corpses and flung his head back with his mouth open in a triumphant howl.
As last he lit a torch and set fire to the dead.

Flames caught on silk and thin wool and something —someone—moved.

Meath fled the island, sick with pain. He turned west down woven sunlight to
Gilad. Lord Segelin's castle was a gutted ruin. There were no dead piled here, no
remnants of a ritual pyre. It was as if Seahold had been empty for generations. It
was the same for many measures inland, and the same at Faolain Riverport—and
it was elementary strategy that it would soon be the same at Lowland as well. He
fled over the farmlands between the river and Radzyn, pastures whose traditional
enemy was the encroaching silent sand. The great towered keep was a hive of
activity as it was readied for war; the port town was emptying of its citizens, all of
them hurrying for the castle with nothing more than what they could carry on
their backs.
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But some had stayed behind. Masts were hacked from the ships at anchor, a
forest of them toppling into the water and their heavy sails, rolled up for the
winter, thrown in with them from the decks. The harbormaster, identifiable by
the Radzyn badge on his breast, directed these operations, saving the ships from
total destruction but rendering them useless to the invaders, and Meath grieved
with him as he suddenly covered his face with his hands.

Only one ship stayed whole. It was already moving away from the port, a small
vessel with a single huge triangular sail, heading due south for the Small Islands.
Of all the ships at Radzyn port, this one alone would survive intact. Meath hoped
Chay was right in not burning the rest—and then realized why he had not ordered
that done. As fiery hulks they would be symbols of defeat and would take the
heart from Chay's people before the battle had even begun. But this way there
was a promise for the future—that there would be a future in which masts and
sails would rise again on Radzyn's proud fleet.

Meath felt his own heart easing as he returned to the island. He reported to
Chadric what he had seen, adding that he did not believe the enemy would be
able to leave Graypearl before tomorrow at the earliest. The prince demanded
particulars and, agreeing with Meath, almost smiled.

But when he tried to gloss over the damage to the palace, Chadric leveled a grim
gaze on him and waited.

Audrite, who had joined them, cried out softly when she heard about the oratory.
It had been her life's work, the expression in stone and tile and glass of her
elegant, precise mind. She sat down in the sand and wept.

"Peace, my love." Chadric stroked her graying hair. "We're alive and soon we'll be
safe. That is enough."

Meath made what he knew had to be his final effort of that day and found Sioned
in the courtyard at Radzyn. The cool, quiet depth of her colors soothed him, even
though darkness shaded their edges like soot.

Tomorrow perhaps, but certainly the next day, Sioned. Will you be ready?

We'll have to be, won't we? I haven't had time to see things for myself. What is it
like, Meath?

They aren't interested in taking. Only in destroying.

Andry seems to think they're diarmadh'im. But if so, why not use the gifts? Why
rely on flint and steel for their fire?

Capture one and when I get to Radzyn, we'll question him together.

He felt a ripple of bleak laughter. You'll have to stand in line behind Rohan and
Chay and Maarken—-not to mention Pol.

Sioned—if they really are sorcerers—

We'll deal with that when the time comes. By the way, my dear old friend, have I
ever thanked you enough for finding the Star Scroll?

He returned at last to where Chadric and Audrite and the others waited for him.
He was so tired that after telling them Sioned had been informed of the situation
at Graypearl, he simply wilted onto a blanket spread for him in the sand. But he
could not sleep, though he closed his eyes and pretended for the others' benefit.
He could not rid his mind of an image of Sunrunners gathering to construct
around Radzyn a dome of pallid, nearly invisible Fire, against which the invading
enemy would smash its strength like waves on stubborn stone. It was too late to
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wish he'd learned the same—that he was more powerful and clever—that he could
have done something, anything, to save Graypearl.

Andry could not allow himself the luxury of exhaustion. There was too much to
do.

He had allies now besides Evarin—but they were not those he would have chosen.
He had encountered Rohan's Medr'im, five youths of good birth and sufficiently
accomplished at warfare to have dispatched the dozen enemy soldiers guarding
the Pyrme River crossing. The astonishment of Andry's unwanted escort when he
and Evarin quickly resumed their true faces was equal to the amazement of young
Lord Gerwen at recognizing the Lord of Goddess Keep. The first did not survive
long enough to express himself.

Gerwen pulled his sword from the corpse, introduced himself and his men briefly,
then glanced back down with distaste. "Throw him in the river. He'll float down
to where they can see him, and know that they're not unopposed in their
slaughters." As the others did his bidding, he turned to Andry. "My Lord, I'm glad
to find you safe and well—but you're the very last person I expected to see. The
Goddess was thinking ahead when she put me by way of helping set up your tent
at the Rialla this year."

"Otherwise you'd be launching me, too. Is the way clear across the river?"

"You would know that better than I, my Lord."

Andry arched his brows at the pointed hint. But he was grateful for the reminder
that he was now free to work. "Keep watch," was all he said as he let his body take
care of staying in the saddle while his mind wove the clean, fierce sunlight.

There were no interruptions. He came back to himself at last, bone-weary and
refusing to acknowledge it, and saw that the shadows had lengthened
substantially.

He told in spare sentences about the disasters at Faolain Riverport and Graypearl
and Gilad Seahold. But there was worse news.

"A fleet of those dragon-headed ships hovers off Kierst-Isel. I think what they
might be after is to capture that island as they did Dorval, then use it as a base to
attack Einar, Waes, and Goddess Keep."

Response to this speculation surprised him. He knew Gerwen to have a sister
married to a Waesian merchant so prosperous he could have bought and sold
most athr'im; of the others, one had been introduced as the younger brother of an
important landholder in the region of Einar. But though all five were deeply
disturbed by Andry's words, and

the pair most directly involved paled visibly, not one suggested that they ride at
once to assist in defending lands in which they had a personal stake.

Andry had never approved of the Medr'im, though they had been his own father's
idea. He saw in them a direct challenge to a traditionally Sunrunner function—
neutral observers who reported to the Lord or Lady any infractions of the greater
law. He was skeptical about their uses as roving enforcers of the High Prince's
Writ; he suspected that their devotion to the law was in fact devotion to their own
importance, their pretty blue uniforms, and perhaps to Rohan for giving them
something to do with themselves.

Their reactions now proved him wrong, at least about this group. Gerwen gave
Andry a level look and said, "Your safety is more important, my Lord. We won't
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leave you. And I know you'll give warning in time."

Andry had not expected this degree of respect and faith from persons committed
to Rohan. Perhaps things between them weren't as bad as he'd thought.

Evarin was eyeing the river nervously. "Forgive me for saying so, but you'd better
do the rest of your Sunrunning before we cross that, my Lord."

It wasn't meant to be funny, but Andry laughed anyway. The Medr'im joined in,
especially when the Master Physician pulled an affronted face. And for once
Andry had no quarrel with a joke at the expense of Sunrunner dignity.

"The raft's only big enough for two, with horses," Andry said. "I won't be good for
much after I'm on the other side, as Evarin so tactfully pointed out. He can go
first, while I work."

"Very good, my Lord. Donaseld, help him."

The physician, already a little green around the edges, led his horse onto the raft
and squatted down, one hand gripping his reins and the other tight around the
low railing. Donaseld steered the raft with a large rudder to spare straining the
guide ropes. Andry saw Evarin struggle for a moment, then give up and lean over
to part company with his last meal.

Andry informed Prince Volog through his court Sunrunner of the disasters on the
continent and the threat to his own shores. It came as no surprise. Pol had
already surveyed the area and given warning. Andry was glad enough that his
cousin had been busy. The faradh'im at Waes and Einar had

been similarly advised by Pol. But, being Andry's people, they wanted word from
him alone about what to do. Am I a warrior, to tell you how to make ready for
battle? Ask the High Prince or my cousin Pol! It annoyed him that he must defer
to them, but he had little choice. His devr'im could not work at such distances,
even had he been at Goddess Keep to lead them. It was galling to know that for all
his preparations, he was still helpless.

But at least he could save Radzyn. He spoke with Torien at Goddess Keep,
explaining his surmises and his intention to continue on to his parents' home.
There are Sunrunners enough there to use in its defense, Torien admitted, but
will they submit to your direction?

If they don't, the castle will be lost. Whatever else he may be, Pol is no fool.
Sioned will keep him in line—and so will Maarken if it comes to it. I won't need
him that badly. There's strength enough among the others. You'll have to lead the
defenses there, Torien. Don't begin too early, and don't wear yourselves out. They
must be taught that Goddess Keep cannot be taken, but I'm afraid it's going to be
a very long war for the rest of the continent.

We'll do all right. Have a care to yourself, Andry. If we lose you, everything is lost.
I have five zealous guardians dedicated to my safety. Give the children a kiss for
me. And have you heard anything of Brenlis? I—

An urgent hand on his arm brought him back to the Pyrme.

"Hurry, my Lord! Another patrol is coming!"

There was no hiding place. For a full measure north and south of the crossing the
trees were sparse. The soldiers cresting the western hills into the river valley were
mostly on foot, but armed with heavy bows and swords that glinted in the
sunlight.

"Donaseld!" Andry shouted across the river. "Hurry! Don't wait for us—ride for
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Radzyn!"

The raft was just sliding into the sandy shallows. The Medri glanced around and
waved. He grinned and pointed to Evarin, who sagged over the rail.

"Donaseld!" Andry called again. "Damn it, he doesn't hear me—"

Gerwen possessed a voice that could crumble stone at half a measure. "Make for
Radzyn!" And he flung an arm toward the hills where the enemy was advancing at
speed.

Donaseld saw the danger, lost his smile, and leaped from the raft into the water.
He hauled his horse after him, then Evarin's, and finally picked up the Sunrunner
bodily and threw him across a saddle. Donaseld mounted, grabbed Evarin's reins,
and they were off as fast as he dared, with the half-conscious faradhi slung over
the horse's back.

Andry turned to Gerwen. "You ride with me for Goddess Keep. The others can
draw them off and meet up with us later. Quickly!"

There was an instant of hesitation, but Andry had been right to count on the
authority of his rings. That perhaps there was some influence attached to him
through his kinship to Rohan and Pol received grudging acknowledgment, but at
this point he didn't much care. He needed their obedience and how he got it was
unimportant. Perhaps the fact that he called Fire to the raft and it went up in
unnaturally fierce flames had something to do with it, as well.

"Right," said Gerwen. "Donaseld will take good care of your physician, my Lord.
Fendal, Kersion, Zadeen, take the north road to that ford at the Kadar."

Andry didn't wait to watch. He galloped off, with Gerwen right behind him on a
Radzyn gelding as swift as his own Tibaza. He never once looked back over his
shoulder to see how many were following him—a confidence instilled by absolute
faith in his father's horses. It was only when Gerwen called to him that he drew
rein.

"They've given up on us, my Lord."

He stroked his stallion's lathered neck. "I'll have a look," he said, and once again
wove strands of sunlight. Evarin and Donaseld were well away from the river; the
physician was now properly seated in his saddle, but had wrapped both arms
around his horse's neck, hanging on with grim determination. There was no
pursuit. Ten or twelve bearded men stood trapped on the river's west bank,
cursing and furious. But then a body floated past the burning raft, wearing Desert
blue. The face turned empty-eyed to the sky was that of Zadeen.

Andry followed the course of the river upstream to where it met the Kadar, then
traced the greater river to possible fordings. He was just in time to witness the
charge of six mounted soldiers. Fendal and Kersion could not risk swimming
their horses across now—arrows would bring them down all too easily. Andry
hesitated only an instant, then

called on the disciplines he himself had worked into a code of spells culled from
the Star Scroll.

It was hard work, doing it alone. He had to be careful to leave no chinks in places
he was accustomed to having others build for him while he supervised the whole.
But he did it, as Sioned had done something like it long ago, and at a distance
much greater than this. He wove the ros'salath in the space between the
oncoming charge and the two men who had turned to defend themselves.
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Had the situation been any less desperate, the sight might have been hilarious.
The enemy slammed up against the weaving as if it were an invisible stone wall.
Their beards parted in screams Andry could not hear, but could well imagine.
They fell from their stolen mounts and huddled on the ground with their arms
over their heads, still shrieking in horror at what they had seen and felt on
contact with that wall.

Fendal and Kersion, prepared to wield their swords in a fight for their lives,
instead saw their adversaries topple to the dirt screaming like terrified children.
Fendal was the first to recover, slapping his companion on the arm and digging
his heels into his horse's ribs. Andry hissed in frustration as the pair started
forward to finish off the helpless soldiers rather than doing the smart thing and
fording the river.

He had two choices: let the ros'salath fade, or let the two bump against it from the
inside. Some deep unexpected part of him cried out against being the indirect
cause of deaths— for through his skills he had rendered the enemy easy prey. It
was a thing forbidden ever since Lady Merisel's time, the most solemn vow a
Sunrunner swore. Andrade's face rose up in his memory, stern and implacable
and ready to condemn him if he shattered his promise.

But she was long dead. He was Lord of Goddess Keep now, and his was the right
to judge. Using his gifts he had killed bafore, destroying the man who had
murdered his twin brother Sorin. Surely this was even more justified. Andrade
would never even have guessed at the horrors Andry had seen that day.

And the choice the Medr'im made to fall upon and kill unhorsed men was none of
his doing. He was not responsible.

He allowed the woven spell to crumble, and did not stay to watch as the soldiers
were slaughtered. Instead he in-

formed Gerwen in terse syllables that Fendal and Kersion would shortly be
joining them.

The sunlight was thick with Sunrunners all that afternoon. While the light held,
news went forth from Goddess Keep and Radzyn to all courts and holdings with
faradh'im in residence, and to the itinerants who traveled the farther reaches
where settlements were few and far between. The concept of invasion was so
unthinkable that many simply foiled to react, and then refused to believe. But the
authority of High Princess Sioned, Prince Pol, and the Chief Steward of Goddess
Keep must ultimately be trusted. The incredible was accepted as true.

By sunset Sioned was so weary she could barely stand. The usual Sunrunner's
headache—a sensation that one's scalp had become too tight—had burgeoned
into a throb-bing agony in her brain from the inside out. She trudged into the
main hall of Radzyn Keep and winced as torchlight knifed into her eyes.

"Aunt Sioned!"

She barely recognized Daniv's voice, and certainly could not see him in the
painful blaze of the hall. He put his arm around her waist and helped her to a
chair. Sinking into it, she shut her eyes.

'Can I get you something? Wine? Food?" A new skull would be nice," she
whispered. Will I do instead?" asked Rohan from nearby.

one opened her eyes—a vast mistake. They watered uncontrollably, as if she wept
but was too exhausted to sob.
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"Daniv, go make her grace's chamber ready. You, my tove, are going to bed."
"Can't—too much to do—"

And plenty of people to do it. Don't even dream of arguing with me. Can you
climb the stairs, my feeble faradhi, or must I pretend I'm twenty-two again and
carry you?"

"You'd give yourself a spasm." The whole world was falling in around them, and
tomorrow or the next day they'd be in the middle of a battle, and still Rohan
could make her laugh. She squinted up at him, knuckling tears. His face was gray
with pallor, there were dark bruises beneath his eyes, and his shoulders slumped
with a weariness as profound as

her own. And yet—and yet there was about him that quality he had bequeathed to
Ms son: always shining, never tarnished, that mysterious brightness she loved so
much.

"Did Chay order every damned torch and candle in the place lit?" she
complained, wiping her eyes again. He helped her to her feet and they started
climbing the stairs.

"The halt leading the blind," said Pol from the landing. "I don't know which of
you I should offer to carry."

"Mind your manners, boy," Rohan said, "or I'll mend them at the point of my
dagger. You don't look all that blithe yourself."

Sioned peered through tear-tangled lashes. The stairs were darker than the
hallway below; she could see her son's face without fresh tears springing to her
eyes. Pol looked almost as bad as she felt. Still, as with the father, the shining of
him was undiminished. She wondered with a twinge of annoyance how in all
Hells they did it.

"I'd sleep for three days if I had any sense," Pol replied cheerfully. "But I didn't
inherit any and certainly never learned from your example." He came down to
lend an arm to each, walking between them, and Sioned found herself having to
make no effort at all in the climb.

Pol went on, "Radzyn port's empty, the masts and sails have been tossed, and
everyone with the least claim to knowledge of one has been given a sword or
bow." He hugged her tighter around the waist. "We're ready for them, Mother."
"And Meath? Have they all been rescued yet?"

"Soon. I don't envy them the sail—the wind's come up and it's getting blustery in
the channel. Here's your room. Beth sent food up a while ago."

Sioned sank onto the bed and kicked off her boots. "Oh, Daniv, snuff those
candles, please! My head is about to split wide open." Lying back, she stared up at
the carved and painted ceiling that darkened into strange shadows as the light
dimmed. "Is Tobin asleep?"

Daniv answered, "Lady Betheyn says she's fretful now that the sun's gone down.
She's been out Sunrunning like the rest of you."

"And now she's going to rest, like the rest of us," Pol said. "Cousin, come share a
cup with me before bed, if you would. I spoke to your father's Sunrunner earlier
and she gave me messages for you. Sleep well, Mother."

Sioned gave a sarcastic snort. "Oh, of course."

Rohan sat down on the bed, a cup of wine in one hand and a slice of bread
smeared with meat paste and cheese in the other. "Eat, drink, and don't argue."
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"I will if you will," she challenged.

They shared the meal slowly, silently. At last Rohan stood and pulled the light
quilt up from the foot of the bed. "Believe me, my lady, when I tell you that you
are going to rest. Chay says everything's coming along nicely, Pol's right when he
says we're ready, and Hollis is taking the moonlight watch, so you're unnecessary
until morning. You're much too intelligent to refuse to rest when things are so
well in hand."

"Don't patronize me," she said quietly, gazing up at him in the shadows. "I have
enough wit to know when things are desperate."

"They may become so," he admitted reluctantly. "But they aren't yet. All we can
do now is wait, Sioned. And remember, Radzyn is like Stronghold—neither has
ever fallen to any invader."

"But who are these people, Rohan? What do they want with us? I went to look for
myself and it makes no sense. They're not after spoils or riches or captives for
ransom. They're just destroying. If you'd seen what I have along the Faolain and
the Pyrme—"

"I thank the Goddess I have not." He drained the last of the wine down his throat
and sat beside her, holding her hand. "Sioned . . . there's nothing more we can do
tonight. And there aren't any answers. Not yet," He paused a moment, then asked
in a colorless voice, "Have you talked with the other faradh'im about defending
Radzyn?"

"If you mean about using spells from the Star Scroll —yes."

Rohan tightened his grip on her fingers. "If we stop the enemy here, we can
march east to reclaim what they've taken. Kostas will attack from the north, Tilal
from the west once he calls up his Ossetian army. If Volog's ships stay safe, we
can use them to retake Dorval."

"Tidy," she remarked. "I doubt they'll cooperate."

"One's enemy so rarely does. But what else can I do but make plans based on the
very little I know?"

"It gives you something to do," she murmured. "But we have a chance here,
Rohan. Tomorrow. I'm not talking

about military things. I mean that we can terrify them. With sorcery."

A breeze sneaked through the castle and ruffled the tapestries gathered at the
bedposts. Rohan pulled the velvet quilt closer around her shoulders. "What did
you have in mind?" he asked finally.

With a thought, she lit a few candles near the bed. "It needs three of us, according
to the Scroll. But that's only a ritual number."

"The diarmadh'im are very fond of three and its multiples," he mused. "They have
a third deity, don't they? The Nameless One, or something of the sort."

"Three is only ceremonial as far as I can tell. I could probably do it all by myself,
as I did when you fought Roelstra. But I'll have Hollis with me."

"Pol, too. I don't want him in the battle, Sioned."

"Neither do I. But it would be better to have him there than with me." She
hesitated. "We must be protected, you see. If iron pierced us while we worked ...
an arrow, a sword—"

"Ah. I'd forgotten. But surely it would be safer for him to be with you and Hollis,
surrounded by a wall of soldiers, than to ride into battle."
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"Not with you," she murmured.

He was silent.

"Rohan—"

He shrugged. "I swore not to use my sword again . . . and I'm too old for this sort
of thing. I felt that today, believe me. All the preparations—it was just like the
campaigns against the Merida and Roelstra. It should have made me feel young
again, shouldn't it? An old man reliving his youth. . . . But I felt a hundred years
old. Maybe a thousand."

"Promise me. Please."”

"Don't worry. Chay and I will direct things from the battlements. Or, rather, Chay
will direct and I'll stand there looking princely and confident. Which reminds me,
wherever you decide to work, everyone's got to be able to see you. My Sunrunner
Witch weaving her protective spells. It's an argument for having Pol with you—so
they're reminded of his power."

"But how do we keep a natural-born idiot from charging out to do battle?"

"It seems to me it's an even bet as to where he'd be safest. And whichever he
perceives as being more dangerous, that's -where he's sure to be." Rohan sighed
irritably. "He's never been to wat. I'm wa”etin” he'll behave 3& stupidly as I did
when I was eighteen and disguised myself

She sat up and regretted it as her head spun—regretted, too, the bitterness that
made her say, "Maybe we should have arranged a little war or two for him when
he was young, so he'd know what it's like."

"No. Neither he nor I needed those skills. I had Chay. He's got Maarken." Rohan
tucked one foot under him, careless of his dirty boots on the velvet. "Chay and I
will supervise from here while Maarken takes the field. AH you need do is gain us
some time and confusion."

"And fear."

"You can't protect us long, I know that. If it was something like Fire that you
could set and then not have to think about, that would be one thing. They aren't
going to give up and go home, Sioned. Not until we kill so many of them that
further battle is unprofitable. Give Maarken time to get the soldiers out and the
gates locked up tight again. Cause as much havoc as you can."”

"It's a pity we can't set those damned ships on fire."

He frowned. "What do you mean, 'can't'?"

"Meath told me he tried and failed at Graypearl. The sails just wouldn't light—not
with cold Fire or the kind that burns candles and torches."

"Another spell?" he guessed. "One against Sunrunner's Fire?"

"I don't even want to think about it. Andry believes they're Merida, doing
diarmadhi work. But if that's true, why have there been no spells?"

"Maybe it wasn't necessary until now. And maybe you're going to be in the kind of
battle Pol fought with Ruval."

Sioned watched his haunted eyes for a moment, then went into his arms and held
on tight. "I hate this," she whispered. "I want our life back the way it was. Today
when I saw Riverport—I wanted to run to you and tell you to make it right again,
to put the world back the way it should be—" But in the next instant she said,
"Listen to me—I sound like a spoiled child."

"I wanted to spoil you," he murmured, smoothing her
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hair "I wanted to make a life of beauty and grace, where we could love each other
in peace, and grow old and smug at what -we'd accomplished. \3p \mt\\ now 1
thought I haat) t

"Oh, love. ..."

~lil wasn't so damned tired, Yd make love to you so we could forget the last few
days and not have to think about what happens tomorrow."

"If  wasn't so damned tired, I'd take you up on it." She made an effort and
produced a reasonably honest chuckle. "I know you, azhrei. You don't care about
peace for anything but uninterrupted leisure for your lusts."

"I beg to differ," he responded, blue eyes shining again. "I have only one lust, not
several. Well," he amended, "it finds several modes of expression, but has only
one form— red-haired and green-eyed."

" 'Modes of expression'? Rohan," she protested as his fingers framed her face and
his lips brushed her cheeks and brow, "I thought we were exhausted!"

"Haven't you learned by now that you and I never do things the right way
around? We celebrated our marriage somewhat in advance of the event—why not
celebrate victory the day before we win it?"

"Do remind me sometime to lecture you on your improprieties," she murmured,
twining her arms around him.

But they neither celebrated nor slept that night, for only a short while later Daniv
shouted from the antechamber that contrary to expectations and their best
information, dragon-headed ships rode brisk night winds from Graypearl to
Radzyn.

Chapter Ten

In the spring of 705, Saumer of Isel informed his offspring that there would be
marriages with Volog of Kierst's children; who wed whom was up to them. The
two families were dutiful inheritors of a generations-old animosity; when his
vassals raided Kierstian lands, Saumer laughed and rewarded them handsomely;
Volog was equally gleeful and generous when his athr'im returned the favor. But
it had been strongly hinted by the new High Prince Rohan that they cease picking
away at one another's property. Because of his power, and because his princess
was not only a Sunrunner but Volog's cousin, Saumer accepted the inevitable —
though with very poor grace.

Obram, his heir, was obviously expected to marry the elder of Volog's daughters.
Being an amiable young man, he presented himself to Birani, said and did
everything pleasant and agreeable, and in 706 married her. The younger sister
was her father's favorite and the real prize, but she was too young for Obram.
Irony would have it that Alasen eventually wed Ostvel of Castle Crag, a man
twenty years her senior.

No one, not even Rohan, had realized that for all the bickering that went on, the
vast majority of people living along the border between the two princedoms got
along nicely and conducted trade honestly. Rohan had thought that peace had to
be built from the top down: that princes and lords must settle their differences
and impose their will on the common folk. Kierst-Isel taught him how wrong he
was. The islanders had been ready for peace long ago. It was their rulers who
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balked.

The marriage of Obram and Birani was the first step toward reconciling the
families. They turned out to like each

other, and were happy. He died tragically a mere five years later, without a son to
inherit Isel. Obram was mourned by both princedoms—Isel, which would have
been his, and Kierst, which had grown to value him for his goodness to their
gentle princess. And the two families' common grief was more unifying than any
decree of the High Prince. It was cruel that this should be true, but it was.
Hevatia of Isel had not had to think very long before deciding which princess
Volog's heir would marry. While Obram wooed Birani, she fixed Latham's regard
on herself. Her two sisters were prettier than she, but she had one quality that
Latham, possessing it himself, appreciated. She was ambitious.

At the Rialla of 698 she had looked over the men from whom she would Choose
her husband, and found none to her liking. Not even Rohan, who seemed weak
and foolish. In later years her mistake in judgment afforded her grim amusement.
Hevatia understood and admired the High Prince's tidiness of mind even while
resenting his use of her family to his own ends. It would have shocked her out of
five winters of her life had she known how ashamed he was of it; she never
noticed that no one had been similarly suborned since.

Being a young woman of ambition, she decided that Latham, and all that went
with him, would be hers. Love, or even compatibility, had nothing to do with it. It
helped that he was reasonably good-looking, possessed a tolerable degree of
charm, and was ambitious enough himself to value that in a wife. They struck a
bargain in the summer of 706, and at the Rialla of 707 were married, with all
princes witnessing as new bonds were forged between the formerly opposing
lands.

She did not love him, nor did he love her. She bore their first child, a son they
named Arlis, three years after their union. The next year, Obram died and Arlis
was heir to both princedoms. It was bitter fulfillment of an ambition neither
Latham nor Hevatia had ever dreamed of, but once it was fact it became
necessary to raise the boy with his future importance in mind.

Not only would Arlis rule the united island one day, but he was cousin to Sioned
and therefore to Pol. Other kinsmen were the princes of Syr and Ossetia. If only
through his relations, Arlis would one day be a very important man.

The parents agreed that their son's consequence must not depend on blood ties
alone. Latham trusted Rohan more than Hevatia did, but neither of them wished
to see Kierst-Isel become little more than the High Prince's vassal state. So Arlis
was trained to understand and enjoy princely power. There was no better way to
learn it than as Rohan's squire.

Until he was old enough to be fostered at Stronghold, Arlis spent every autumn at
Zaldivar. Hevatia's two unmarried sisters doted on him; his grandfather Saumer
spoiled him disgracefully. Hevatia never had the heart to chide them. True, she
had to spend part of every year mending his ways, but he was a good-natured
child and soon understood that what was permissible at Grandsir's was not a
good idea around his parents.

If Obram's death united the families in sorrow, Arlis united them in love. Volog
was only a trifle annoyed when Hevatia Named her second son after her father.
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At young Saumer's birth hi 720, she was thirty-eight and could reasonably expect
that she was done with childbearing—and creditably so, having produced an heir
and a spare, as the saying went. But three years later she had the shock of her life.
Not at the birth of her daughter Alathiel, but at the circumstances that produced
it.

After sixteen years of marriage, her husband had fallen in love with her.

This confused Hevatia and embarrassed her profoundly. She could not imagine
what had caused this aberration in a man she thought she knew inside out. She
had grown no prettier; she showed him no special favor; she encouraged his new
attentions not at all. They had evolved a comfortable relationship based on their
children, their duties, their expectations for the future, and respect for each
other's privacy. Each enjoyed a few brief, discreet dalliances through the years,
with the usual understanding between civilized persons of high rank that any
children Hevatia bore would be Latham's, and any sired by him on other women
would be raised away from court. It was eminently practical, agreeable to both,
and paid tribute to two rational minds.

But suddenly he shared her bed more nights than not, and, after the necessary
number of gestational days, Alathiel was born.

And then something truly shocking took place. She found herself in love with her
husband.

At eighteen, falling violently in love was as natural as breathing. At her age, it was
ludicrous. At least, this was how she viewed her feelings at first. After a time,
though, she didn't care if she made a fool of herself in front of the whole court
and the island's entire population lined up to watch.

That autumn of 737, Hevatia and Latham celebrated the thirtieth year of their
union, with ample cause for rejoicing. Arlis had succeeded his grandsire Saumer
as Prince of Isel, was married to a charming girl, and had children of his own.
Young Saumer was squire to Prince Kostas and would one day rule the important
holding of Port Adni, which on Lord Narat's recent death had reverted to Kierst.
Alathiel at fourteen was smart, pretty, and the light of all eyes—especially those of
her aged grandfather Volog. She was with her aunt Alasen at Castle Crag, learning
about the management of vast estates in anticipation of the holding or princedom
she would help rule someday, for none doubted that she would make a splendid
marriage.

At the celebration banquet, an old joke was dredged up by a minstrel: "Their
graces are celebrating fifteen years of happy marriage—and fifteen out of thirty
isn't bad!" They laughed heartily over that; for them, it was true.

While Graypearl and Riverport and Seahold burned that autumn night, Latham
took Hevatia to a little cove some ten measures up the coast, where a cottage had
been readied with every luxury. They had just fallen asleep after making love
when stout boards were nailed across the door and windows. They never saw the
men who swarmed ashore from longboats, or the dragon-headed ships anchored
in New Raetia's harbor. They never knew of the battle, never rejoiced when the
enemy was driven back onto the beaches and took flight for their ships. Latham
and Hevatia burned to death in their huge, soft feather bed.

It had been Baisal of Faolain Lowland's lifelong dream to build a stone keep. For
services to Rohan and Sioned in the war with Roelstra, he had been granted his
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wish. He had lived to see the completion of the outer walls and inner towers, and
on his deathbed made his elder son and heir, Baisath, promise to finish the castle
exactly as he had envi-

sioned it. This Baisath had done, but he added an embellishment of his own. A
great admirer of moats, the new athri had made it his business to dig one around
the magnificent new keep, wide enough to make a perfect mirror for golden-
brown stone formed into airy spires.

The broad wreath of water was practical as well as pretty. At harvest time, river
and moat were undammed so that fresh, swift water could do its cleansing work;
the moat was naturally the destination of all the keep's refuse, and into it the
middens emptied all year long. During the torrential rains of 727, Baisath and his
family watched with held breath as the moat overflowed the dam and the fringe
of grassy ground around the walls disappeared underwater. Even the narrow
cobbled road leading halfway across the moat to the drawbridge vanished.
Scraping up the mud left behind took all spring.

The annual cleansing rush of the river was never allowed to rise so high. When
Mirsath led the refugees from Riverport to the castle the day after the invasion
began, the water to either side of the causeway was a tidy three handspans from
the edge—deep enough to deter a mediocre swimmer, but simplicity itself for a
man on horseback.

Mirsath noted this with dull eyes. He must do something about it, he told himself.
He was the new Lord of Faolain Lowland. His father was dead at Riverport with
all his family, but for his cousin Karanaya, who rode with him, and his brother
Idalian, safe at Balarat in Firon. Rage and grief and fear had sustained him
through the wild night's ride from the burning town, but now that he was home
his strength had run out. The resident Sunrunner, Johlarian, caught him as he
toppled from his saddle.

"We heard," thefaradhi said simply. "I've ordered everyone inside the walls, and
everything that can be done is being done, my lord. No one will grudge you some
sleep. I'll wake you at sunset."

Mirsath hobbled up the steps of the manor house, leaning on Johlarian's bulky
shoulder. The glancing blow on his left leg had long since stopped bleeding, but
the wound and the muscles around it had stiffened.

"I could sleep for days," the young man admitted. "Goddess, you've no idea what
it was like—" Gulping back the memory, he glanced around distractedly as they
entered the hall. "Karanaya?"

"Attended by your mother's women." Instantly the Sunrunner regretted
mentioning Lady Michinida. "Lie down, my lord, and rest," he said even more
gently, and steered the stumbling athri into a guest chamber off the main hall.
Suddenly horizontal, Mirsath gave in to exhaustion and shock, and slept.
Johlarian watched his slumber for a few moments, grieving for his new lord and
his old one dead at Riverport. There would be more deaths soon. The handful of
guards Mirsath had brought with him, combined with a second handful resident
here, plus the two hundred or so castle retainers and farmers, would be no fit
match for the army he had glimpsed on sunlight at the High Princess' bidding.
Sighing, thefaradhi left the tiny chamber and found a kitchen boy to stand guard
over his new lord's sleep.
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Karanaya stood before the empty hearth in the hall, draining a wine cup. She was
still in her betrothal finery, but it was a sorry mess after the frantic ride. Her
yellow silk gown was in shreds from the knees down, expensive lace in tatters.
She'd lost one gold earring and the matching armband in the crush of fear-crazed
people left far behind. But she was wide awake, feverishly angry, and when she
caught sight of the Sunrunner threw the empty cup to the floor.

"What's been done in our defense?" she demanded. "Don't tell me to go collapse
like my cousin, either. He earned it by fighting our way free last night. I did
nothing but sit a horse. Tell me what's going on here, faradhi.”

Johlarian had never been an intimate of the family. Having been trained by Lady
Andrade in aloof impartiality, isolation had never bothered him. He reported
what he knew and what he saw, but never what he thought.

The lady heard him out, and swore under her breath. "All the farmers within the
walls. . . . Goddess, we're going to be cramped." Then, sharply: "What did they
bring with them?"

Johlarian blinked. "Why—I couldn't really say, my lady. Their household goods, I
suppose. Anything they don't want to lose."

"In other words, their best cook pots but nothing to put in them! Does no one
understand we'll have to survive a siege?"

The Sunrunner cleared his throat. "My lady ... I think it unlikely."

"Survival, or a siege? Or both?" Not waiting for his answer, she beckoned to a
guard wearing Riverport's colors. "Come with me," she said, and Johlarian could
do nothing but follow in perplexed worry as she marched out into the courtyard,
collecting men and women to her with imperious gestures.

"Strip every bit of food from your cottages and every blanket from your beds. And
hurry up about it!" Johlarian stared at her. She turned to him and added, "And
once we're done, faradhi, you're going to Fire the stubble in the fields. The enemy
will find no living off this land."

"My lady—I cannot do that without an order from Lord Mirsath!"

Her pale blue-gray eyes were the color of flint. "Did I tell you what they did to our
faradhil They cut off his fingers and threaded his rings through their beards as
decorations. While he watched and bled to death."

No one had ever threatened Johlarian, obliquely or otherwise, in his life.
Sunrunners were always treated with the most scrupulous dignity and respect.
He gulped back nausea and nodded obedience.

"I'm glad we understand each other. But understand something else, faradhi.
Whatever is required of you, you will do. If rny cousin or I tell you to call Fire, you
will do so at once. Whatever we order, you will perform. I don't care a damn for
your oaths or your vows and I especially don't care what Lord Andry would say.
You will obey, or you will be given to the enemy and your rings will shine from
their ugly faces."

She strode away, calling for the drawbridge to be lowered. Johlarian stood in
shock for some moments, trying to tell himself she was overwrought and didn't
mean it. She meant it. Every word.

He trudged up to the top of the curtain wall, waiting in dull misery for her signal.
If invasion was inconceivable, a Sunrunner coming to harm was unthinkable.
Both had occurred yesterday. He had thought that when the keep fell, as it
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inevitably must, he would be spared and could bargain for as many lives as
possible. That was part of the rules of war. Haunted by the vision of a faradhi
slaughtered and defiled, he stared blankly out at the shorn fields, beginning to
understand that in this war, there were no rules.

Karanaya's frightened little army marched back to the

castle leading sheep and goats and pigs, and laden with blankets crammed with
food. She raised her arm to signal Fire. He summoned his energies and set a blaze
in the stubble for a square measure all around.

"Spare our homes!" someone cried piteously from the courtyard below. And when
Karanaya joined him on the walls, she confirmed the plan—but not for the
reasons the peasants wished.

"When they come, and look into the cottages, you will call Fire to them and burn
them inside." When he took an involuntary step back in horror, she gave him a
grim smile. "Your rings are at present secure on your fingers, faradhi— and your
fingers are securely attached to your hands."

"Yes, my lady," he whispered.

A south wind blew at moonrise, and the enemy positioned their great square sails
to take advantage of it, skimming straight across the channel toward Radzyn port.
Chadric and Audrite stood at the prow of the ship Chay had sent to rescue them,
watching white enemy sails fill.

"As if the Father of Storms exhaled on purpose to take them there," fumed the
captain. "We can't risk it, your grace. My Sea Spinner is fast, but she can't outrun
them."

"Whitecliff?" Audrite suggested, but the man shook his head.

"Lord Maarken's holding has no harbor. We can't put in at the Faolain, nor
anywhere along the southern coast." He eyed Meath, who was prone on the deck
with his head in Alleyn's lap. "Pity your faradhi isn't up to taking a look—or to
warning Radzyn. I've never seen any of them caught so bad with it, not even Lord
Maarken. We'll have to go back around your island and north to Tiglath. It's not
much of a port, but at least there's no word of enemy landings."

"They came upon Graypearl from the north," Audrite said, frowning. "Surely
they'll have patrols along the coast."

"I doubt it, your grace. It's my thought that they came in three fleets—one at the
Faolain, one for Kierst-Isel, and a third for Graypearl and Radzyn."

Chadric nodded. "There's little to be had by seizing Tiglath. The way is shorter
and easier to Dragon's Rest and Stronghold from the Faolain."

"Exactly. No sand to hinder them." He snapped his fingers and a boy came
running out of the moonlit darkness. "A warm cloak for her grace, at once. Her
own is soaked through."

"Is it?" Audrite looked down at her bedraggled wrap. "From last night, I
suppose." Shrugging, she looked once again at the huge ships crossing the ink-
and-silver sea. If only Meath had recovered and gotten word to Radzyn earlier. If
only the wind had allowed the Sea Spinner to arrive yesterday evening instead of
well after dark. If only their second boat had not been pierced by wave-hidden
rocks on landing at the Small Islands, forcing them to make two trips out to
Chay's ship instead of one. Then at least they would have been at Radzyn by now.
As it was, they could not even signal the keep that the enemy would arrive sooner
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than expected. Shivering, she thanked the boy for the thick wool cloak, and as she
exchanged it for her sodden one she met her husband's gaze.

"Chay knows what's what when it comes to fighting," Chadric said. "Radzyn has
never fallen."

She managed to smile, tried to match his confidence— forced though she knew it
to be. "I don't give a damn if that idiot son of yours is past forty and taller than I
am. When I catch up with him, I'll blister his behind for that trick he played.”
"My son, eh?"

She nodded and turned her head from him to hide sudden tears, knowing that if
she said another word, it would come out as a sob.

Chadric pulled her tight against him as the ship came around and headed out to
sea. It would be a long voyage to Tiglath, and a tense one—for there might still be
enemy ships waiting and there could be no news of family and friends with Meath
incapacitated by seasickness. Fear and isolation and aloneness lay ahead, and
awful uncertainty.

"About my son," Chadric said.

"Yes?" She was relieved that her voice held reasonably steady.

"If you're intent on taking him across your knee—TI'll hold your cloak."
"But—they're beautiful," Pol whispered.

"Instruments of destruction usually are," Rohan mused. "Swords, knives . . . the
elegant balance of a well-made ax, the perfect curve of a scythe. ..."

They watched the dragon-headed ships make stately progress toward shore, and
in Radzyn Keep there was a sudden, breathless silence. Beautiful the ships
certainly were, gilded with the first pale glow of a cloudy dawn. Gorgeously
painted heads rose from long, curving necks, winged sails arching in the wind.
"Azhdeen saw them," Pol said, still marveling at the magnificence of the enemy
ships. "I didn't believe him. Are you sure we can't burn their ships with
Sunrunner's Fire, Mother?"

Sioned didn't look up from lacing her quilted velvet tunic. "Meath says not."
"Even if we could," Rohan told him, "I would forbid it."

Pol stared at his father just as everyone else was doing— everyone but Chay, who
nodded in quiet agreement. "Why?" Pol exclaimed.

"Do you want them here forever?" Rohan's eyes were bleak.

Chay said, "Without ships, they can't go home. We'd have to hunt down and kill
every single one of them. Without ships, they must stay and fight to their last
soldier—and possibly ours, too."

Rohan sighed. "Goddess alone knows what they covet here, or why. But if we
spare some of the ships, the common soldiers will see there's a way to go back,
and once enough of them start dying. ..." He shrugged. "I will allow you your Fire,
Pol. But not against the ships."

"Then let's try the landing boats. Hollis, you take the ones in the rear. Maarken—"
Their stricken faces stopped him. "What is it? What's wrong?"

"I can't," Hollis whispered. "People would die."

"Your Sunrunner oath? Is that it? You were eager enough to learn the Star Scroll
spell—a thing outlawed years ago!"

Hollis stood her ground. "Rohan and Sioned gave permission —or you never
would have been allowed to teach it."
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"You can't be serious! How can you scruple to use everything we've got against
these people? You saw what they did at Seahold and Riverport—"

Maarken circled his wife with one protective arm. "We

made a vow, Pol. So did Sioned. The ros'salath, that we will help you do. But not
this."

Incredulous, Pol began another protest. But his father interrupted. "Leave be.
They swore an oath."

"Honor makes a wonderful shield against swords and arrows!" Pol snapped. "You
may have sworn, but I didn't." He extended both hands, cloak billowing and rings
glinting dully in the thin light. Sunrunner's Fire sprouted from the lead boat, then
the ones behind it, flames that ran eagerly over wood. A cheer went up from the
walls of Radzyn as the Sunrunner Prince worked.

But the dragon ships continued on their graceful course, while their hatchlings
trailed tails of Fire like the homeless stars that sometimes fled through the night
sky.

"Those burn," Pol muttered. "Perhaps Meath didn't try hard enough." And he
directed Fire against the sails.

One sail became a sheet of Fire—but did not burn. All he accomplished was to
make the ship even more terrifying: a dragon ablaze, like the one his mother was
said to have conjured long ago.

Shock rippled through the group assembled on the battlements. Sioned stepped
forward as Pol's hands fell to his sides. "Let me," she said, and fixed her fierce
green gaze on the sails.

"So much for oaths," Pol muttered.

A greater Fire raged, angry red instead of Pol's deep golden blaze, but with the
same result. Murmurings threaded through the sudden silence, dark whispers
countered by a single bright hiss as Chay drew from its tooled scabbard the sword
that had not tasted blood for the length of Pol's life.

"I swore an oath, too," he said. "I ask my prince to release me from it."

Rohan's answer was slow in coming. But after a time, after he searched his
friend's quicksilver gray eyes, he unsheathed the blade he carried, borrowed from
Chay's armory—shining, lethal, beautiful. "I release us both."

Pol forgot anger and humiliating failure. Standing before him were the architects
of his peaceful, pretty life at Dragon's Rest—men he worshiped, men he wanted to
emulate— men who now held swords with the easy assurance of trained warriors
and the sorrow of awakened dreamers.

They were too old for war. Lean and fit as they still were, with the swords
comfortable—too comfortable—in their

hands, yet Rohan was sixty and Chay nearly seventy. Where once their coloring
had contrasted, golden and dark, now they were both silver. For the first time
Pol's throat was gripped by fear. They were too old for this. It should not be
happening, not to them. We've lost before it has begun, Pol thought. Whatever
happens, we've lost something they spent their lives building—Father, I'll get it
back for you, I promise!

The old friends gazed into each other's eyes for a few more moments,
acknowledging between themselves everything Pol had been thinking. Then each
turned to his son.
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Nothing was said. But Maarken straightened as if his father had given an order,
and, beckoning to the commander of the guard, vanished down the stairs. Pol
followed his mother and Hollis to a vantage point at the side of the tower.

Hollis surveyed the beaches, her voice as calm as ever. "We'll wait for full sunrise.
The clouds should blow away soon on this wind."

Pol watched his father and uncle, who stood side by side, together as they had
always been. Grief had not left their faces, but Pol was startled to see something
fierce and feral in their eyes. Old they might be, but beneath the serenity of age
were two young men who had bathed their hands in enemy blood. This was what
won wars, this elemental anger. Pol did not know whether to feel ashamed or
relieved that he could find none of it within himself. He knew only sadness and
pain, and a terrible weariness.

Far from Radzyn, on a lonely stretch of Ossetian road between the Pyrme and
Kadar rivers, Andry and his escort of Medr'im were awake and in the saddle at
dawn. It was cold, gray, the kind of morning Sunrunners hated, for it rendered
their skills useless. Which was undoubtedly why the enemy had chosen autumn
as their season for invasion, Andry told himself. Still, with rain there could be no
battles or advances through downpour and mud. Which was undoubtedly why
the strike up from the coast had been so sudden and so deadly. And why they
sought to take the Faolain River to cut off help to the Desert—where it rained
perhaps once in a hundred years. Autumn and winter could be brutally cold on
the Long Sand, but ground could be

covered and castles taken. If Radzyn fell, and Faolain Lowland with it, a token
force could be left in the south to hold it secure and the bulk of the army could be
moved to the Desert before the heaviest rains.

Andry had glimpsed Lowland before moonset the night before. The enemy had
spent a day making sure Riverport was utterly destroyed, every home and shop
and warehouse and inn up in smoke. And where is Brenlis, in all this horror? he
asked himself again, shaking inside. Hidden away somewhere, little love? Find
me, and soon, for I cannot find you—

Soon the enemy would be at Lowland. It was already shut up tight, fields
blackened by Sunrunner's Fire. The drawbridge was up, the moat overflowing.
That puzzled Andry until he saw that the sluice gates to the river had been
demolished to let the water rise. All well and good—but if the enemy could not get
in, neither could the defenders get out to harass troops Andry knew must soon
invade the Desert. A small force left behind could ensure Lowland's isolation
while the main army marched past. Even so, at least Lowland would be denied
them as a staging area.

Though they rode west, Andry's thoughts continually turned eastward to Radzyn.
He would not be able to see things for himself until the sun finally made its
appearance. If he was lucky and the Goddess was good to him today, the clouds
might blow off in a strengthening wind by midmorning.

/ should be there. I should be at my father's castle, giving the only help I can
offer. Sioned had worked at a colossal distance to shield Rohan during his battle
with Roelstra— almost the same number of measures as to Radzyn from here—
but she had had help. She had seized the strength of every Sunrunner she could
find, from Tobin at her side at Skybowl to Andrade and Urival and even Pandsala
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at the combat scene. Andry had no one but himself. It galled him to admit it, but
there was nothing he could do—not at this distance, not alone.

So he rode west while his heart and mind yearned east, and cursed the clouds
that kept him helpless.

Alleyn stroked Meath's thick hair and tried to screen the hot sun from his face.
Her grandmother had told her to try

and get thefaradhi to drink a little, but it was a losing battle against water-
sickness. Alleyn didn't see why the element that had felled him should revive him,
in any case. There wasn't any logic to it.

Audran came with a dipper filled from the fresh water barrels. "Is he any better?"
"No, and not likely to be until he's on land again." Angling Meath's heavy head,
she helped her brother pour water down his throat. He moaned and coughed, but
kept it down,

"Why didn't you let me tell him?" Audran whispered.

"He's got more to worry about than us," Alleyn snapped. She settled Meath in her
lap again and glared at Audran. "Besides, maybe we just imagined it. We're not
Sunrunners. Nobody in our family is a Sunrunner."

"I didn't imagine anything!" he retorted. "I felt it and so did you!"

"Hush up!" she hissed. "Who cares, anyway? If we can't make it to Tiglath, it's not
going to matter if we're Sunrunners or sorcerers or both—or neither! And
anyway, I don't see you getting sick."

"Not everybody does. Maybe we're special." Audran scowled and looked as if he'd
pursue the subject, but his sister's fierce blue eyes stopped him. He gulped,
lowered his gaze and mumbled, "I wonder where Papa and Mama are."

"I don't know," Alleyn said, her voice quivering a little. "But whatever you do,
don't say anything to Grandsir. Or about what happened with us, either."

"He'd only worry," Audran sighed. But he squinted up at the sun with a
speculative expression on his face anyway.

Pol forced himself to relax, allowing his mother to guide his strength into the
weaving of the ros'salath. As he submitted, all information from his outer senses
faded away. He knew there were shouts and battle cries, wind whipping his face
and hair, salt spray stinging his nose, enemy troops wading ashore from the small
boats, the lingering taste of blood in his mouth where he'd bitten his lip at his
mother's first commanding touch. But all he really knew was the feel of her
colors, strong and sharp. And for the second time in his life he recognized the
difference between the faradhi gift

and that of the diarmadh'im. That it indeed was the second time confused him.
Sioned had told him once that it was like pressing one's hand to its exact match
on the other side of a thin mesh screen: alike yet never touching. He hadn't felt
that when fighting Ruval nine years ago, but now he knew what she meant. As
she drew what she needed from him, he imagined one of the hands turning to
clasp hers, while Hollis held onto Sioned's other hand with both of her own. But
try as he might, Pol could not make the image of that second, different hand
reach and grip and give of that other strength.

Stop that. You're distracting me.

He let the mental picture dissolve and concentrated on the colors whirling
around him, in him. Sioned, Hollis, himself—a whole bright rainbow of jewel
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tints that threaded around and through each other to form a complex pattern.
Usually Sunrunners likened their colors to a stained glass window, unique to each
person. It was the easiest way to explain the inexplicable to a non-faradki mind.
But it wasn't that simple (he could hear his father's dry voice telling him that
nothing was ever that simple). Patterns in colored glass, woven tapestry threads,
sun and shadow on water—shifting subtly throughout life, changing with mood or
stress, but always the same.

Pol gave himself over to Sioned's skill, curious at his lack of amazement. He was
sure he had never felt anything like this before—as if he no longer had a body, as
if everything he was had concentrated in the strange and beautiful thing she had
made of herself and him and Hollis.

But to some deeper part of him, it was oddly familiar. And that other hand, the
one that belonged to the sorcerer, turned its palm to show him a single gold coin.
On it was his grandfather's profile: High Prince Roelstra. There was no similarity
between them, no cant or contour that linked him to his blood-mother's sire. But
all at once the face of gold turned, took on the colors and shadows of living flesh—
and the leaf-green eyes laughed at him, eyes the color of his own in certain lights,
or when he wore certain clothes.

He felt no fear of this man. But it was an eerily familiar face that grinned at him
now, a face from his own memories. And that was impossible.

The hand closed over the gold coin with its living face, clenched into a fist raised
as if to strike him for rejecting the

vision. He couldn't help it—he claimed his other hand, the faradhi part of him,
and tried to break through the finely woven screen, smash that fist into oblivion.
Or lace his fingers with it, and become whole.

The idea flashed and was gone so fast that he barely knew it had formed. In his
shock he felt sick, rent in pieces, as if the very thought of wholeness shattered
him. The colors surrounding him fragmented, paled to shards of acid rime,
needles of white slicing into his brain. The blankness of his physical being was
now an agony of sensation having nothing to do with the logic of reality. He could
hear whiteness, smell cold, taste lightning.

"Pol!"

Opening his eyes, he winced at shreds of sunlight. Hollis knelt beside him.

"Talk to me," she ordered.

He coughed, sat up, and wondered when he had fallen to the stones. "Everything
still works—1I think." He reclaimed one hand and rubbed his forehead. "Goddess
in glory—my head's about to split open." Then he looked around. "Mother!" She
lay senseless nearby, pale and spent.

Hollis soothed him with a touch and a tired smile. "She'll be all right—I have her
word on it. She told me so after she finished stitching us both back together." She
flung her thick, tawny-gold braid back over one shoulder. "I'll take care of her.
Your father wants you downstairs. Hurry."

"But what happened?"

"I think we lost you, or most of you, and then I had the impression of ... of
swords." She paused to compose herself. "I've felt it before—only that time, it was
a knife. I think they used iron against the ros'salath, Pol. Cut into it with swords."
She attempted to help him up; they ended by helping each other, neither steady
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enough to stand alone just yet. "When you can, go to your father and Chay. Don't
worry about Sioned. I'll make sure she's safe."

"Iron—" He swallowed hard. "You felt this before? When?"

"When Pandsala died."

He remembered the agony of it, and his mother's frantic work patterning the
colors of a score of stricken faradh'im. But he also remembered that while iron
was fatal poison to Sunrunners, it had a lesser effect on sorcerers. Like him.
Diarmadh'im could work around it—painfully, but they could

function. He had not. He had simply fallen apart. "I failed again, then," he said
bitterly.

"You couldn't know. None of us knew. It's not in the Star Scroll."

He'd forgotten Hollis was there—Hollis, who knew nothing about the true source
of his power. "Damn Lady Merisel to all Hells! She must have known—yet she
wrote nothing!"

"As with other things, perhaps she thought it too dangerous."

"She was fond of making other people's decisions for them." He tried out his legs,
found them reasonably useful, and glanced over the walls. It seemed he'd be
feeding his sword fresh blood today after all. With a last worried look at his
mother, he ran headlong for the stairs, and forgot to wonder why submission to
her weaving felt so familiar.

"Listen to them," Chay muttered. "Listen to their battle cry. Andry was right—
Goddess help us, he was right."

The shout went up again from the enemy ranks: "Diar-madh'im!" It echoed off
the eight towers of Radzyn Keep, all the way up to where Chay and Rohan stood
watching the battle. Rohan wanted to put his hands over his ears to shut it out.
They bellowed as if they had but one voice—and the discipline this implied was
confirmed by the efficiency of the assault.

"As if it was the name of their lord, or their keep," Chay went on. "The way our
people are shouting,'Radzyn' and 'Azhrei' and our names."

"Maarken's breaking through," Rohan said, pointing to the wedge of mounted
warriors slamming into enemy foot soldiers.

"That horse's ass—if he's not careful, they'll circle around and—" Chay ground his
teeth, then beckoned to Daniv. "Run down and have my horse saddled, quick!
And get me thirty riders—"

"Don't bother," Rohan interrupted. "Maarken's following the plan, Chay.
Reinforcements are right behind. He won't be cut off."

Chay squinted and gave a snort of laughter. "In other words, he doesn't need the
old man galloping up to his rescue! I don't know whether to be proud or
disappointed.”

Rohan divided his attention between glancing over his

shoulder at the stairwell door and peering anxiously down at the fray. With the
collapse of the ros'salatk, he had been expecting Pol to show up in one place or
the other—and went a little weak-kneed when the young man finally arrived at
his side.

"I'm sorry, Father—we failed," he panted. "They used iron—slashed right through
it. It's a wonder we aren't all dead."

"It's no wonder magic is forbidden to Sunranners in combat," Chay said.
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"Damn—there's that word again. Magic. I'm beginning to sound like my son."
Rohan suddenly remembered what Chay had said earlier. "What did you mean,
'Andry was right'?"

"He knew," Chay muttered, looking anywhere but at Rohan and Pol. "Saw this in
some sort of vision. You know how I feel about faradhi seeings—"

"He knew. And said nothing, except to you." Pol's voice was lethally quiet.

"I should have believed him. It was my fault you weren't told. Don't blame him,
Pol." Chay glanced at him then, with an expression as close to pleading as would
ever appear on his face.

Pol was silent. Rohan pulled in a deep breath and, against all his protective
instincts, said, "Arm yourself, Pol. Maarken needs you."

"I might as well go someplace I can do some good—or harm, as the case may be!"
The deadly glitter in his eyes found an object that was not Andry, which had been
Rohan's purpose. "I'll order Dannar up here—keep him with you. He's too young
for this."

"And we are too old," Chay murmured when Pol had left them. "But if they can't
push these bastards back onto the beach soon, our swords may drink today after
all, Rohan."

Maarken had taken no wounds of any note—a slice here, a shallow puncture
there—and he was only a little tired. But he knew the battle would have to be won
soon. His right wrist, crushed in combat eighteen years ago, throbbed with pain.
He had exercised it assiduously, making sure it was as strong as it ever would be
again, but despite skilled physicians the broken bones had never mended
properly. He

could move his wrist certain ways but not others—and sword-play demanded
supple joints, especially in the wrist. He had accounted for more than his share of
enemy dead, but muscles and tendons shrieked at the ill-usage. He could feel the
wrist swelling inside his gauntlet. He figured he was good for a little while yet, but
not much longer.

So it was all very simple. He had to win in order to get the wrist iced before it was
damaged beyond help and crippled him forever. He could not swing his sword
two-handed when on horseback, so he jumped off and, with a battle roar of
"Radzywnn!", led his troops forward.

Within moments his leather battle-harness was slick with blood. A dark-eyed
warrior with a score of gold beads threaded through his beard managed to cut
into Maarken's forearm, and the damaged wrist soon went numb. He still had the
strength of his upper arm and shoulder. So he wrapped his left hand around his
right to keep it steady, and hacked his way through five more bearded soldiers.
Screams, battle cries, calls for help, and the almighty crash of steel on steel
deafened Maarken now that he was down here in the thick of things, rather than
above it on his horse. He fought better on foot; proficient as a mounted knight,
his real talent was face-to-face combat with a sword.

But this couldn't go on much longer. The first attack had come at dawn. It was
now noon. The battle had gone pretty much as Chay had expected, the sheer
numbers of the enemy more or less matched by the Radzyn defenders' knowledge
of the terrain—and the, fact that it was their land they were righting for. But
casualties were mounting on both sides. Maarken groaned when he saw the
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corpse of the young woman who had taught his children how to ride. There were
others he recognized—too many. This couldn't go on much longer.

"Maarken!"

He took care of his current opponent and swung around at the sound of Pol's
voice. His cousin was on horseback, cutting a swath through the enemy line to
Maarken's left— doing a damned good job of it, too. He reined his big golden
stallion around toward Maarken.

"Get up here behind me—we can get clear and call Fire!"

"No!" A hiss over his shoulder warned him just in time; he whirled, gutted the
swordsman, and shouted to Pol, "I kill with my sword, not with my rings!"

"You idiot!"

And nearby three enemy soldiers became living torches.

"Stop it, now!" Maarken bellowed. "You'll get yourself killed!"

Suddenly the bearded warriors gave another roar of "Diarmadh'im!" Maarken
had no time to think. He fought for his life as wave after wave swept down on him
inexorably as a storm-tide.

He collided with a horse and someone grabbed his arm to steady him. He looked
up into Pol's face, half-hidden by his helm.

"You don't have a choice this time—climb on!"

His cousin's strong arm hauled him up. It wasn't until he was perched behind the
saddle, his legs at an awkward angle, that he realized his thigh hurt like all Hells.
Pol pivoted the stallion and rode for the rear of their lines. Maarken hacked at a
few enemy heads along the way with his left hand—and pushed his numb right
fist into the bleeding wound just above his knee.

Some of the enemy had advanced nearly to Radzyn's walls, a knot of them
assaulting the main gate, repulsed by arrows and kettles of boiling water from
above. Pol galloped for a postern gate. It opened, Pol reined in, and Maarken
slipped from the horse into his father's arms.

"Pol! Come back here!" Chay yelled.

But Pol was gone in a thunder of hooves back to the battle.

"Where are you hurt? Maarken, talk to me!"

With Chay's help, he limped inside the gate, heard it slam shut behind them and
the iron bolts slide home. The passage through the thick walls was black as pitch;
Maarken conjured a finger-flame to light their way.

"A couple of scratches, and this damned gouge in my leg. Nothing serious,
Father—just enough to take me out for a while," he added angrily.

"For the duration—on my order," Chay growled. "I was watching. When you
loosed your horse, I thought you'd gone down."

Maarken laughed in genuine amusement as they climbed the inner stairs. "Your
son? You not only insult me, you insult yourself!"

They gained an inner chamber and Chay left him in Sioned's care. She looked
ghastly pale, but her fingers were

sure and steady as she tended Maarken's wounds. "You didn't happen to see that
imbecile I'm married to, did you?" she asked as she worked.

"Rohan's out there?"

"He and your father were protecting each other's backs. Then Chay saw your
horse running free—and making free with his hooves along the way, I might add.
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How do you train those brutes, Maarken? Set them to knocking down
inconvenient trees?"

A well-trained horse could take a man's head off with its hooves as surely as a
whetted blade in a strong warrior's hand. Radzyn horses were very well-trained.
Sioned knew that as well as anyone. She was talking to hide her fear.

"Father must be back with him by now." He flexed his wrist, which had been
wrapped in cold cloths, and hid a wince behind a grin. "He's pretty quick for an
old man."

"Say that to his face, you impudent child." She tightened the bandage on his thigh
until he yelped. "There. It'll heal up just fine. But you're through for the day. Let's
go see what's brewing outside."

She gave him a slim wooden stick to lean on and accompanied him across the
courtyard. Horses crowded there thick as ripening grain, for every animal not
needed to carry a soldier had been herded within the walls, The courtyard, big
enough to encircle Maarken's whole house at Whitecliff, seemed shrunken. Once
atop the walls, they looked down on the battle in silence for some time. At last
Maarken swallowed hard around the lump in his throat.

"We've killed a lot of them, Sioned. But—"

She nodded slowly. "But they have killed many of us. If it stops at dusk, it will
only begin again tomorrow at dawn. And it will continue until—"

"We're going to lose this, aren't we?" he whispered.

"You're the warrior. You tell me."

He turned blind eyes to the carnage below.

"We have two choices. Three. We can stay and fight— and die. We can stay and
lock ourselves in and wait for help—and starve. Or we can leave."

"No," he said. "This is my home. My inheritance."

"To inherit a place, it is necessary to be alive."

"If we leave, there won't be anything left to inherit!"

"There will be no help," she said quietly. "The Faolain is theirs. Tilal and Kostas
can't raise their armies in a day.

Ships can't get past the enemy along the southern coast. Graypearl is ashes."
"Remagev—"

"—is three days' march across the Long Sand. Walvis' little army is there, but. .. ."
When she said no more, he faced her again. Her green eyes lit with an unholy
glow.

"The Long Sand," she repeated.

"What are you thinking?" he demanded.

"The Goddess is good to us, Maarken. Never doubt that she is very good to us."
Before he could question further, she ran to the stairwell and vanished.

Chapter Eleven

Sic

Honed watched as Rohan paced the tapestry-hung foyer, where they were
miraculously alone for a few moments. Time enough to gulp down bracing wine,
to talk without having to shout to be heard—or having to be careful that no one
overheard.
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"They're nearly at the walls," she said. "Choose soon, before the chokes are gone."
Rohan wiped sweat from his forehead with one gaunt-leted hand, leaving behind
a smear of dirt and blood. He had acquitted himself well, fighting beside Chay.
But when battle fever overtook him, he had despaired to recognize how easily he
became the accomplished barbarian again. He flexed the shoulder injured over
half his lifetime ago and schooled his features against a flinch of pain. Much too
old for this sort of thing. . ..

"Rohan—"

He faced her and frowned. "I don't much like the choices you present."
"Whatever we do, it must be done quickly, before we lose the chance."

"I can't give orders without consulting Chay."

"At least let us make ready. It must be decided soon."

"No. It must be now." He drained off what was left of the wine in his goblet. His
gaze swept the length of the hall. "The first time I ever set foot here was—good
Goddess, forty-four years ago. Maarken and Jahni had just been born, and old
cousin Hadaan gave me permission to leave Remagev. My parents were here, too.
..." He cleared his throat. "I thought this the finest castle and Chay the finest man
in the world. I've never changed my opinion of either."

Softly, Sioned replied, "You first brought me here when

Andry and Sorin were born. I'd just lost our first baby. Chay took me for long
walks on the beach, sometimes talking, sometimes not." She smiled fleetingly. "I
adored him only fractionally less than I adored you. And I've never changed in
that, either."

"This is going to kill him, Sioned," he murmured. "It's killing me right now."
"Here, within these walls, you're trapped. You need the Desert, azhrei. And the
Desert will provide."

Rohan turned in a slow circle, memorizing a place he knew as well as his own
Stronghold. It hurt to breathe; his heart suddenly seemed too large for his chest,
throbbing painfully against the cage of bones like a frantic hawk. His left arm
went numb, then tingled.

"Beloved? What is it?"

"I'm a coward," he said softly, trying to steady himself. "I'm going to leave it to
you to tell Tobin. I couldn't bear it."

"As if telling Chay will be any easier," she murmured.

But neither the Lord nor the Lady of Radzyn Keep needed telling. Tobin, seated
by her bedchamber window with Betheyn and Tobren beside her, had followed
the battle by sunlight. When Sioned stepped into the pool of rose-gold afternoon
glow, her voice was borne on colors darkened by grief and rage.

We can't hold Radzyn. We must leave, Sioned.

Kneeling before her, she rested her cheek on Tobin's useless left hand. "I'm sorry.
I'm so sorry," she whispered.

It's not your fault sorcery failed. But I suppose Rohan thinks it's his fault that
after thirty years of peace, we don't keep enough troops anymore to battle an
army.

I think you're right, and Rohan does believe he's failed—as a prince and as a man.
My noble fool of a brother! Who could have foreseen this? We'll have to talk some
sense into him once we're safe at Stronghold.
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Not Stronghold, Tobin. Remagev. We'll lead them deep into the Long Sand.
Sioned looked up and saw the warrior princess in Tobin's black eyes. Ah! she
said. Excellent! We won't have to kill them—the Desert will do it for us!

Sioned felt energy race through Tobin's slight frame. For a moment it seemed she
would throw off her disability like

an ill-fitting cloak, spring to her feet, and start shouting orders. Only her hands
moved. The reality of her physical infirmity sagged her back into her chair. But in
another instant she squared her shoulders. Damn it to all Hells—I'm as useful as
a newborn foal. Worse—I can't even walk. What a time to start getting old.

You? Never. Sioned smiled, then got to her feet and told Betheyn to pack
saddlebags for herself, Tobren, Maarken, and Hollis. "Clothes, jewels, anything
you especially treasure. I'll take care of Tobin's things. The squires can do for me
and Rohan and Pol."

Tobren's blue eyes almost started from her head. "Are we leaving? But we can't!
What about the horses? We have to save them."

Clever girl! Tobin's colors shimmered on sunlight again. We can't let them have
the horses, Sioned. That's probably why they attacked to begin with.

"Your grandmother commends your quick thinking, Tobren," she told the child.
"We should have thought of that ourselves. Beth, Dannar can do the packing.
Send Daniv to tell Chay about the horses."

When they had gone, Sioned asked Tobin, "What besides your wedding necklets
do you want to take?"

How frivolously romantic—and how like you, Tobin chided. A change of clothes
and a warm cloak. That's all. I take the most important things with me in my
heart.

And you call me romantic! Sioned went to the huge wardrobe, sorting through
Tobin's dainty silk gowns and Chay's jewel-toned tunics and shirts; rich fabrics,
elegantly cut and finely embroidered, so many recalling times both joyous and
grim. The wealth of colors and textures crumpled suddenly in her clenched fists
and tears sprang to her eyes. Stupid— why was she crying over shirts and
dresses?

"Sion-ned?"

Tobin's halting voice alerted her. She wiped her cheeks on a blue lace veil and
said over her shoulder, "You and Chay must account for half the silk trade all by
yourselves."

There was no reply, and she didn't dare look at Tobin. She dragged out a few
changes of clothes—not silk or velvet but sturdy leather and wool, durable
garments that would hold up under hard riding and keep the wearer warm during
brutal Desert winter nights.

She went to Tobin's dressing table and picked through the

jewel coffers, aware of that sharp gaze following her every movement. The
wedding necklets, a few rings with particularly large stones, a carved sand-jade
bracelet left by the Isulk'im in teasing apology for stealing a prize stud, a ruby
pendant with diamonds that had been Chay's present on the births of Maarken
and Jahni—once again her eyes clouded.

"Not to mention you seem to have most of the gold and gems mined in all
thirteen princedoms," she said, cursing her unsteady voice. She stuffed the jewels
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into a velvet pouch and tied the laces. "Anything else? Letters you want to save,
souvenirs—"

"Stop," Tobin whispered. "Sunlight. . . must t-talk . .. ."

She dreaded it, but did as so laboriously asked. I'm here.

I know what you're thinking. How can I leave this place where my sons were
born, where my whole life is? If I think about it, I'll start screaming and never
stop. So I won't think. Neither will you. Just do what has to be done. There's
always time for grieving, Sioned.

I'm so afraid, Tobin—

I know. So am I.

Chay needed no one to tell him, either. He had been wise in the ways of war
before Rohan knew how to wield a sword; battles against the Merida at Zehava's
side had taught him reality early. He knew an untenable position when he saw it.
All he said was, "We'll wait for dark, then ride out in small groups. The faradh'im
can discourage pursuit with a few bonfires—it might bend their oaths a little, but
no serious breakage, I trust."

But when it came time to leave, and the first riders shot through the postern gate
like arrows from a bow, and the Sunrunners had dappled the darkening
battlefield with Fire, he gazed up at the eight towers of his keep with moisture
gathering in his eyes. He caught Rohan's anguished look a moment later, cleared
his throat, scrubbed a hand over his face, and said, "I'll go hurry the others."
Horses within the courtyard were tied securely together and led out in bunches of
ten to twenty, accompanied by the grooms and trainers they knew best. But even
though the enemy would be denied these animals, they could pick and

choose among those it had been impossible to bring inside, horses in far pastures
and at Whitecliff. Chay couldn't decide whether the loss of Radzyn or his blooded
darlings hurt worse. But when he reached his wife's chamber, he knew he'd gladly
hand over everything he possessed if only Tobin could be safe.

Hollis had dressed Tobin in leather trousers and vest, a warm shirt, and a cloak.
Her hair was braided tightly around her head. She sat straight-backed and calmly
waiting for him. He paused in the doorway, knowing he should not glance around
the room. All the nights, all the mornings. . . . The gleam of candlelight on silver
at her dressing table caught his eye: her brushes and combs. The thought of
enemy fingers touching them—he knew it was ridiculous, but he crammed them
in his pockets anyway. When he faced her again, she was smiling, and the angle of
the light spared him the ruined side of her face.

"I'll take your things downstairs," Hollis said, and tactfully vanished.

Chay knelt beside his wife. "Beloved, I know you're strong enough."

"When ... was I ... not?"

He gathered her in his arms. She weighed even less than the girl he had first
carried into this room long ago—both of them laughing at the scandal they caused
by leaving their own wedding feast. All the nights, all the mornings. ... He kissed
her hair and hurried down to the courtyard.

The chaos of frightened people infuriated him—not because his people were
afraid, but because he could do nothing to ease their fear. Rohan waited at the
bottom of the steps with Chay's favorite stallion. He held his sister while Chay
mounted, then lifted her up to the saddle.
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"Can you put your arms around me?"

She tried and failed, black eyes fiery with rage at her helplessness. Then her gaze
shifted to the courtyard and fury became grief. This castle had been their life and
their pride. By dawn it would be empty of them and all they had accomplished,
befouled by the presence of enemies.

"Damn them all," he heard Tobin whisper.

Holding her tighter in his right arm, he kicked his horse through the low, narrow
postern gate and into a headlong gallop across the fields. Rohan, Sioned, and
Daniv rode with him, and three grooms leading a score of horses. There

was no pursuit; the Sunrunners had done their work well, and the enemy was too
busy avoiding Fire to send more than a token force after them. Besides, soon they
would have what they wanted: Radzyn Keep.

Chay never looked back. After a dozen measures he slowed the stallion to let the
others catch up. Tobin's slight weight made no difference to the horse at all.
"Maarken?" she asked. "Pol?"

"Waiting farther on." She shifted in his arms, trying to turn, and he pulled her
head gently to his chest. "No. We'll see it again soon enough." Pressing his lips to
her hair, he added, "I'll get it back for you, beloved. I swear I'll win it back."
Chayla's fist closed around her pen as if it was the hilt of the knife, and candles lit
earlier with Sunrunner's Fire flared in response to her emotion. The home of her
ancestors had been in enemy hands a full day now, her family was fleeing across
the Desert, yet here she sat with a medical text before her and orders to make
detailed notes by morning. Remagev's faradhi, Relnaya, had decreed that no
matter what, her education must continue.

It was an old trick and not a very subtle one. Chayla knew she was being kept
busy so she wouldn't think too much. Absurd, of course—and the assignment
itself was the wrong one to give, rife with descriptions of complications that
might ensue after a serious wound. The treatments she was supposed to be
memorizing were even now being used in earnest. Physicians sliced away fevered
flesh with thin curving knives, applied steaming poultices, kept careful watch on
dangerously deep gouges in case they festered. It was all too easy to imagine faces
she knew and loved tightening with pain.

Perhaps Relnaya was more clever than she gave him credit for. Goddess knew
this book was appropriate to the circumstances. She might have to use these
techniques herself very soon.

Always supposing the wounded survived long enough to let her work on them.
Rage sparked the candles again, and the pen broke in her fist. She flung the
pieces across the room, tempted to send

the inkpot after them just to hear the crash. Her even-tempered parents deplored
her explosive anger, even while ruefully admitting she came by it honestly. Her
grandmother's furies were legendary.

Thought of Tobin brought a surge of fear even stronger than anger. No one in her
condition should be moved—and certainly not in a flight for life across the Desert.
Not that Chayla could bring herself to believe that her indomitable grandmother
was ill, let alone that Radzyn had been abandoned. Relnaya had forbidden her to
share the sun with him today, and she hadn't enough knowledge to attempt it on
her own. Distraction had been easy enough to come by during the light—readying
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a keep for war took every pair of hands. By rights she ought to be too exhausted
to think. No use telling that to her frantic brain. It was night and she could do
nothing but wait for two more days—and then her parents and family would be
here. At least tomorrow Relnaya would ride the light to New Raetia, where
Chayla's twin brother Rohannon was, so she could know him safe. Perhaps she
could go along and learn enough to go Sunrunning on her own, and not be
dependent on him. But she knew Relnaya; not a chance.

"Damn!"

Her own voice startled her. The candle flames jumped and quivered perilously
near the curtains. Chayla doused Fire with a single thought and got up so fast her
chair overturned. She couldn't stay in this room another instant.

But at the staircase she paused, irresolute. Had this been almost any other place,
she could have lost her troubles in the scent of flowers and the sound of water.
Remagev had no pleasure garden. Whatever miracles Walvis and Feylin had
wrought here, roses were not among them. There were plots of kitchen herbs and
medicinal herbs, and an arrangement of occasionally flowering cacti planted
years ago by Sionell. But Remagev was an enclosed desert; its spring allowed it to
live, but it was a desert just the same. There was no place where water ran free,
and green growing things could shelter an angry, frightened, frustrated fifteen-
year-old girl.

Well, if sand she was compelled to look at, then she might as well do it right.
Reversing direction, she took the upper stairs two at a time. Perhaps sight of the
moons bathing the Desert in silver would soothe her. Perhaps she could imag-
ine she gazed out on the sea from the heights of Whitecliff— the sea that was alive
with dragon-headed ships.

Emerging into the night, she swung the heavy door shut behind her and nodded
to the sentry on duty. He bowed his respects in silence and continued pacing the
broad stones. Chayla looked out over the battlements to the stark landscape. The
Long Sand was awash in moonglow, but not even her active imagination could
portray the rolling dunes as the sea. To wander in a garden was to breathe in
rhythm with life itself. To forget everything in the sound of the pounding sea was
to hear the world's heartbeat. But if she lost herself in the bleak and barren plain
before her, she might never find her way back.

She walked down the long expanse of hewn rock lit by torches, across to the
tower, turned in a dark corner where flames did not reach, retraced her steps—as
single-mindedly as the guard who trod the walls and watched the Desert.

By her fourth circuit one moon had fallen below the horizon, her sisters not far
behind. Chayla glared at them. All that light begging to be used, and she knew
nothing of how it was done. She was helpless to know what might be happening
at New Raetia, or where her family rode through the night—

All at once Chayla swung around, scowling. Someone was singing to the music of
a lute, a sprightly tune that offended her. The strings were plucked with effortless
skill and a pure strong voice rose in a language she did not understand.

She followed the music to where a man sat in the darkness between torches, long
legs crossed at the knees, a beribboned lute cradled in his lap.

"You're singing," she accused.

His fingers continued their supple dance across the strings, but he broke off the
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song. "Better than weeping," Kazander said matter-of-factly.

"How can you do such a thing—"

"—at such a time?" he finished for her, and in the dim light she saw the white
flash of his teeth below his mustache. "Sweet lady, I am forbidden by my prince to
go to his aid. I am forbidden to leave these walls to escort him and his to safety. I
am forbidden to slice these enemies of my prince into dragon fodder. I am
forbidden all that could be of any use. But I am not forbidden to sing." He
shrugged. "So, I sing. It makes sense, if you consider it."

"It makes no sense at all!"

The lute fell silent. "And what would you have me do, my lady? Remagev is ready
for war. My men are abed, cherishing the sleep they need and deserve. Those still
awake listen for my lute and my voice. If you have no objections, I will continue."
"Continue what? Singing them to sleep? Do the Isulk'im need cradle songs?"
"You scorn what you don't understand." He strummed a light melody.

"Explain it to me," Chayla demanded.

"If there is time for music, then all is well," he said simply, and began to sing.

It did make a crazy kind of sense—the kind she was growing to expect from this
odd man. She flushed, glad of the darkness that would conceal her reddened
cheeks, and started to walk away from him. But he was a talented and sensitive
musician, worth hearing; she gave a little shrug and sat down near him with her
back against the wall. From this angle torchlight afforded her a clear view of his
profile: proud, hawk-nosed, eyebrow and mustache black slashes against sun-
darkened skin. The song went on for a long time, and she began humming a
harmony to the chorus, wishing she understood the words.

"I liked that," she said by way of apology when he had finished. "What are the
words?"

He cast her a sidelong glance as he retuned the strings. "If I said they were a
poem inspired by the impossible beauty of your eyes, your formidable father and
awesome grandsire might let me live just long enough to say my last devotions to
the Goddess."

Chayla grinned. "Oh, no, my lord, you're wrong. They'd keep you alive for a long
time. But I don't think you'd enjoy it."

Kazander laughed. "You've forgiven me!"

"What for? Oh—" She recalled being snatched up and carried half a measure
across the Desert on his knee. "I suppose I have. Now, tell me what your song was
really about."

He did not answer, instead starting another song. This one was quieter, and in
her own language. The lyric was about the search for a white crown. It guaranteed
its wearer everything from victory in war to gaining the love of a

reluctant maiden. A lot for one crown to do, even an enchanted one—which was
the argument of the skeptical prince who had been told to seek it out.

"Did he ever find it?" Chayla asked when the song was over.

"Not in this version. In another he takes a different view, and succeeds. I like this
one better."

"Really? Why?"

"Because its lesson is that we cannot hope to gain that in which we do not
believe."



http://www.abbyy.com/buy
http://www.abbyy.com/buy

"That's not very optimistic."

Kazander chuckled. "Reverse it, then."

She thought for a moment. "If we believe in something, we can gain it?"

"We may seek it, which is not the same thing at all. But with courage, strength,
and cleverness, we may yet succeed."

"But you like the version where the prince doesn't believe in the white crown."
He nodded. "The one in which he doesn't even try."

"I don't understand."

"I prefer it because by being a fool, he loses all. A more useful warning than when
someone believes, tries, and succeeds. There are a hundred songs of similar
theme. This one is unique."

"Do songs always have to teach lessons?"

"It helps the peculiarly stubborn." Shifting to get more comfortable, he said, "You
may know this one, my lady. Will you take the woman's part?"

As she sang, she smiled to think what Kazander's listening men must think—let
alone Walvis and Feylin and anyone else who heard. But as she concentrated,
weaving her voice around and through his in the difficult melody, she forgot all
but the song. Even Kazander's voice and lute were only the loom to the fabric of
her own music. Did Pol's wife Meiglan feel this when she stood before her fenathl
Did Sunrunners, when they stitched their colors with threads of sun- or
moonlight?

Suddenly the framework of sound was gone. Chayla choked off the last verse and
stared in embarrassed confusion at Kazander. He was on his feet, the lute
abandoned on the stones.

"What is it?" She stood beside him looking out at the Desert.

"Listen."

She heard nothing, and said so.

"You've lived too long near the sea," he said, more sharply than he had ever
addressed her. "Your ancestors were mine, at least in part. Listen to the oldest
blood in you."

She thought he meant the ability to sense dragons before they appeared in the
sky; her great-grandsire Zehava had passed that eccentricity on to his progeny.
Chayla could not do it—yet. Pol had come into it late, too. But when she finally
heard something at the very edges of her perception, it bore no resemblance to
the sound of wings.

"If I didn't know better, I'd say that was the sea," she whispered. "Breakers in a
storm."

"Yes," he answered grimly. "A storm. But not of the sea."

Back at least a couple of hundred years, the Long Sand had been a kind of white-
gold river slicing the Desert in twain. Water holes along its edge had given rise to
a string of temporary settlements, then permanent fortresses, and finally
communities clustered around castles. But then the sand began to flow like a
slowly swelling river, claiming one keep after another. Remagev was the only one
still inhabited. Some of the rest had vanished completely under encroaching
sand. The others served as way stations for travelers, empty rooms and crumbling
walls offering protection from the searing heat—and shelter during sandstorms.
Before the survivors of Radzyn reached the abandoned keep that was their first
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goal, a dozen frantic horses stampeded into the stinging, wind-driven grit.
Another ten injured themselves severely in panicky straining to escape the storm.
Once within the walls, Sioned, Pol, and Hollis, who knew how to weave sleep, ran
frantically from group to group of hobbled animals before sand blocked all light.
Their hasty work in some cases was so sloppy that rather than peacefully dozing
on their feet, the horses toppled to the ground.

People huddled beneath tentlike cloaks, backs to the wind. Rohan took Sioned
under his own cloak for added protection. Made of thick red wool, borrowed from
Chay's collec-

tion, it afforded better insulation than the light silk he had worn on the way to
Radzyn. He could even hear himself think above the whining wind. He could also
hear Sioned's painful breathing. He soaked a piece of his shirt with his water-skin
and pressed it to her nose and mouth.

"Better?"

She inhaled and nodded. "Some. Our Desert usually speaks in whispers, Rohan.
But now it sounds furious."

An ancient lyric about sand and the Wind Father beat through his mind in
sibilant rhythm with the tempest. He murmured portions of it to himself.

The sands sing

a yearning song of beginnings

when rain sank into embracing land

when water-rich flesh fashioned proud fortresses

when water-blood flowed sweet-singing. . . .

the song changes

the Desert's arid soul mourns itself

its dead dry castles, its thirsting skin. ...

Sioned moved closer in the blackness and spoke the poet's words of storm.

The sands shriek

the Desert wars against itself

raging anguish in the wind

no one answers for its lost life

yet there is strange vengeance in self-destruction

though flesh and blood are dry

the Desert's soul lives and grieves

given voice by the Father of All Winds. ...

"The Storm God seems to be on their side, not ours," she finished.

"If we're trapped, so is the enemy."

"I hope the wind lashes their bones clean," she muttered.

"Goddess, but you can be vicious. Some might be appalled, but I've always found
it rather exciting."

"I'm not in the mood for jokes, Rohan."

"Well," he said cheerfully, "we could discuss Denirov's rules of grammar, or
Drukker's Precepts, or dragon statistics,"

Sioned glared at him; not that he could see her expression

in the reddish darkness of Chay's cloak. Her voice was enough. "Why not be really
creative and decide the meaning of life once and for all?"

"Heart's treasure, I thought you already understood that." He meant to kiss her
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lips and got a mouthful of dry, dusty hair instead.

"Nice try," was her comment on the kiss and the chiding. "But there's more to it
than making love."

"An unfortunate truth." He kissed her anyway, with better aim this time, and
caught the side of her mouth. "But I won't tell if you won't."

"Will you stop!" she shouted, totally out of patience.

Other low conversations around them ceased; then Maarken, in a deliberately
provocative voice, called out, "Our High Prince chooses the damnedest times and
the most inconvenient places, doesn't he?"

"With a wife that beautiful, who can blame him?"

"Who said that?" Rohan bellowed.

Sudden laughter defeated the storm, and Rohan would have been the last person
to credit his own very personal magic for the miracle.

Visions came to Andry again in his sleep that night. Radzyn in ruins; dragon
ships in the harbor; a boat drifting out to sea in flames, living sacrifices burning
along with enemy dead; a hatchling dragon shot from the sky.

He woke before dawn, shivering and drenched in sweat. Cloud cover and
unfriendly patrols had kept him bound all the previous day and evening. But the
sky was clear now, and he waited in a fever of impatience for enough light to work
with. His escort of Medr'im slept on in enviable peace. He did his pacing a
considerate distance from them.

Ossetia was a sweet land—low forested hills alternating with pastures and farms,
wearing autumn colors of leaf and flower that were a feast to Sunrunner senses.
Andry saw none of it. He watched the eastern sky, counting his own heartbeats
until thin golden rays slid through the trees on the near hills. Only a little while
longer; only a few more breaths, readying himself for the first touch of sunlight
on his face. ...

The landscape spread out below him, shallow valleys, rich

meadows, harvested fields between the broad silver-blue ribbons that were the
Catha and Pyrme and Faolain—tattered at irregular intervals by blackened
farmhouses and enemy camps. He had no time for any of it. He sped along woven
sunlight—and nearly unstrung the careful loom in his shock.

Radzyn was still standing. All eight towers. Every wall. Smoke did not billow from
the stones, nor were there fiery fingers tearing at the last of the gutted ruin.
Radzyn was whole, and he nearly wept.

But the burning ships bearing casualties—and captives— floated to sea on the
tide. Dead faces shorn of beards, ritual chin-scars revealed, gazed empty-eyed at
the lucent dawn sky.

And the dragon of his vision? Unable to watch the living burn with the dead, he
cast about for the hatchling and did not find him.

Warriors gathered onshore to praise the dead turned as one, faces to the sky. Not
hatchling, but dragonsire. Andry drew back; he had heard how Sioned and
Maarken had once collided colors with a dragon. This one was blue-gray with
silver underwings. The great jaws parted in a roar. He swept down with claws
extended, circled the keep, soared out over the breakers to the dragon ships.
Andry tore his attention from the sire to the warriors. To a man, they were
prostrate on their faces on the beach. Again he was so stunned that only instinct
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and training kept his weaving coherent. He had not seen this in any vision; the
implications staggered him.

With a mighty wrench the dragon tore the carved prow from one of the ships and
flew over the beach with his prize. Sunlight gilded the silver and blue-gray of him,
sparked off the spines along his neck, turned his eyes to flame.

Small wonder the enemy groveled.

Andry followed the dragon back across the Faolain, careful to keep a respectful
distance. The sire rode the wind with wings unfurled, twisting his head to rip the
wooden dragon head to splinters with his teeth. The bits scattered along the
regular route to the Catha Hills, where many dragons wintered. As Andry made
his own way back to Ossetia, he remembered where he had seen this particular
beast before.

Opening his eyes to the Ossetian dawn, he began to laugh. So Azhdeen didn't
approve of dragon-headed ships,

did he? And those stupid, superstitious barbarians cringing in the sand—
perfection. And quite possibly very useful. Pol would enjoy hearing about his
dragon's exploit.

Pol, who knew how to construct the ros'salath from the Star Scroll copy in his
possession, but was too inept to defend Radzyn with it.

Anger stilled his laughter. He turned on his heel and went back to the small
camp, determined to say nothing about what he had seen.

Chapter Twelve

JL he day of the Battle of Radzyn, Tilal of Ossetia, Lark of Firon, and Edrel of
River Ussh met in Pol's library at Dragon's Rest to make some hard decisions. But
it was nearly impossible to believe in battle plans when a glance out the window
yielded only peaceful orchards and quiet gardens.

Tilal rolled up a map of the southern princedoms and slid it back into place on
the shelf. The long room was lined with Rohan's gifts to the palace: copies of all
the volumes in his own extensive collection. Bound books and scrolls offered
every conceivable subject—from medicine to metallurgy, history to animal
husbandry, poetry to politics. For Tilal, who had been his squire for ten years, it
was rather like walking into Rohan's mind.

But not Pol's, now that he thought of it. Rohan's heir had dutifully read what his
teachers thought was important, but he was no scholar. Tilal smiled in rueful
sympathy, remembering how he'd hated days spent in the library at Stronghold.
But on taking possession of River Run, he'd missed the physical presence of
books—their scent, the feel of parchment pages and leather bindings, the stark
black elegance of script, the delicately inked drawings. He'd found himself
ordering more books from Volog's scriptorium each year—and reading them. It
would take him many years of collecting to bring Athmyr's library up to the
standards he envisioned. But he was keenly aware that war threatened not just
crops and castles. The books were in danger, too.

Edrel finished making copies of strategy notes and put down his pen. "I think
we've covered everything, my lords. But I have a confession to make. My instincts
are screaming
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at me to gather what troops I can and start fighting. Trouble is, I don't know
which way to march."

"West to your brother at River Ussh, or east to the Desert," Lark supplied,
nodding. "I'm torn in two directions also—protect the princedom I was given, or
fight alongside my brother to win Graypearl back."

Tilal fixed his gaze on the map of Ossetia still spread on the table. "I know.
Gemma says she can feel enemy footsteps on our lands. My brother's princedom
lies between two rivers held by the enemy." He glanced around at the library
shelves again. "My mind tells me to take care of my own. But my guts demand
that I defend my prince."

"Personal loyalty is one thing," Laric commented. "Duty is another. Perhaps it
comes down to a choice of which course is most easily lived with. None of us can
go in two directions at once. But who is more important—our own people, or the
High Prince?"

"You know what Rohan would say to that, of course," Tilal smiled.

The other prince shrugged. "And he might be wrong. For there's a third presence,
and a powerful one. Especially in the minds of the people. What do you think
would happen if Goddess Keep fell?" A knock on the door turned their heads
before any reply could be formed. Laric said, "Come," and Pol's court faradhi,
Hildreth, entered hesitantly.

"Forgive me for interrupting, my lords," she said. "I thought you might need me."
Hildreth had left Goddess Keep ten years earlier with her husband and two sons,
unable to countenance any more of Andry's changes in tradition. He had made no
protest; neither Ullan nor the boys were gifted, and thus no loss to him. After
three years as an itinerant faradhi in the south, Hildreth had severely injured her
leg in an accident. Sioned, hearing of it, had asked Pol to invite the family to
Dragon's Rest. Hildreth was an old friend, one of the group that escorted Sioned
to the Desert in 698 to become Rohan's wife; Pol was glad to welcome her, the
more so because she had been trained by Lady Andrade and was no champion of
Andry's growing power.

Pol acted as his own Sunrunner, so there was little for Hildreth to do
professionally. Her main duty was teaching —a task she enjoyed but which left
the bulk of her gifts unused. In her eyes now was eagerness to function again as

a Sunrunner was meant to. Tilal, recognizing this with some surprise, reflected
that for all her sixty-four winters she was like a strong young hawk kept hooded
in the mews. She needed to be flown at prey.

"Thank you, Hildreth—and forgive me for not asking you here sooner. It's habit. I
rarely conduct business with my Sunrunner in attendance."

"I wouldn't trust Fesariv, either," she replied forthrightly. "He thinks the moons
rise when Andry gives them permission."

Edrel made an annoyed sound. "I'm a fool—I'd forgotten you rode Grib and
Meadowlord, Hildreth. You'll know exactly the best route for his grace to take
back to Athmyr to avoid the enemy."

"Avoid them?" Tilal forgot that his wife and daughter would be with him, and that
he would command no more troops than his small personal guard and those that
could be borrowed from Dragon's Rest. "I don't plan to avoid them. I plan to
slaughter them."
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Hiidreth's foray on sunlight yielded horror. Radzyn attacked, a battle being
fought, no telling who would win and who would be slaughtered. The question of
defending their own lands or going to their princes' aid was thus solved for Tilal
and Edrel: it was too late to help Radzyn,

Tilal had planned to speed his journey by swapping his own horses for ones kept
at way stations along the road; Meiglan lent him enough spare mounts to make
that unnecessary. He requested an escort of fifteen soldiers; she gave him thirty.
When he thanked her, she expressed regret that she couldn't send more—while
wishing she could keep all of them here, especially Tilal. He had fought in the war
against Roelstra. That was many years ago, and he had only been a squire, but at
least he had experience. She wanted him to stay and take care of everything while
she hid in a safe dark place until Pol came home.

"I'll send your people and horses back when I meet up with my own," Tilal said.
"Probably somewhere in Grib. I've sent word for my northern levies to join me
while the southern protect the Pyrme River."

Jihan—irrepressible, willful—rode up on her new pony,

demanding to be taken along. Meiglan saw the others smile. She felt like hauling
the child down and slapping her.

Kierun deflated Jihan's dreams. "You can't go, my lady," he said with the
firmness of four winters' seniority.

Very few people had ever forbidden Jihan anything—and none of them had been
twelve-year-old squires. She sucked in an outraged breath, but never got the
chance to tell him what to do with his orders.

"My lord charged me to protect you and Princess Rislyn and her grace. And I
can't do that unless you're all in the same place.”

Meiglan nearly laughed. Protection from a child. The world had gone mad.

Tilal intervened hastily. "Lord Kierun is right. Your safety is his responsibility.
You wouldn't want him punished if anything happened to you."

Her jaw jutted out, plain indication that she didn't care if Kierun swung by his
thumbs for it. But she climbed off her pony and waved a sulky farewell.

"Don't worry too much," Tilal said kindly to Meiglan, but his green eyes were
shadowed. "Radzyn's never been taken. Everyone there will be all right."
Everyone at Radzyn could die for all she cared, as long as Pol came home where
he belonged. She bid Tilal and Gemma and Sioneva farewell and sought her
chambers. She knew she ought to sit with Lisiel, who had been confined to bed by
the physicians. But Meiglan did not want to be with a woman who had given her
lord one son and might produce another very soon now. It was a reminder of
what she had not yet given Pol.

At the Rialla this year she had summoned the courage to beg Sioned to tell her if
a Sunrunner physician could help her bear a son. The reply had been completely
unexpected: "You're worth much more to him than your ability to have children,
rny dear. You're not a brood mare! You are a princess." Simple enough for Sioned
to say; she had given her prince an heir.

But though Meiglan could not bring herself to sit with Lisiel, neither could she
think of a place dark enough and secret enough to hide in.

Thanys entered the bedchamber with hot taze and cakes. She served Meiglan and
then set about sorting a basket of
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clean laundry, talking on and on about the uproar in the kitchens as the servants
prepared for a siege. Not that one was likely, but the chief cook had decreed that
provisions were one battle Dragon's Rest would never lose. His underlings were
commanded like soldiers on a regular basis; since word had come of war, he was
even worse—

"Be quiet!" Meiglan shouted. Thanys was so surprised she nearly dropped an
armful of lace bedgowns. "Do what you came for, but do it in silence!"

Sioned would never have had to raise her voice. Meiglan huddled in on herself in
despair. She had learned it all so well, all the things to say and do. And she knew
how hollow the words were in her mouth, how meaningless the actions. Other
women of her rank—Sioned, Sionell, Tobin, Gemma, even hateful Chiana—would
be doing something right now, secure in their authority, preparing for war as
efficiently as they governed their daily lives. Meiglan had no example for war. She
didn't know what needed ordering, organizing, overseeing. Her authority was
empty without Pol.

When Thanys murmured that it was nearly time for the children's lesson,
Meiglan stared in amazement. Pol was fighting for his life, and Thanys could
prattle of the children's lessons? But as she glanced automatically at the water
clock, her rnind turning just as instinctively to the day's plan, she realized the
older woman's wisdom. There was soothing comfort in routine that fooled the
mind and heart into believing that nothing had changed. For the children's sake,
life here must continue as regularly as possible.

For the children's sake? For her own. If she clung to the usual order of things,
said what she always said and did what she always did, then perhaps she could
convince herself that Pol was only out for an afternoon ride, that she could tiptoe
into his chambers tonight and lie in his arms.

But there was a greater reason than her own need to behave as if all was well.
People would see and approve, and say of her, How calm our princess is, going
about her everyday business as if the enemy didn't even exist!

She prepared for the deception, knowing it depended on her ability to deceive
herself. Stitchery, she repeated dully, she would be teaching the girls stitchery
today. Monotonously, mindlessly plying her needle would present the very
picture of serenity. She could even smile faintly at the irony

of it, for the woman who had unknowingly taught her this placid skill was the
least peaceful person in Pol's whole family.

Tobin alone of the highborn ladies Meiglan knew was a notable needlewoman.
She had faithfully studied every stitch of the embroidered blanket Tobin sent
when Jihan and Rislyn were born, and by now was adept. Fingers that plucked
the fenath with effortless ease had no trouble with the needle. She intended her
daughters to master the elegant craft from childhood—it was the only one she
could teach them of all the things they must learn, things that would make them
powerful, self-assured women like Tobin and Sioned. Jihan and Rislyn would
always be certain of their accomplishments and worth.

Meiglan left her own chambers with steps that sounded cheeringly confident to
her own ears—and faltered before Pol's door. She glanced up and down the hall to
see if anyone was watching, loathing her instinctive hesitation. This was her
home, these were her husband's rooms; she could go in if she liked.
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Once inside, she cursed her foolishness. Had she hoped to feel closer to him for
standing by his bed, fingering his pillow? Or was this the hiding place she sought?
She turned to leave, only to bump into Kierun on his way in.

"I'm sorry, your grace. May I help you find something?" the boy asked
considerately.

Insane to be blushing and stammering in her own home. "No. Nothing, thank
you, Kierun. I—I'm late for the children's lessons."

He bit his lip, then said in a rush, "Your grace, I hope I didn't presume too much
with Princess Jihan this morning. It's just that—my lord said—"

"No, you were quite right, Kierun. It was just the right thing to tell her. She's so
stubborn."

"I'll say," Kierun muttered, then turned fiery red. "Forgive me, your grace—"

"It's all right, Kierun. Go about your duties now." As she escaped down the
corridor, she realized how fortunate she was that the only person who had seen
her was also the only person at Dragon's Rest even shyer than herself. But Kierun
had been assertive enough with Jihan. It was galling to find example in a twelve-
year-old child.

"I told you it was a stupid time of year to cross the Long Sand!" Chay yelled,
barely able to see Rohan in the stinging haze of sand.

"Cheer up—the road to Stronghold's probably even worse than this one!"

"What road?"

They hauled at their horses' reins, slogging through shifting sand that sucked at
their boots like mud. The first storm had spent its fury in a single night. They'd
had a day of clear riding before another blew in. Not nearly as fierce, still it
caught them between shelters and showed every sign of lasting until evening.
They were all old enough hands at living in the Desert to wade through, but it was
hard going, and the journey to Remagev that should have taken three days looked
as if it would last five, perhaps six.

Chay's main worry was Tobin. Incapable of walking, she was huddled against his
stallion's neck, wrapped so tightly in a voluminous cloak that he wondered
sometimes how she breathed. Every so often he reached for her hand, felt a
reassuring squeeze, and swore that one enemy soldier would die by his sword for
every instant of this nightmare. Strength and courage she should have been using
to get well were instead expended in simply staying alive.

And then there was poor little Tobren. Desert forebears she might have, back a
score of generations, but she had been born and raised at Goddess Keep on the
Ossetian coast—a land wild enough in its way, with deadly winter storms, but
wholly unlike this wasteland gone mad in the wind. It had taken Hollis and
Betheyn together to coax her out of the shelter that morning. She hadn't spoken a
word since. When the storm blew up today, she had begun to weep silently, too
proud to draw attention to herself until Maarken lifted her from her saddle into
his arms. A charming introduction to the land of her ancestors, Chay thought
bitterly, wanting to rock her to sleep and ease the terror from her blue eyes. That
was something else those whoresons would pay for in blood. They had made his
granddaughter cry.

"I think it's letting up!" Rohan shouted.

"You always were a dreamer!" He adjusted the cloth
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covering his face. "This damned stuff doesn't enhance my warrior's image any,
you know!"

"Be grateful for wives with expensive tastes!"

Usually everyone traveling the Desert at any time of year—but especially in
autumn—carried a length of fine-woven silk mesh for just this reason. But there
hadn't been enough to screen all the people and all the horses. So the delicate
undertunics worn by the highborn ladies had been ripped to shreds, and they and
their husbands were swathed in softly perfumed lace. Chay had to admit it
worked nearly as well as the silk—but he felt ridiculous.

He fumbled for Tobin's hand again, his heart catching when he felt her grip a
little weaker than it had been. "Are you all right?" he yelled. The cloak nodded.
"We can stop and rest if—"

"Chay!" Rohan yelled. "Somebody's coming!"

His hand went for his sword. How Rohan could tell there was anyone out there
was a mystery; he couldn't see an arm's length past his own horse. He squinted
and eventually the swirling sand assumed a shape, then another, then a whole
group of shapes nearly the same color as the storm. "Maarken!" he bellowed.
"Pol!"

But Rohan was gesturing peace. The shapes drew nearer, leading horses whose
faces were wrapped in silk. Chay realized belatedly that these people were coming
from the north, the direction of Remagev. The enemy could not have outrun and
outflanked them so soon. Where were his wits? he asked himself. He wasn't just
too old for this kind of thing, he was senile.

He drew even with Rohan and watched in surprise that quickly became
amusement as one of the sand-colored shapes dropped to one knee.

"Great and noble High Prince!" a voice cried, and the other shapes descended
likewise onto the sand. "The Mother of All Dragons has blessed your pathetic
kinsman! He has finally found you in this likeness of the Sixth Hell! Have you or
your beloved lady wife come to any hurt?"

"None!" Rohan shouted back. "I'm glad to see you—but, damn it, Kazander, I
thought I told you to stay at Remagev!"

"Most honored prince, I could not!"

"Why?" Rohan demanded.

Kazander looked up. "Because, my prince, you are going the wrong way."

Tilal fulfilled his promise of slaughter sooner than he intended. Lacking a
Sunrunner to spy out the land ahead, he had to rely on teams of mounted scouts.
When, on the morning he crossed the Faolain River at a little-used bridge, one
pair failed to return, he knew he was in for trouble.

"It's hellish, being out of touch this way," he told Gemma. "I don't know what
happened at Radzyn, the news is days old—Goddess, I need a Sunrunner!" He
fretted over this truth for a moment. "The last report that came to Dragon's Rest
put the enemy at least a hundred measures south of here. I'd planned to look in
on Velden at Summer River, use his faradhi to take a look. But now it seems we'll
have to go around."”

"Not around whoever got our scouts!" she exclaimed.

"I never suspected such a lovely face hid a warrior's heart."

Gemma shrugged. "If a warrior is what's needed, that's what I'll be. I'm no
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Meiglan, cowering in a corner, waiting for Pol to come home and make
everything all right."

"Did she seem that way to you? I thought her very cool and capable about it all,"
He gestured to his squire and said, "Find Chaltyn for me, Malyander. We need to
confer." When the boy was off on his errand, he continued, "Now that you
mention it, I'm glad Edrel and Laric are there to make decisions for her."

"When we get to Athmyr, you needn't worry about my finding a convenient
corner to hide in," she stated. "I'll hold the castle. But I swear, Tilal, if I have to
bind and gag Sorin to keep him from following you off to war, I will."

"Just make sure nobody tells him about Jihan. Goddess, I really thought she was
going to gallop after us. She had a look in her eyes like Po! used to get when he
was her age. Impossible brat."

"Talking about little brother again?" Sioneva guided her horse nearer her parents,
smiling.

"Obliquely," Tilal replied. "Don't say anything to him about Jihan's little
performance—we're hoping he won't get any ideas."

"Not a word. Why have we stopped?"

"Take a guess," Gemma invited. "The scouts haven't reported back."

The girl's eyes rounded. "You're not going to lead a skirmish yourself, Father!"
"I'm forty-five, not ninety," he said a bit testily, and reined around as Chaltyn, the
commander of his guard, rode up. A brief conversation divided the soldiers into
two groups: one to hunt the enemy, the other, from Dragon's Rest, to remain
behind. With a jaunty salute to his wife and daughter he rode off to the skirmish.
But, as he had unwittingly prophesied, it was no skirmish. It was a slaughter.
They found the enemy in a copse where autumn foliage stained the forest yellow,
rust, and brown. The two scouts were being systematically, almost ritually
tortured. They did not scream because they could not; their own shirts had been
stuffed so far down their throats that no sound could emerge. Tilal peered from
cover at the sword cuts like bleeding ribbons across the man's back and the
woman's breasts. He gave a signal, and his twenty fell on the twelve enemy—
swiftly, brutally, and to the point.

The woman, one of his own guard, sobbed unashamedly when the gag was pulled
from her mouth and cool water was poured over her wounds. "My lord—it was so
quick, we had no warning—"

"You did all you could. I'm just glad you're both alive." Tilal hid sickness at the
sight of her flayed skin. The war with Roelstra had been terrible—but prisoners
had never been tortured. There were rules, and honor. What had been done to his
scouts warned him that if, as Rohan sometimes said, war was the craft of
barbarians, this enemy had made of it an art form.

"They spoke—we couldn't understand them," she went on, gasping as bandages
were applied. "Panadi, he's one of Prince Pol's men, from near Rezeld, he thought
he recognized a few words, like the old language, but—oh, Goddess—"

"That's enough for now. Rest." Turning to his guards commander, he said,
"Search the corpses down to the toe-nails. We must learn all we can about these
animals. I especially want those gold beads from their beards. And send someone
back to her grace to tell her we're all right."

"At once, my lord."
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He watched as the bodies were unceremoniously stripped. Not animals; just men,
uniformly dark-haired and dark-eyed, built like bull elk. Clothing was laid aside
for his inspection. Tunics of some rough-woven, undyed cloth that

was neither wool nor silk nor linen. Trousers the same, only dark. Shirts were of a
thinner, softer version of the material, bleached white. Short boots of cowhide
with surprisingly thin soles that, despite the long measures marched so far,
showed little sign of wear. No rings, necklets, armbands, earrings, or other
jewelry, except the gold beads. No underclothes, either. Just shirts, trousers, and
plain tunics with a jagged design stitched in red on a black badge over the heart.
Tilal cut one off with his knife, studied it, and decided at last that it was a stylized
bolt of lightning.

Tilal got back on his horse and returned to his wife and daughter, thinking along
the way about what those clothes might mean. All he came up with that he
trusted was that the lightning might have some connection to the Storm God.
Perhaps he and not the Goddess was the primary force in their lives.

But there was one other thing. Verbal exchanges had demonstrated to each side
that the other's language was incomprehensible. Without words in common,
there could be no communication. Yet the scouts had been tortured. If it had not
been for information, it must have been for pleasure.

Tilal gulped down the bitter taste in his throat. Barbarians, indeed.

Mirsath paced the under walls of his keep, swearing under his breath. How in the
name of the Goddess was he supposed to deter enemy advances while he was
trapped inside Faolain Lowland? Yet the High Prince had been very specific and
it was Mirsath's duty to obey as best he could.

The enemy had arrived three days ago. Since then Johlarian had spoken with
Hollis several times. That Rohan and his family were safe at Remagev was
welcome news; that he expected Mirsath to do something about the enemy was
not.

They had set up a camp as riotous with color as the enclave of princely tents at a
Rialla. Battle banners fluttered in the breeze; he supposed they signaled
allegiances. They certainly were gaudy—bright orange striped with purple, livid
green on pink, sapphire blue dappled in scarlet. Johlarian, sensitive to color like
all Sunrunners, winced whenever he looked at them.

Mirsath winced, too, but not because he cared about the garish hues. He was
more interested in the number of different flags and the total count of men
fighting under them. Rohan had asked particularly about both. Bewildered and
impatient—this had no bearing on how he was going to get out of this mess—he
had nevertheless made his observations and reported back through Johlarian.
Sixteen distinct banners and over seven hundred warriors. Sixteen opportunities
for conflict between commanders, Rohan had replied with satisfaction; seven
hundred chances for petty quarrels.

Mirsath had watched the camp, and, as usual, Rohan was correct. There were
rivalries here as spiteful as any on the continent, expressed in taunts and jeers
when the commanders weren't looking. On several occasions, soldiers camped
under red-and-emerald banners had to be physically restrained from fights with
those of the orange-and-purple. It was Rohan's opinion that despite the discipline
they'd shown thus far, the enemy was too uncivilized to work together in a
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sustained effort for very long. Volatile and savage, evidently viewing war as
glorious sport, their successes might make them sloppy or overconfident—
preferably both—with a large dose of regional or tribal claims to superiority
thrown in. Jealousy among the lower ranks often extended to those in command.
"His grace further says," Johlarian reported, "that an insult or two called down
from the walls might be helpful. Their language is not ours, but he's sure we can
think of ways to get the point across."

"The point is, what does it gain us?" Mirsath fumed. "So they don't like each
other. So what?" When the Sunrunner's eyes began to lose focus, he added
hastily, "Express that to his grace in different terms."

"Of course, my lord." A few moments later Johlarian frowned and shook his head.
"The mind of the High Prince is a subtle one, my lord."

"I don't need subtlety—I need an army!"

An army was precisely what he was not likely to get anytime in the foreseeable
future. His keep was stuffed and garnished for a siege and surrounded by a moat
that, after judicious flooding, was obviously making the enemy think twice about
an attack. But what kept them out also kept him in.

And Rohan wanted him to hold the invading forces here, prevent them from
further advance. How could he do that when he was locked up tighter than a silk
merchant's coffers?

"What does he think—that if we get them to fighting among themselves, they'll
kill each other off and we'll be spared the trouble of a battle?"

"I don't know, my lord. Lady Hoilis said that there are other matters to deal with
now, and bade me farewell. Oh—" He brightened. "She also said that your
brother, Lord Idalian, is safe and well at Balarat."

"At least somebody is." But he was relieved that the little brother he hadn't seen
in seven years was far from the fighting. If anything happened to him and
Karanaya, there would be one last member of the family—to rule over what?
Riverport was a charred wreck, and if he didn't think of some way out of this,
Lowland would follow it into oblivion.

He glared down at the camp that stretched all the way to the main course of the
Faolain River. Sixteen different banners, seven hundred men. What was he
supposed to do, have his archers pick them off one at a time from the walls? What
was even more infuriating was that they seemed to be taking their ease, in no
hurry to demolish his castle as they had done to Gilad Seahold, If they were
smart, they'd march around him into the Desert before the rains began. The river
already swelled with runoff from the north, where autumn storms had struck
Princemarch and blanketed the upper Veresch in snow. The moat rose higher
daily. Soon the Faolain would be impassable and they would have to attack in the
Desert with what soldiers were already there. Still, he supposed the force that had
taken Radzyn was large enough to take Remagev, too, possibly even Stronghold
itself. That last didn't bear thinking about.

"My lord? I beg my lord's pardon—" One of the kitchen boys, promoted to page
and very much on his new dignity, bowed with every other word.

"Yes, what is it now?" Mirsath asked wearily.

"My lord, five of the enemy are riding to the north wall, my lord."

He gave a short laugh. "Perhaps they plan to surrender."
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The boy answered seriously, "I don't think so, my lord," and Mirsath gritted his
teeth.

"Fetch Lady Karanaya at once." He beckoned to the Sunrunner and three archers
and strode to the wall.

"Athri of Faolain Lowland!"

Mirsath gave a violent start. The shout was in his own language, not that
barbarian gabble the enemy shouted up every so often. Five men on horseback—
Radzyn breed, he noted angrily—had reined in at the moat. One of them held a
banner. He recognized the colors with a shock.

"Athri of Faolain Lowland!" the voice called again, and the speaker stood in his
stirrups. "Are you ready to talk sense?"

"I'm listening!" He gestured, and arrows were nocked to bowstrings.

"Have you a name?"

One of the archers yelled down, "You have the privilege of addressing the Lord
Mirsath, athri of Faolain Lowland, honored with the friendship and confidence of
his grace the High Prince Rohan!"

Mirsath raised a brow at the young man, who grinned and whispered, "It can't do
any harm to remind them exactly who you are, my lord."

"I'm surprised you didn't give him my complete lineage. Nicely done. My thanks."
"My pleasure."

"Mirsath! So you survived Riverport! And is Lady Karanaya with you?"

"By Lord Andry's ten rings," Johlarian whispered at Mirsath's side. "Is that who I
think it is?"

"Mirsath, what's going on?" Karanaya demanded, hurrying up to them. "Who is
that, and why does he know our names?"

"It's Patwin of Catha Heights," he told her. "As for why he's here. . . ."

"Captive?" Johlarian guessed. "Under duress, with his daughters as hostages?"
"Let's find out. Lord Patwin! You may approach my walls along the causeway!
Alone!"

After a brief conference down below, Patwin rode forward on his Radzyn bay.
Mirsath, Karanaya, Johlarian, and the archers moved to the narrow balcony
above the gatehouse. A solid wall behind and waist-high crenellations in front,
the balcony had been built for the family's appearances during festivals and the
New Year Holiday. The last time Mirsath had stood here, it had been hung with
banners

and garlanded with flowers in honor of this spring's visit by the High Prince and
High Princess. The people of Faolain Lowland had gathered outside to cheer
them, then entered the gates for the solemnity of a law court followed by the
happy chaos of a feast. A good day, a satisfying day. The kind of day Mirsath
vowed Lowland would see again.

"My lord," he began as Patwin came within easy hearing distance, "I hope Catha
Heights still stands."

"What? Oh, of course! Not a scratch on it. I'm pleased to see you alive and
healthy, Mirsath—and the lovely Karanaya, too."

Johlarian whispered, "He doesn't sound worried. Have a care, my lord."

"Hush." To Patwin he called, "Your daughters are well?"

"Very, and prettier than ever. My eldest girl, Izaea, wishes particularly to be
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remembered to you."

Mirsath began to feel a little dizzy. Surely this conversation was unreal, this polite
chat that might have been exchanged at a Rialla but was instead taking place in
the presence of an invading army. He muttered, "He sounds as if he's having the
marriage contract written up. This is insane."

"I quite agree." Karanaya leaned over the battlements. "Why are you here?"
Patwin began to laugh. And suddenly Mirsath understood.

"Haven't you been listening?" he hissed at his cousin. "His castle is fine, his
daughters are fine, everything's fine. Duress? He's here because he wants to be!"
Her cheeks crimsoned with rage. "Because they'll give him something he wants?"
Without waiting for an answer she already knew, she shouted down, "What did
they promise you, craven? What's the price of treachery?"

"The princedom of Syr, of course!"

Mirsath pushed her aside. "And they'll do as much or more for me, is that it? If I
surrender my keep without a scratch—the way you did!"

"Naturally there are rewards for cooperation. Why should I see the work of my
ancestors in the hands of these barbarians? Catha is the jewel of the south,
Mirsath. Could you see it destroyed? Speaking of the south—what would you say
to that portion of the Desert—with Radzyn all your own?"

Now he really understood. "With Izaea as my princess?"

"Through my late wife, she's Roelstra's granddaughter. I've always pictured her as
a princess." He swept one arm out to the side. "Look around you. It may take
most of the winter to starve you out—but starve you will, and die, and so
unnecessary. Work with the Vellant'im instead of against them, and they will
prove generous. Mirsath, don't you want to be a prince?"

The royal title was the last word he ever spoke. An arrow sank into his chest, the
fletching in Lowland's colors sprouting from his heart. He toppled from the
saddle, dead before he slid gently into the depths of the moat.

"Nice shot."

Mirsath handed the bow back to the archer. "Thank you," he said calmly. "I hope
I didn't hurt your arm when I appropriated your weapon."

"Not at all, my lord. Once again, it was my pleasure."

Word of Patwin's death got to Remagev that night by the moons. Rohan shook his
head and sighed.

"It was a stupid thing to do, when you think about it. Mirsath should have
agreed."

Sioned blinked at him across the taze that had been brought to their room. "So
we'd have a spy in the enemy camp? Do you honestly think Mirsath capable of
that much concentrated deceit?"

"Well, not Mirsath," Chay put in. "Karariaya, maybe."

"That's not what I was talking about," Rohan replied. "I meant that anyone
looking at it rationally would consider Mirsath an utter fool. Keeping faith with
his prince when his castle is hopelessly besieged? When accepting the offer could
mean a princedom? A sensible man would have jumped at the chance.”

Chay sent Sioned a warning glance and drawled, "Rohan, Rohan—you've
corrupted these youngsters. They put loyalty to you above their own gain. You
should be ashamed of yourself."
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She took up the cause. "You're right, Chay, it's nauseating. He's taught them all
sorts of bad habits. It can't be for his blue eyes or his pretty face. Why do you
imagine they do it?"

"Rampant mental disability?" he guessed.

"All right, you two, enough," Rohan said. "Point taken. Remind me that if—
when—we're handing out rewards to those who secured the victory, Mirsath has
earned something special.”

"But that's the point, you fool," Chay told him, completely serious now. "Do you
think he expects a reward?"

"Rohan, you're thinking like a barbarian," Sioned added. "You don't have to pay
them for their loyalty, my love. The coin you bought them with has nothing to do
with gold at all."

Chapter Thirteen

i rince Volog, watching the course of a second battle for New Raetia laughed until
his sides hurt. "Those idiots! What do they think women are—too delicate to be a
threat or too stupid to give them a decent fight?"

His squire grinned back at him. "Whichever, my lord— our 'delicate' ladies are
scything through them like spring wheat. What do you say—shall we pad all the
armor so they face a whole host of women?"

The old man laughed so hard he had to sit down. "Oh, I can just see your
grandsire! Chaynal of Radzyn Keep, with breasts beneath his breastplate!
Rohannon, you have a wicked mind!"

They paced the upper walls of the keep, Volog leaning heavily on Rohannon's
strong arm, and observed the battle with growing glee. By midafternoon it was
amply evident that though the enemy finally condescended to cross swords with
women as well as men, they would riot be combing their beards in New Raetia's
mirrors this night. Volog laughed again as they were driven back onto the beaches
and into their longboats. But when he turned to Rohannon, his eyes were cold
and grim.

"Bring me an accounting of their dead as soon as it's available," he ordered. "I
want to know that Latham and Hevatia are avenged."

"Yes, my lord." Rohannon lent his arm to his aged lord as they descended the
winding stairs. He didn't like the flush in the old man's cheeks, or the tremor in
his hands. But at least he had roused from the shock of his son's death, and no
longer sat staring dully at the fire. "They've tried twice to take us and failed twice.
Do you think they'll need another lesson?"

Volog eyed him. "What you're saying is, if they do, can you help teach it? Don't
think I don't know how it chafes you, escorting an old man around while others
your age do the fighting. You're more use to me at my side, Rohannon."

"As you wish, my lord." He suppressed a sigh, then smiled. "Besides, my father
and grandfather would never let you hear the end of it if I so much as stubbed my
toe!"

The old prince's eyes twinkled. "What a value we place on ourselves, young
lordling! Had you considered what they'd say to you if it was my toe?"

"Not a word. They'd flay me alive and leave me for dragon food!"
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Grateful that he had made Volog laugh, he hoped the number of enemy dead
would be sufficient to ease the old man's grief. Somehow he doubted it. How
horrible it must be to outlive one's children. Only Alasen of Volog's two sons and
two daughters was still living. Birani had died of a wasting sickness years ago,
Volnaya in a shipwreck a few years after that, and now Latham was gone. Surely
no pile of enemy casualties, no matter how high, could make up for losing his last
surviving son.

Volog's page would keep watch over sleep the prince desperately needed, so
Rohannon's time was his own. He climbed up to the curtain wall in time to see
the end of the battle. As the surviving enemy rowed hard for the ships anchored
off New Raetia, he couldn't help wishing that this had been a year for him to be
Arlis' squire instead of Volog's. He was traded between New Raetia and Zaldivar
the way Arlis himself had been, the way Riyan had divided his time between
being Prince Chale's squire and training in Sunrunner arts under Lady Andrade.
Not that Rohannon would be going to Goddess Keep. It wasn't that his father
hated Andry; it was just that no one ever mentioned his name.

The theory behind Rohannon's back-and-forth education was that what he didn't
learn at one place, he would learn at the other. The problem was that at Zaldivar
he was the squire of a vigorous prince only twelve winters older than himself—but
at New Raetia, of a man eight years his own grandfather's senior. He admired
Volog, but life was infinitely more exciting with Arlis. If the young prince had
been here, Rohannon would have been in the thick of the fight.

That would horrify his whole family, of course. But he

wasn't a child anymore. At fifteen he was an expert archer and not bad with a
sword, either. He hoped to get his chance to prove it when Arlis arrived with the
Iseli levies— any time now, Volog's court Sunrunner said. Pity they hadn't made it
in time for this battle. Rohannon wanted his share of blood for the horrible way
Latham and Hevatia had died. But there would be more fighting. Rohannon knew
enough tactics to understand that the enemy must control Brochwell Bay to keep
the northwestern princedoms and Kierst-Isel from sending help by sea. But if
Arlis carried the fight to the water after rigging his merchant ships for war,
Rohannon —son of two formidable Sunrunners—would never see battle at all.
That would please everyone at home, he told himself with a sigh. He believed in
Rohan's ways of law and peace—but he also hungered to prove himself as brave
and strong a warrior as his father, his grandfather, and his great-grandsire
Zehava. Battle was in his blood. And at fifteen, compelled to watch instead of
fight, that blood ran hot..

Rohannon descended to the main courtyard, where he could be of some use. He
was unsaddling a feather-footed Kadar mare when Volog's page tugged frantically
at his sleeve.

"My lord! We can't wake his grace!"

He outran the boy up the stairs. Servants crowded outside the prince's chambers;
Rohannon pushed through and saw Tessalar, Rialt's fourteen-year-old daughter,
kneeling beside the old man's bed. She looked up as.he approached; tears
streaked her pale little face.

"I brought taze, the way I always do this time of day, and he didn't wake.
Rohannon—I think he's—"
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"No!" But the coverlet did not move over Volog's chest, and there was no pulse in
the bony wrist he lifted from the bed.

"I sent for the physician," Tessalar whispered, "But he and his helpers are tending
the wounded."

Rohannon placed the prince's hand back on the quilt. "His grace won't be
needing. . .." He coughed around the lump in his throat and tried again. "You're
right, Tessa— he's gone." He gazed down at Volog's smooth, peaceful face,
untouched now by pain or grief or fierce laughter. All of life was simply and
quietly gone.

"My lord?" It was the page, trembling in the presence of the dead.

"Not now," Rohannon said thickly.

"My lord, the guards commander sent me to ask for orders—"

With a thundering in his ears he realized that he was now the ranking highborn
here. Until Arlis arrived—and how to tell him that father, mother, and grandsire
were all dead? —Rohannon was master of New Raetia.

Battle was in his blood through a score of generations. But so was rule. He had
been born of a line of princes; he was heir after his father to Radzyn Keep. He
repeated that to himself, remembering that he had traditions other than that of
the warrior to uphold. Absolute authority tempered by wisdom; leadership; the
ability to oversee everything without forgetting individual needs or losing himself
in details.

Rohannon straightened and drew a long breath. Responsibility settled silently on
him, and it was not the warrior who shouldered it. Like knowing how to call
Fire—capably, without having to think much about it—he began giving orders.
Maarken settled in the shade of Remagev's walls, wondering how a place that
broiled by day could be so bone-chillingly cold by night. Autumn brought only
small swings in temperature along the coast, blessed relief after the heat of
summer, but here in the middle of the Long Sand there was no moisture in the air
to hold the day's warmth. Hollis had blinked in surprise at the fire in their
bedchamber hearth the night they'd arrived; Feylin, smiling, had told them they'd
be grateful for it by midnight. Even with the fire, it took two thick Cunaxan wool
blankets and a feather-stuffed quilt to keep them warm.

Now he was sweating. The morning's tour of barracks and stables had worn him
out. Feylin hadn't allowed him up yesterday, not bothering to argue that after the
exertions of battle, sandstorms, and the trek across the Desert, he had to have
rest. She had merely observed that to see one's battle commander collapse on his
face did not instill confidence in the troops.

Hollis' comment had been pithier. "Stay in bed, you

idiot. Do you think you're Pol's age?" It was some comfort to know that Pol,
eleven winters his junior, was just as wrung out. But they'd spent one day resting.
Now it was time to get back to work.

His task had been to inspect soldiers and horses to determine their readiness for
another battle. Betheyn, daughter of an architect, was assigned to evaluate
Remagev's defenses. Hollis took inventory of food, Sioned of military supplies,
Feylin of medical stores. Pol was Sunrunning to every court not hidden behind
cloud cover, gathering information, spreading reassurance that the High Prince
was safe. Rohan himself was”holed up with Chay and Walvis in the latter's office,
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poring over maps and planning strategy. And that madman Kazander had taken
his men out to survey the terrain.

Everyone would meet at dusk, when it cooled off. Maarken told himself to be
patient and take heart from the positive report he could give. The five hundred
and six who had escaped Radzyn were in cramped quarters, but alive and grateful
to be so. The wounded were made comfortable and tended as their injuries
demanded. And out of three hundred and seventy-four horses, they had lost only
twenty.

Maarken forbade himself to think about the hundreds more now in enemy hands.
A clever foe, no doubt of it. In only ten days they had gained control of the major
waterways, including Brochwell Bay; destroyed the Dorvali fleet that might have
been used to transport soldiers; and gained enough mounts to speed their
progress. Their hold in the south was sufficient to last through the winter, when
rains would make fighting impossible. He remembered the winter of 704 as one
long, gray, soggy misery. No one with any sense would attempt battle in such
conditions.

Except in the Desert, where it rained once in a hundred years.

Well, those sandstorms ought to make them think twice, anyway. With time,
Tallain and Jahnavi would come from the north. This is our land, not theirs. We
know and understand the Desert. And eventually, that will be our victory. But he
worried how many lives would be lost before "eventually" became "now."

He tried hard not to think about his people at Whitecliff. He had failed in his
duty; he had not been there to protect them. He took scant comfort from the fact
that his steward

was a canny old man who would know how to take everyone to safety—perhaps to
Stronghold, which had never fallen. But then, neither had Radzyn.

Radzyn still had not fallen. It had been abandoned. That rankled, though he knew
it had been the only choice. Had there been more warning—more time to gather
troops and prepare—then Rad/yn would still be theirs. But there had been no
time, and now his patrimony was in enemy clutches—no sense regretting. He'd
win it back. If it was damaged or even destroyed, he'd rebuild it. And Whitecliff,
too, for when Rohannon Chose a wife. He owed his son what his father had given
him. What fathers always owed their sons.

A few years ago, when the family had gathered at Stronghold for a New Year, he'd
sat up very late with his father and Rohan over a cherished bottle of Syrene wine.
Sioned's brother Davvi had yearly sent the finest vintages with a deliberately
flowery letter of thanks in payment for a princedom—a joke among them, for he
had been the rightful male heir to Syr. But Goddess help him if he didn't send his
cellars' best; his sister took her wines very seriously. Kostas continued the
tradition, though without the teasingly overdone missive. But that night had seen
the last of Dawi's bottles, and by the time the final drops splashed into Fironese
goblets, the three men were slightly drunk and very sentimental.

"Here's to him," Rohan had said, raising his glass. "Dawi started a minor lord and
ended a prince, with sons ruling two lands."

"And not just by accident of birth," Chay put in. "I remember how he fought with
us against Roelstra."

"So do I," Maarken said quietly. "And I remember how he gave me his new sword,
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given him by his son, to use against the pretender."

They sipped, savoring the wine. "A good man, a good prince, a good friend,"
Rohan murmured. "The kind we need more of. The kind who nurtured his
princedom and gave it richer to his son. Not a bad life's work."

"The only life's work worth doing," Chay affirmed.

"Goddess knows both of you succeeded," Maarken commented fondly. "I hope I
do half as well."

Memory faded into mists of wine, and Maarken shook his head. What he would
give Rohannon and Chayla would have to be rebuilt. But he would do it. He must.
He had failed his people at Whitecliff; he would not fail his children. They were
worthy of everything he could give them, and more.

His pride in his daughter was an almost unbearable ache. Chayla had worked
with practically no sleep since their arrival, soothing fevers and cleaning wounds
and sewing torn flesh so skillfully that there would be only faint scars. Soldiers he
had worried about were sleeping peacefully, their injuries tended, their lives in no
danger. She worked with calm efficiency, a physician born—and one day her art
would outstrip that of Andry's much-touted Master Evarin. Of course, he had to
admit with a different kind of pride that just looking at Chayla was enough to
make a sick man well.

As for Rohannon—when they all met that evening, Pol spoke with special pride of
his own about what his young cousin had accomplished at New Raetia.

"He's already organized scouting parties to clean up any lingering enemy
patrols—like the one that killed Latham and Hevatia. The court Sunrunner says
he's running the castle as if he'd done it since birth. And not a single person has
so much as lifted an eyebrow at taking orders from a fifteen-year-old squire."
Chay cleared his throat. "The boy's had good schooling on Kierst-Isel."

"Nice try at humility," Walvis remarked, smiling. "Are you going to evade the
truth, too, Maarken, or admit where Rohannon gets his abilities?"

Sioned's smile was tinged with sadness for the death of her kinsman. "Volog
couldn't have left his castle or his princedom in better hands. Rohannon has done
us proud. We needn't worry about Kierst-Isel—for now."

Rohan nodded. "Between him and Arlis, the island and its surrounding waters
are as safe as they can get—for now."

"So are we," Feylin put in. "Medical and military supplies are quite adequate. But
I don't relish the idea of having to feed all you lot for the whole winter."

"Gracious and noble lady," Kazander said with a bow in her direction, "do not
trouble your mind. The Isulk'im can feed armies."

Walvis grinned at him. "Yes, but on what? Cactus spines? I've dined in your tents,
Kazander. Mares are for riding, not milking."

"I don't know," Rohan said casually. "I rather liked that round of cheese you sent
a few years ago, my lord korrus."

"The High Prince's grace is a man of rare discernment."

"I'm glad somebody here recognizes that. Leaving aside the problem of food for a
moment," Rohan continued, "I'd like Pol to give us a summary of what he learned
today. Feylin, will you make notes? Thank you."

"Going west to east—" Pol put a finger onto the map spread before his father.
New Raetia was secure for the time being. Arlis was outfitting ships to attack the
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enemy by sea. Einar and Waes were untouched, the northwestern princedoms
likewise. Ostvel was waiting for the last of the Veresch levies to arrive through
early snow. Swalekeep was safe; Summer River was not yet directly threatened.
Tilal had just reached Kadar Water, and the Sunrunner there had kept Pol busy
for a long time with her report. He'd detail it later; for now, he passed on Tilal's
opinion that Goddess Keep would be the next on the list of enemy objectives.
"Especially considering the concentration of Sunrunners there," he added. "The
Pyrme is so far untaken, except for Allun's place—"

"What?"

"Sorry, Father, I forgot about that in my first report." Pol stared down at his
hands. "Allun and his family have left Lower Pyrme with all their people.
Abandoned it in advance of an attack—Cabar's orders. I found them on the road
to Athmyr. His court Sunrunner told me that they left some rather interesting
surprises behind, though."

"Such as?"

Pol wore his most innocent face. "Allun's complained to Cabar for years now that
he needs new flooring above the great hall. Cabar never negotiated enough new
Fessenden oak to replace the old—so Allun sawed through a couple of the support
beams before he left."

Walvis choked with laughter. "And they'll all come tumbling down!"

"When Allun gets his keep back, Cabar will be forced to buy him a gorgeous new
floor. Goddess defend me from such clever athr'im," Rohan drawled.

Pol grinned back. "Always assuming they get into the castle to encounter the
deadfalls. The moat was drained. It's now thigh-deep mud—with a layer of pitch
over it that the

Sunrunner will Fire once enough of the enemy are trying to cross."

"One faradhi can't call Fire from that kind of distance," Sioned objected.

"You did it to save Meatfc that time, all the way from Stronghold to Syr," Pol
reminded her. "With help, true. Allun's and Tilal's Sunrunners were trained by
Andry. They'll work together. Allun's man is confident they can do it."

"I see," she said quietly. "Go on."

"The rest of the news isn't too comforting. The Catha River is lost to us up to the
Faolain. The Faolain itself— that's our major problem, but Kostas plans to take
the Catha, follow it north, then come back down to Riverport —or where
Riverport used to be," he added grimly.

"That doesn't do poor Mirsath any good at Lowland," Chay said.

"No. But Mirsath isn't Kostas' vassal. Kostas reasons that once he's got control of
the Catha, Tilal can swing back around from Goddess Keep, meet him, then join
Ostvel at the north divison of rivers. Then they march down the Faolain to the sea
with a force that can't help but win."

Maarken frowned. "Superior numbers don't always equal victory. Not against an
enemy as tactically smart as this."

"There's more," Pol said. "Rohannon told me that during both attacks on New
Raetia, the enemy wouldn't fight female warriors. But the group at Radzyn did.
Father, what you said about Mirsath observing petty rivalries—that plus this
strange refusal to fight women means they're not one cohesive whole. My guess is
they've banded together to fight, but it's not their natural state. The ones at New
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Raetia won't fight women. Sixteen different groups are at Lowland, some of
whom don't like each other. It maks me feel much better. I was afraid we were
facing one huge single-minded enemy, solid as the spire at Rivenrock. But
evidence says otherwise."

"And yet they were efficient enough at Radzyn," Chay mused. "Graypearl was
brilliantly done." He arched a brow at Rohan. "You always did attract the most
amazing enemies."

Rohan's head tilted curiously. "Do you really think it's me they're after? I don't
think they have much notion that I exist. We've ample proof that they're here to
destroy, not conquer and hold—and they're especially interested in

Sunrunners. Mirsath told Hollis what happened to the Riverport faradhi." He
turned to Pol. "If they know anything about us—or care to know it—you'll be their
primary target, not L."

"Bring 'em on," Pol said, his smile turning wolfish.

Kazander cleared his throat. "The dread Lord of Radzyn and the most excellent
High Prince and his worthy Heir know this, but I will bore them with it all the
same. A man's status is measured by the quality of his enemies. Is it not obvious
that the best warriors, the finest commanders, the most efficient strategies have
all been used against the Desert? Why waste the strongest shafts and sharpest
arrowheads against easy targets?"

Sioned cast him a sidelong glance, amused and yet mildly irked. "I'd prefer it if
they didn't consider us so formidable. Maybe then we'd get the ones who scorn
women fighters, or are too busy arguing with each other to be much nuisance to
us."

Kazander shrugged. "The High Princess' wisdom is as vast as her beauty and her
gifts—but it is desirable to understand the enemy one faces. They sent their best
against the Desert. Therefore the Desert—and its High Prince—are their primary
targets."

"Not to disparage Rohan's importance,” Chay said "but they took Radzyn for my
horses. Horses were all they took from other places. Granted that the enemy we
face is different, but—"

"Radzyn's horses, Radzyn's lord—they had to get through you to get to Rohan,"
Walvis interrupted. "But what grudge could they have against the Desert that it's
so essential to put their best troops here?"

"They didn't demolish Radzyn or Whitecliff the way they've done elsewhere," Pol
pointed out, contrite as Maarken exhaled in sudden relief. "I'm sorry I didn't tell
you that before—I'm going to have to organize my reports better from now on.
Whitecliff is still standing. Untouched, in fact."

Maarken said quietly, "But not empty."

"No," Pol replied, hesitated, then added, "I think -it's become the command
headquarters."

"Not Radzyn?" Chay frowned.

"The castle's being used as a barracks," Pol said even more reluctantly.

Maarken made a strangled sound. "Those . . . those—in my mother's rooms?"
"Don't let her know," his father said. "Ever."

Kazander's eyes narrowed. "I respectfully suggest that the mighty Lord of Radzyn
consider that before he reoccupies his keep, he orders it purified.”
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Chay snorted. "What / want to know is why Radzyn and Whitecliff aren't rubble."
Pol said, "They must want the Desert intact. This is the one place they haven't
destroyed everything they could get their hands on. But why?"

Feylin reached for another clean parchment page. "Some ancient blood-debt?"
Maarken shrugged. "More logically, they're laying waste to the lands of their
primary enemies. Radzyn and Whitecliff may still be standing for simple military
convenience."

"But the Desert is no prize," Walvis reminded him. "We don't have rich farmlands
or rivers or anything else that makes for an easy life. There are two reasons for
war: revenge and increased wealth. If Feylin's wrong, and it's not the former, then
these people are insane. The Desert has nothing to offer. All we've got are dragons
and sand. Yet they sent their best against us. What's so special to them about the
Desert?"

"I'm inclined toward the vengeance idea," Pol commented. "Although they could
be doing as Maarken says—going after their main enemies, leaving nothing
behind, and using the Desert as their base of power. After all,, the High Prince
does it. If the traditional centers in Syr and Gilad and so forth are gone, then
other authority might be easier to set up. They could control everything from
here."

Sioned rapped her knuckles on the table. "Let's deal with facts before
speculations, if you please. We don't know who these people are, but we do know
they're not one tribe or clan or princedom—however they're organized. Some of
them refuse to fight women. Others have rivalries among themselves."

"Useful,"” Rohan mused. "Not much help to us here, but certainly something
Kostas and Tilal should be aware of. Inform them tomorrow. And make sure Arlis
knows about the other, Pol."

"He already does. Rohannon suggested all the battle harness be padded so every
soldier the enemy faces has curves."

Chay snorted with laughter. "That's your mother in him," he told Maarken. "No
sense of anyone's dignity but her own!"

"Clothes—" Pol said suddenly. "That's another thing Tilal mentioned. Two
things," he amended. "First, their clothes are different from ours—not so much in
cut as in material. He's never seen anything like that fabric. It's not silk or linen,
although some of the garments are almost as soft and thin. It's not wool, either—
although it can be rough-woven and thick. But he's sure it's all the same type, just
like silk and wool have different weights. They have several kinds of leathers as
well, some of it obviously cowhide, some of it unknown. And their boot soles are
thin, but seem tough."

"No dragonhide?" Rohan asked. Killing dragons had been forbidden for over
thirty years, but when a corpse was found—usually in the Desert or the Catha
Hills—the hide was stripped and fashioned into gloves, boots, and riding leathers.
The scarcity of the material made for soaring prices.

"None. But perhaps it's even more costly for them than it is for us, and these were
only common soldiers, not even mounted. They also wear a kind of badge on their
tunics—a jagged red slash embroidered on black. Tilal said it reminded him of a
lightning bolt. He thinks it may have to do with the Storm God." Pol shrugged. "I
think that's reaching a little."
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"So do 1," Sioned agreed. "If they're allied with the diarmadh'im, their deity is this
mysterious, so-called Nameless One."

Chay asked, "What about weapons? Good manufacture on the steel?"

"Tilal didn't mention it, so I assume he found nothing out of the ordinary by our
standards."

"He would've noticed. TilaPs a smart boy."

With a sly glance at his father, Pol quoted him: " 'Observe everything; it saves you
the embarrassment of having someone else point it out to you later." "

Rohan smiled. "Yes, he learned that lesson well, didn't he? What was the second
thing?"

The spark of amusement in Pol's eyes turned to cold anger. "The two scouts had
been tortured. We have no language in common. Whatever they said wouldn't
have been understood. Yet they were tortured. For pleasure."

"Barbaric," Maarken said, his lips curling with revulsion.

"Tilal's exact word," Pol agreed.

"We learn more and more about the enemy," Rohan said after a moment. "I
wonder what they've learned about us?'

"Not as much as they will learn in the near future," Kazander remarked with a
casually ruthless smile.

Until that instant, Pol had seen this strange young man with his flamboyant
speech as a kind of Desert curiosity, like the living walls of athsina cactus, big as a
dragon and just as deadly, that one encountered sometimes in the north. But now
he recognized in Kazander an eagerness to fight that matched his own. He hadn't
felt this way at Radzyn; he had had no time to contemplate any reasons for the
change. If he thought about it at all, he ascribed his feelings to anger and outrage
and determination that not one more grain of Desert sand would be trod on by
enemy feet.

But Rohan's lifelong habit was to wait patiently for events to develop. Thus Pol
didn't even bother proposing the organization of a force that would take the
battle to the enemy. Were this Princemarch, he could have ordered what he
pleased. But the Desert belonged to the High Prince. He could contribute his
ideas and skills—indeed, Rohan would be both disappointed and insulted if he
did not—but he had no authority. Besides, what did he know of war? The other
men here had all been in major wars. It was one of the Goddess' better ironies
that Pol could not argue in favor of a battle he knew was necessary because he
had scant experience of war. He had acquitted himself well at Radzyn, but one
blooding scarcely qualified him to lead .an army.

So he kept his own counsel, with a mental note to have a good long talk with
Kazander—after making it clear that the korrus' comments must be couched in
less grandiloquent phrasing.

Feylin had drawn them back to the summary of positions, and was saying,
"Graypearl is in ruins, and the port town with it. Did the populace get away?"

"I didn't go looking for them," Pol said. "But Chadric would never have left if he
wasn't sure that a goodly number of his people had made it to comparative
safety."

"Dorval is a rotten place to fight a war—mostly steep hills meant for sheep and
goats, not soldiers." Walvis pointed to the map. "The enemy has taken the only
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places they can take, Graypearl and Sandeia, along the coast where it's relatively
easy terrain."

Sioned asked, "What about Chadric and Audrite? Where are they? Have they
landed yet?"

Pol shook his head. "They couldn't go south, so I warned the Sunrunner at Tiglath
to be looking for them. I didn't spot them today, but then I didn't have much time
for a search."

"They're probably hugging the coast," Walvis said. "There are plenty of little coves
to hide in. With Meath incapacitated, they can't know that the enemy came from
the south."

"But from the northeast to Graypearl," Maarken reminded him. "A nice piece of
confusion, that. And another excellent strategem by this group's leader." His blue
eyes narrowed and his voice softened dangerously. "I appreciate Lord Kazander's
idea that we are honored by the quality of our enemies, but I intend to impress
some manners on this man—right into his brain on my swordpoint. He entered
my house uninvited."

"Be glad he didn't burn it to the ground," Sioned told him. "Now that we've
accounted for where these people are at the moment, I have a question almost as
important— perhaps more so."

"Where they came from," Rohan supplied. "Any thoughts?"

"Their clothing is made of material unknown to us," Walvis began. "And they
make a leather out of hide we can't identify."

"The beards seem to indicate full warrior status—particularly when the
decoration is a Sunrunner's ring instead of gold beads." Feylin wrote as she
talked, then glanced up. "Did you get accurate descriptions of those sixteen
different banners, Pol?" When he shook his head, she told him, "Get them for me
tomorrow, please. I'll leave a space in my notes."

"What else about them physically?" Rohan prompted. "They're dark—hair, eyes,
skin—but not the taze-brown of a full-blooded Fironese like Morwenna, for
instance. There's a reddish cast to their skin."

"They're big," Maarken said succinctly.

"You should know," Walvis commented. "You studied them at sword-length from
dawn until well after noon."

"Closer study than was comfortable," Maarken answered, flexing his still
bandaged wrist. "They shout 'diarmadh'im' as a battle cry, the way we use the
name of our holding or our prince. Their forging skills are equal to ours."

"They torture for amusement," Pol added.

Maarken nodded, continuing, "They're ruthless, merciless, barbaric—"

"And will probably receive help soon from their Merida brethren."

Chay's words stopped everyone's breath for a moment. Rohan recovered first.
"Say that again," he ordered quietly.

"It was part of Andry's vision." He met Rohan's gaze and no one else's. "He didn't
elaborate on what exactly he saw. But he was positive these people are Merida, or
their close kin. I judge them to be the latter, since they don't fit the standard
Merida physical type—they're bigger, and there's that reddish tint to their skins
that you mentioned. Besides, who else is known to have been allied to sorcerers?
The Merida were their assassins."
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"That's why they use that battle cry," Pol murmured.

"Ruthless, merciless, barbaric. . . ." Rohan stroked the edge of the parchment
map. It happened to be the section labeled Cunaxa. "Yes, that sounds familiar,
doesn't it?"

Kazander rose abruptly to his feet. "My prince, I beg you will allow me to
slaughter them for you! Their heads, their hands, or their eyes, whichever your
grace desires me to bring back as proof—"

"Sit down, Kazander," Feylin snapped.

"The Merida are enemies of the Isulk'im even more than they are the enemies of
the HigSi Prince," the korms said through his teeth.

"I'm from the north," she shot back. "I know what they are."

"Then you of all people—"

"Lord Kazander."

Pol watched his father capture and hold Kazander's fiery gaze. The struggle of
wills was brief—and ended in Rohan's favor, as always. Pol had lost count of how
many times he'd seen this done; it never failed to amaze him that this man could
master anyone using only his eyes.

Kazander bowed low and resumed his chair. "It shall be as his grace commands,"
he breathed. "I crave pardon.”

Sioned tactfully resumed the main discussion. "Even if these people are kin to the
Merida, we still have no idea where they come from. We don't even know what
they call themselves."

"Ah, but we do," Pol said, leaning forward. "Mirsath heard Patwin give them a
name. 'Vellant'im."

"It sounds like our old language," Rohan said, frowning. "But is it? What are the
possible meanings?"

Pol had seen ths countless times, too—his father presenting a problem, then
sitting back to listen while others tried to solve it for him. "Never do yourself
what you can get other people who know more about it to do for you." The
speculations and suggestions came from other people—but the decisions were
always Rohan's.

"Vellant'im," Sioned echoed thoughtfully, drawing the word out into its probable
components. "Vel is sword. The 'im signals a plural.”

"They've got a lot of swords, all right," Walvis sighed. "Kazander, you speak the
old tongue rather well. What do you think?"

"I use it in songs to delight ladies—and in phrases designed to insult Merida.
Vellant'im," He repeated thoughtfully. "If the f is a corruption, then I make the
name 'sword-born.""

"But lante means mountain," Pol put in. " 'Sword mountains'?"

"Perhaps a clue to their lands," Rohan said. "Lord Kazander's idea makes their
name a self-description—and, as Walvis pointed out, it's certainly apt. Pol's
translation could identify their home. Mountains that resemble a rack of
swords—or mountains with deposits of iron from which to make swords?"

Chay cleared his throat. "I know of nothing in any tales or legends that
corresponds to either. Any of you?" Heads were shaken. Chay went on, "My
verdict is to accept both translations—and I have no doubt that one of them is
correct. After all, they use the name of sorcerers readily enough."
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"Yes," Rohan murmured. "They use the name of sorcerers."

No one said anything for several moments. Pol shifted uneasily, as unwilling as
the others to break the silence. Feylin did it for him.

"As a battle cry, you said. Then why have there been no spells? Why no word of
sorcerers here rising in their support? And why haven't the Merida vermin come
down from Cunaxa to join them?"

"You ask the most awkward questions," Walvis complained. "Someone's got to, I
suppose. I don't know any-

thing about magic, but it's possible the diarmadh'im are massing in secret. The
Sunrunners can't keep an eye on every mountain and hollow in the Veresch.
Besides, when they came to support Chiana years ago, they hid well enough. It
was only by accident that Donate discovered them."

"Perhaps they just don't know yet," Pol said, then felt foolish when his mother
stared at him. "It's possible," he defended. "If they live isolated, then it could take
some time to get word to them—even on starshine. And we've seen nothing to
indicate that there are any sorcerers with the Vellant'im. Maybe there aren't.
Maybe they're like the Mer-ida in that, too—doing diarmadhi bidding but
powerless themselves."

Rohan nodded slowly. "I see what you mean. It fits . . . but there's an itch in the
back of my mind that says we're missing something."

"Sleep," Chay stated firmly, "We'll start this again tomorrow."

Nothing had been solved, as Rohan pointed out to Sioned in their chambers, but
at least matters had been clarified.

"But—that Kazander!" He stirred up the fire in the hearth and added another log.
Not of fragrant pine or oak; there was none to be had here. Remagev burned the
woody husks of the gigantic pemida cactus for warmth on cold nights. "His spirit
pleases me, but I'd feel better if he didn't remind me so much of a stallion who's
never known a bridle."

Sioned climbed into bed and pulled up the quilt. "You've got the feel of it right,
but the image wrong. He's like a hatchling dragon all grown up, but nobody ever
told him he shouldn't still be able to breathe fire."

"Hmm. I wonder what the dragons will make of all this. Pol's Azhdeen was right
about the ships, it seems. Did he see them coming, or do dragons have dreams of
the future, too?"

"Andry knew, and told us nothing," she said slowly. "How could he betray—"
"He told his father. Who didn't believe him. That's not betrayal, Sioned."

"And does he now sit at Goddess Keep with a nasty smile on his face because he
was right?"

"If you hold onto that attitude, you'll never be able to speak with him tomorrow."
She propped herself on her elbows, long hair streaming around her. "No! I won't
do it! Tell Maarken or Hollis—"

"Maarken and Hollis aren't the High Princess. I'd do it myself if I knew how.
You're the one who'll have to do the Sunrunning."

"On bent knee, with head bowed, begging to kiss his rings?" she snarled.

"Think it over," he advised. "I'm just going to look in on Tobin."

"Rohan, I won't!"

He gave her a small, knowing smile, despite the certainty that it would infuriate
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her, and left the room. Down the hall, Chay was about to get into bed beside
Tobin, who was asleep.

"Shh—don't wake her," he whispered. "We can talk in the hall."

Rohan retraced his steps and they stood in the chill corridor. Guards walked the
watch nearby, constantly pacing to keep their blood warm.

"What is it?" Chay asked impatiently. "Did Sioned kick you out? I know a bath
every day isn't possible here, but surely you don't stink that bad."

"It's my plans she doesn't like, not my person." He explained his recent
conversation with her, and Chay gave a low whistle.

"She may come around by morning—and then again, she may not. You should've
been more subtle, Rohan."

"I'm afraid it's past time for that with Andry. But it's really your other son I
wanted to talk about."

"I know."

"Know what?"

A stamping of cold bare feet, an irritated sigh. "That Maarken's got to have the
title as well as the duties. I knew it while we were watching from the tower at
Radzyn. Give me another title or none at all, it doesn't matter to me. But you have
to name Maarken Battle Commander in his own right."

Rohan repressed his own sigh, one of relief. "For three reasons. First, the one you
mentioned. Everyone must look to him first, not you or me or even Pol. Second,
because he merits it. Third, because a public ceremony is the best sort of
gathering right now—and honoring Maarken will be a

popular move as well as a smart one. We need something to draw us all together."
"Two more reasons," Chay said, a faint grin curving his mouth. "I'm too damned
old to play these games anymore, and we all know it. And last but vitally
important—Maarken needs the advantage with Andry that the rank will give
him."

"I should have known I couldn't sneak that past you."

"You've taught me some disgusting habits over the years, too, you know. I never
used to think so much."

"You always saw things for what they were. It was you who taught me to see
reality instead of just my dreams."

"Your dreams changed things. My reality never could have." The grin widened.
"Are we going to stand here complimenting each other all night while we freeze to
death?"

Rohan laughed. "Situation desperate, feet turning to ice— why are these two
idiots smiling?" he teased, and gave Chay a shove back toward his door. In his
own chamber again, he saw that Sioned was pretending to be asleep. Just as well.
He slid into bed beside her and lay on his back, watching the fire-thrown shadows
on the ceiling.

Chapter Fourteen
forced march had brought Tilal and his family to Kadar Water in excellent time.

Lord Kolya, knowing his immediate need must be for a Sunrunner, sent his out to
meet Tilal with the news that the entire holding was at his disposal. There was
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other news, too, after the faradhi spoke with Pol at Remagev and reported all that
Tilal had heard and observed and done.

"Radzyn taken—I can't believe it," he murmured to Gemma as they rode into
Kadar Water.

"Not for long, if I know Lord Chaynal," she replied, and he didn't have the heart
to contradict her. There would be no quickness about any of this, no speedy
resolution or retaking or routing of the enemy—and he wondered if he'd see his
beloved Athmyr before spring.

He stayed one night at the holding and didn't sleep much. The gentle lap of the
lake three floors below his bedchamber windows had a maddeningly irregular
rhythm. When a drizzling rain began before dawn, he vowed that in no home he
ever owned would he endure a tin roof. It would have been rude to rise before his
host and thereby hint that the accommodations were not to his pleasure. So he
left Gemma to sleep on and spread out a map before the hearth, huddling into a
heavy, loose-woven wool blanket and making notes.

"What are you doing?"

He turned and smiled at the sight of his usually immaculate wife, rumpled and
blinking in the rainy dawn. She was all sleepy velvet-brown eyes and vivid dark-
auburn hair. The streak of white that had grown in before she turned thirty nearly
vanished in this light.

"And don't tell me to go back to sleep, either," she

added before he could say anything. Rising, she dragged the quilt off the bed and
came toward him. "Maps again? Where do you plan to do battle?"

"That's just what I was trying to figure out. Torhald, south of Athmyr, would be
all right, but I don't want to lure them that far from the Pyrme. They don't seem
interested in Ossetia for now—thank the Goddess."

"What about where the Catha and Pyrme meet?"

"We might get trapped between rivers. Besides, that's marshy ground this time of
year and will get worse. If this were summer, it would be perfect."

"By summer, these whoresons will be dead to the last man."

He hid a smile. Gemma was a stubbornly single-minded woman who seldom
changed her opinions. Though he loved her devotedly, he'd had occasion to regret
her obstinacy. Now it amused him. "When you talk like that, I don't dare fail," he
replied lightly.

"How I talk doesn't matter. How you fight does. You won't fail. What about near
Rosmer's Ford? The drainage there is gopod—not much mud until midwinter."
"Hmm." He inspected the routes both armies could take to the site, calling to
mind terrain the map did not indicate. "We'd have to draw them across the river
to do it—but the river would be at their backs."

"Take a Sunrunner along to Fire the bridge," she suggested.

"Sunrunners are what I'm really worried about," he admitted. "The enemy has
failed twice to take New Raetia. They're going to give up soon and take their war
elsewhere. They don't need Einar—all they have to do is leave a few ships
patrolling the strait. But Waes is the entry to Meadowlord. If they march across
and link up with their people on the Faolain. ..." He pointed out the probable
strategy on the map. "If they decide against Waes, Goddess Keep is their next
choice."
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"I thought you'd told Pol that's where you definitely think they're going."

"I've reconsidered. I think I'm too influenced by the fact that Goddess Keep is in
Ossetia. Waes is the more logical choice."

"And yet they shout diarmadh'im in battle." Gemma reached to stir up the fire,
wielding an iron poker with savage intent. Tilal pulled the maps away from the
sparks.

"Any member of our house worth his wine appreciates a gamble. Do you share
the family instinct, Tilal?"

"Wife and cousin, I take Sioned's view—she never wagers except on a sure thing.
And there's nothing certain about this. Waes or Goddess Keep? Which do they
want more?"

"If you go to Waes, you'll be backtracking."

"If I go to Goddess Keep, it'll be just that much longer before I can join Kostas."
Gemma settled down beside him and sighed. "I admire Andry's taste in poetry, if
not his politics. Other than that, we owe him nothing—except that he's on our
land."

"His land, our princedom," he pointed out. She tended to see Goddess Keep as
another Ossetian holding, and Andry knew it. "Besides, we owe him our
protection. All the princes do."

"Then let them come to help! Where's Velden of Grib? Cabar can't send anyone
from Gilad, he's too hard-pressed himself, but what about Chiana? If we made it
here from Dragon's Rest in so few days, she can march down from Swalekeep in
even less."

"Chiana? Defend the place where she spent six miserable winters as a child? Not
likely, love. She'll have to come to the aid of Waes, since that's the gateway to her
princedom." He paused a moment. "And isn't it amusing that we all automatically
assume it's Chiana who'll be giving the orders, not Halian."

"He's not capable of ordering a new shirt."

"We judge our princes harshly, my lady."

"We judge our princes by the one we know best, my lord," she retorted.

There was a soft scraping at the door, and when Tilal called permission to enter,
Malyander brought in a pitcher of steaming taze. Tilal's squire was heir to this
keep, but being unexpectedly home did not excuse him from the usual duties.
Tilal asked him to put the tray on the floor beside the fire, and then said, "Is your
father awake yet?"

"Yes, my lord. He's anxious to speak with you at your convenience."

"I'll be downstairs shortly. No bath today—Goddess, dirt is what I hate most
about war!—but I've got to have a shave. We leave as soon as everyone's ready."
Tilal met Kolya at the stables. Half the Dragon's Rest horses would be returned
there by the troops Meiglan had

lent; the other half, plus those Kolya owed his prince in war, would suffice to
mount Tilal's forces. The rest of the Ossetian levies were assembling at various
points along the road. Gemma would take troops enough with her to Athmyr for
its defense and, Tilal hoped, some effective raids to discourage an enemy attack
on the castle.

"Are you sure you won't take more?" Kolya asked as Tilal chose a fine gray for his
own use.
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"No, but I appreciate the generosity. My other athr'im are well-mounted, thanks
to your breeding program. When I look at the numbers from your father's time
and compare them with yours, I can scarcely believe it."

Kolya's worried face cleared for a moment. "Getting the occasional jump on
Radzyn is my chief pleasure in life."

"More than occasional. Your horses took plenty of prizes at the races this year."
Tilal ran his hand over the stallion's muscular shoulder and down one leg to the
white feathering around the hoof. A huge russet eye regarded him with suspicion,
but Tilal knew how to manage these horses. The trick was to familiarize them
with the rider's touch, scent, and voice—and then stare them down. "Rondeg here
is a match for anything Chay has in his stables."

"Except they're not in his stables anymore." Kolya's smile was replaced by a grim
frown. "And one reason I'd like you to take more of my beauties is that I don't
want those barbarians on their backs."

"I understand. But don't worry. We'll get them "before they're within reach of
you. I'd like you to hold the rest of your horses in readiness if they're needed."
They left the stables after ordering two wary grooms to saddle the big stallion for
their prince. The courtyard was controlled chaos. The group Gemma was taking
with her to Athmyr was nearly one hundred strong. Tilal's force was twice that,
waiting outside the walls.

Kolya took Tilal aside. "My lord, I've hesitated to mention it, but—"

"Go on, Kolya," he prompted, trying to be patient even though he itched to be on
the road. Trouble was, he hadn't yet decided which road.

The athri met Tilal's gaze levelly. "My lord, your squire is my only son."

That brought Tilal up short. One of Rohan's most inconvenient rules of
governance was that a prince must always

try to see all sides of an issue. At question here was Tilal's right to the services of
his squire—and the right of a lord to the safety of his only heir.

As he looked into Kolya's tense face, there was no need for imagination to recast
himself as a father with a precious child at stake. Goddess be thanked that Sorin
was only nine; he would stay at Athmyr with Gemma and Sioneva, safe. But
Rihani was seventeen, and with Kostas. True, he was of an age and at a point in
his training that he could acquit himself very well in a battle—and Kostas would
be careful. But Malyander was only twelve, and an only son.

"I'll miss him," Tilal said quietly. "The difficulty is how to present it to him so he's
not shamed by being left behind. He's very proud, but more than that, he's got a
powerful sense of honor and duty."

Kolya's face changed as he realized that his son would not be put at risk in war.
He swallowed hard. "Thank you, my lord," he murmured.

"Perhaps if I say I want him here to use what he's learned thus far about
defending a keep? You were never fostered, as I recall," he finished unwisely.
Kolya looked anywhere but at him. "I was only five when my father died in the
Plague. It was decided that I should stay here rather than spend years at someone
else's holding. I never learned the art of war."

"That's the way Rohan wanted us all to grow up," Tiial mused.

"You're gracious to overlook my inferiorities," the athri replied bitterly.

Tilal knew he didn't have time to restore Kolya's sense of serf-worth; he made
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time anyway, because it was what Rohan would have done. He hoped he could do
it in the same style. "Art? Sweet Goddess, what art is there in knowing twenty
different ways to butcher an enemy army?" He gestured at the big gray and all the
horses nearby. "That, my friend, is your art."

"At least I'm some use to you, then."

Tilal grinned as the stallion bared formidable white teeth. "If that beast doesn't
chomp my head off first!"

Kolya snorted with laughter. "Only meat-eating horse I ever met. I'll protest
about Malyander a bit, my lord, if you don't mind. His pride will need it. I
remember being that age."

As Tilal gave the squire his orders and his reasons for them, he reflected that he
seemed to be making a habit of convincing children to stay where they belonged.
Malyander listened wide-eyed, brightened when Kolya objected that a squire's
place was with his fostering lord, but reached the conclusion they wanted him to.
His mother nearly ruined all by casting a glance of appalled betrayal at her
husband when he made his protests. But the boy, after a gulp of regret that he
wouldn't know the excitement of battle, shook his head.

"I want to help fight," he admitted. "But if Prince Tilal needs me to be here, then I
have to stay."

Gemma's subtle but firm physical restraint prevented Lady Matiya from clasping
her darling child to her breast, but not even a stern look could keep her from
bursting into tears of joy. Malyander sighed impatiently at his mother's display
and turned to his father.

"You understand, don't you, Father?"

"Yes. I'd rather we could fulfill our obligation to our prince," he said, and it was
only partly a lie, "but if he orders it, we must in duty obey."

"That was chancy enough," Tilal murmured to his wife as they rode from the
keep. "But Kolya was right—the boy's too young."

"You were no older."

"I was a second son."

"Did your father love you any less or worry about you any less because he had
Kostas?"

"I know what you're really saying," he told her gently. "It's Rihani, isn't it? Why
do you think I'm anxious to join Kostas? I trust him, but I have to be there,
Gemma. I have to see Rihani safely out of each battle with my own eyes."

They rode on in a misting rain for which Rondeg had no liking. The stallion
signaled his displeasure with flattened ears and teeth bared at any horse foolish
enough to get within reach. Tilal did not discipline him; experience had taught
him that the reaction meant he was willing to defend his rider. Tilal had already
demonstrated his authority with a solid whack to the stallion's cheek when he
reared as Tilal mounted. Radzyn horses were sweeter of temper, but a Kadar
stallion was worth the trouble.

As they neared the main road, the clouds parted to give the sun a look at the land.
Tilal squinted in the sudden

brightness. That wooded rise up ahead, that was the crossroads where he must
part with his family. He told himself they'd be safe, that Athmyr was a stout castle
that could hold out at least as long as it would take him to arrive. And thus far the
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enemy had shown little interest in pushing west to Brochwell Bay, being content
to control the central rivers. But his solace lay in Gemma's adamant vow to hold
the keep as long as there was breath in her body. One did not doubt a woman like
that.

From down the column a voice Tilal recognized shouted his name. Not his title—
his name. That surprised him less than the tone: frantic, almost terrified. He
reined his horse around and rode to find the man, an aged retainer who always
accompanied him to Riall'im.

"Chaltyn? What the—oh, Goddess," he breathed, and jumped from his saddle.
Chaltyn knelt on the ground beside Sioneva, who had tumbled off her horse. Her
eyes were wide open and glazed—but not because she had hurt herself and was
stunned. Tilal had known that look since childhood: since becoming squire to a
prince with a Sunrunner princess.

"Tilal—my lord, she fell and there was nothing I could do to—"

"You others, get back!" He cradled his daughter's head in his lap, stroking her
dark hair that had come free of its pins. "Wine, quickly!"

Chaltyn gave him a full wineskin. But he didn't open it, not yet. Not until
Sioneva's blue eyes blinked and focused. Tilting her head up, he poured a
mouthful down her throat. She choked slightly, then grasped the skin herself and
took a good long draught.

"Better?" Tilal asked.

She nodded. "Mother of All!" she breathed. "So that's what it's like!"

Gemma had joined them by now, on her knees in the mud. "What, heartling?" she
asked gently.

"Sunrunning,” Tilal said succinctly. "Who was it, Sioneva?"

"L-Lord Andry," she whispered, marveling at this strange, wonderful, astonishing
thing that had happened to her. "It was like bathing in color—"

"Damn him!" Gemma hissed.

"No, you don't understand!" Sioneva propped herself on her elbows, her eyes
shining. "It was beautiful! Like being

immersed in water that I could feel and taste and smell and even hear—only it
wasn't water, it was color!"

So he had a Sunrunner child after all. He'd wondered as his sons and daughter
grew if the gift brought by a faradhi who married a prince of Kierst would touch
his children as it had touched Sioned. Tilal's father had not been a Sunrunner;
neither were his two sons. Sioneva had never shown any signs of it; she was never
ill while boating on the little lake at Athmyr, but then some Sunrunners were
affected by nothing less than an ocean in a storm. But that she was indeed faradhi
was in no doubt. He knew the gift was in his family; it was not unknown in
Gemma's branch of the Syrene royal line. Now they knew for certain, courtesy of
the Lord of Goddess Keep himself.

"I'm glad you enjoyed it," Tilal said, thinking of Alasen, who had been terrified by
the revelation of her gift. "But now that you seem to have become my Sunrunner,
what did Lord Andry have to say?"

The wonder left her face. "Father—this morning he spotted ships sailing down
from New Raetia to Goddess Keep!"

Neatly solving the problem of where to go and what to defend, he thought. The



http://www.abbyy.com/buy
http://www.abbyy.com/buy

Goddess must be looking after her own. He hadn't consciously waited, as Rohan
would have done, for events to show him what action to take. But if he'd marched
directly for Waes from Kadar Water instead of escorting his ladies to the main
road, there would have been no Sunrunner for Andry to contact, no receipt of any
message. He'd have to tell Rohan that a philosophy Tilal did not really believe in
had worked.

But how had Andry known about Sioneva?

He smiled at her. "When I see Andry, I'll thank him for his skill and care of you.
Can you ride? You and your mother had best start for Athmyr."

"But you can't send me there now! You'll need me!"

"I know what I need to know. Goddess Keep will soon be under attack. I can get
there in time—but not if I'm worried about whether you'll stay on the road home.
Promise me, Sioneva."

Her delicate brows slanted in a frown. Another princess with a will of her own—
but this one had the maturity to recognize necessity. She sighed, pushed the hair
from her face, and nodded. "Yes, Father."

He helped her to her feet. She and Gemma tried to brush

the mud off their clothes and succeeded only in getting their riding gauntlets
filthy. Tilal nearly called for Malyander to fetch fresh trousers for all three of
them before remembering he had no squire now.

Their horses were brought—Rondeg glaring, the others sidestepping out of his
way. Tilal realized with a shock that this was farewell.

"Gemma—" He couldn't find the right words to tell her good-bye. "I'll get news to
you at Athmyr as soon as I can." Suddenly he gathered wife and daughter to him.
"I love you. Stay safe."

Gemma kissed him in public for the first time since their marriage ceremony,
startling him so much that he lost all capacity for speech. Just as well; she was on
her horse an instant later, directing Chaltyn to keep the prince healthy or else.
Tilal watched them ride away for a few heartbeats, then swung up onto the gray
stallion's back. This time Rondeg neither reared nor bucked. He bared his teeth at
the nearest horses just to remind everyone of his status, then slid into an easy
gallop as Tilal led his troops west and south to Goddess Keep.

"So Tilal's coming. Let's hope he makes it before the enemy." Torien paused in his
nervous pacing of Andry's bedchamber. "How did you know about Sioneva?"
Andry sank more deeply into the cushions. He was not in the best of moods. He'd
had a nasty little chat with Sioned on the morning sun that lingered in the
knotted muscles of his neck. How dare she tell him she expected regular reports
from every Sunrunner on the continent, as if she were Lady of Goddess Keep?
Taking a long swallow of wine, he rubbed his aching forehead and winced at the
splatter of rain beginning outside. He'd cut it fine this time. Another few instants
and clouds would have blown over the sun.

"Endless genealogies—and the mirror," he said.

"Gentle Goddess," Torien breathed. "I'd forgotten."

"So do I, most of the time. It's more of an irritant than a help. I always suspected
one of Tilal's children might be faradhi. It's in both families. Those genealogies
that drove Andrade nearly insane practically guarantee it."

"This rain is going to guarantee my insanity," Torien
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grumbled, casting a bitter glance out the windows. "They knew the season to
attack, didn't they? How much sun do we average in autumn and winter—one day
in ten? Twenty? At least they can't march through knee-deep mud."

"Rohan did. Oh, not far, and with my father taking care of strategy he only had to
fight a couple of battles against Roelstra. But he did it. And how many more
battles do you think necessary? They own the Faolain and the Catha. They'll add
the Pyrme before winter hits. All they need is Waes and Goddess Keep before
spring. That's when the war really starts."

"You mean our war, not theirs."

Andry considered. "I hadn't thought of it that way. Our war to take everything
back will have to wait. It's been all theirs up until now—with the exception of New
Raetia." He smiled. "Ah, Rohannon is a kinsman to be proud of! What a faradhi
lord of Radzyn he'll make one day!"

"Have you spoken with him?"

"Not yet. Sioneva was essential; Rohannon can wait. He knows what he's doing
and he's doing it very well. Goddess Keep is what's important right now."

"The home farms are emptying. We can hold our people plus a hundred or so
from the villages. But that's all."

"Our gates are open to all, Torien. No one will be turned away from Goddess
Keep. They're welcome as long as they don't interfere with the devr'im." His smile
thinned. "Besides, I want as many witnesses as possible. But you wanted to know
how I figured it out about Sioneva."

Andry took the bulky genealogy scrolls from their case on a shelf and unrolled
them onto the carpet. Real parentage and lists of illegitimate children were
included here, unlike the official records downstairs in the library and at Castle
Crag. But the essential lie, the one about Pol, was missing. Andry kept that one to
himself.

Andrade had in her time kept charts as complete as she could make them of
various bloodlines. Of course, the princes and athr'im knew their forebears back
hundreds of years, but the common folk rarely bothered. Yet it was from these
commoners that the overwhelming majority of Sunrunners came—becase
marriage between trained faradh'im and high-borns had been, if not exactly
forbidden, then strongly discouraged.

"It's fact,” Andry told Torien as they settled onto the

rug, "that those with diarmadhi gifts pass them on to all offspring without
exception. With faradh'im, the skills are guaranteed only if both parents are
Sunrunners. Sometimes parents who are ungifted themselves produced faradhi
children—""

"—which invariably shocks them speechless," Torien chuckled.

"It certainly did my father," Andry agreed, "when he found out about Maarken
and then about me." For lack of a better term, Andry called people such as his
father "halflings." Their gift in combination with a full Sunrunner could make for
faradhi children.

The puzzle of Alasen made sense only if Andry accepted this halfling idea. Neither
of her parents were gifted, and none of her siblings—but Alasen was. Ostvel, too,
must be a halfling; their eldest daughter, Jeni, was faradhi.

So was Sionell's daughter Antalya. Sailing with her father off the Tiglathi coast
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one day five years ago, not a dragon-length from shore Antalya turned green and
fainted. There had been a repeat scene on the lake at Skybowl later that summer.
Speechless? Tallain, Sionell, and her grandparents had practically joined her in
her faint.

"It's something like eye color," he mused. "Two blue-eyed people can't have a
brown-eyed child—"

"Unless the father isn't really the father."

"Yes—which is a dead certainty if the baby turns up with dark eyes. That was
Barig of Gilad's problem—his mother is definitely Cabar's aunt, but the only thing
certain about his father is that it wasn't the man she married. But the analogy is
fairly apt for Sunrunners. Two of us can't have ungifted children. But people with
brown eyes can have a blue-eyed child."

"Halflings," Torien said, tracing Tilal's and Gemma's lines with one finger across
the complicated parchment.

Andry nodded. "And the mirror can tell me who's what. It breaks down when we
start talking about sorcery, of course."

"Can I have a look at it?" Torien asked. "I'd like to see it at work again."

Formerly the property of an old socerer woman who lived—and died—in the
Veresch, the mirror reacted differently to the names of faradhi, halflings,
sorcerers, and those with both gifts. The first appeared with their colors clearly
defined around them; the second with a faint aura called an aleva, or "fire circle."
Full-blooded diarmadh'im were defined by blackness in the mirror—which Andry
considered appropriate enough. Those such as Pol, both Sunrunner and sorcerer,
appeared with their colors limned in eerie silver. Everyone thought that Riyan
was both as well, but the mirror had told Andry long ago that the man was all
diarmadhi. His queasiness when crossing water was not due to Sunrunner blood,
but to a normal physical reaction.

He went to the closet where the mirror was kept, shrouded and seemingly
unimportant, and carried it near the hearth. Whisking the blanket from the glass,
Andry conjured a fingerflame.

"Sioneva," he said, and the girl's image appeared—with the glow of full
Sunrunner gifts around her head. "You see?" he remarked to Torien. "Halfling
parents, faradhi child."

"What about the others?"

"Rihani," Andry told the mirror. The boy's face was very like his sister's—they
shared the same brown hair and blue eyes, the same resemblance to Tilal about
the eyes and Gemma around the brow and jawline. But what was brilliant
surrounding the girl was barely visible in the boy: halfling.

Andry identified the third sibling aloud, Named for his own dead twin. Goddess,
how much it still hurt to think of his brother. The mirror showed him Tilal's son;
it stayed blank on hearing the names of the dead.

Young Sorin looked like neither parent, and where he'd gotten those gray eyes
was problematical, but by the usual odd trick of kinship he was unmistakably the
brother of Sioneva and Rihani. He was half a Sunrunner, and therefore useless to
Andry.

"Well," sighed Torien, "that's two fewer faradhi princes we have to worry about.
No problems with Ossetia in the future.”
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"No? Your vision doesn't extend far. What if Sioneva marries a halfling lord, and
their children are Sunrunners? What if Rihani Chooses Antalya of Tiglath, say, or
my niece Chayla, and his children turn out the same? It's generations we're
speaking of, Torien. The trouble is, I don't know whether to encourage it or stop
it."

The steward was barely listening. As each name was

spoken, the face in the mirror changed. Torien blinked into his own eyes and
Andry grinned at his discomfiture. It was a bizarre thing indeed to be standing at
the wrong angle for a direct reflection, and yet to see one's own face in this
mirror.

Torien felt his sidelong amusement and shrugged irritably. "Perhaps just this
once you could ask Brenlis to look into the future and—"

"No—oh, Goddess, no!"

Andry put both hands to the mirror's cold surface. He called Brenlis' name,
frantic with fear, clawing the glass.

Empty; blank nothingness; the mirror's response to the names of the dead.

Chapter Fifteen

As Tilal heaved his saddle onto Rondeg's back, Chaltyn gripped the bridle in one
hand and rubbed his balding pate with the other. "I don't like it, my lord," he
stated frankly. "That bunch of—mind your teeth or I'll hood you like a hawk, you
misbegotten brute! —those song-singing Sunrunners can't fight. It will be just us
against Goddess alone knows how many of those savages."

Tilal kneed Rondeg in the belly; air whooshed from the horse's lungs and tufted
ears were laid back. He quickly tightened the girth. "Nice try, old son," he told the
stallion. "But I know your tricks by now. I know Sunrunner tricks, too," he added
to Chaltyn. "You don't believe in rumors, do you?"

"I believe in nothing I can't grab with my fists," the old man growled. "I know the
rumors, my lord. That a magical wall goes up at their bidding, turning warriors
and horses to stone." He snorted. "You'll never convince me I'll soon sit a granite
gelding."

"Don't fancy yourself as an equestrian statue? No more do I. But it's fear woven
into the wall that makes enemies wish they'd turned to stone." Sioned had told
him the story of the battle at Dragon's Rest nine years ago—a battle that had
ended before it even began. Just where the gorge widened into the valley, Andry
had constructed a spell from the Star Scroll. Those contacting that invisible wall
slammed into their own worst nightmares.

"Wall or not, they'll need us to do their fighting for them."

"Agreed." The ros'salath would keep the Vellant'im out of Goddess Keep, but it
would not kill. That was Tilal's job.

He inspected Rondeg's leather battle harness, the equine

equivalent of his own, covering breast, upper limbs, and back. Kolya had insisted
he take the armor along with the stallion; a commander unhorsed was a very bad
idea. Tilal's gear was a gift from Kolya as well, the leather hastily redyed in
Ossetian dark green. Matiya had fashioned a plume for his helm that resembled
the wheat-sheaf symbol of his princedom. He also wore the belt of Desert blue
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and the gold buckle of his knighthood, given twenty-five years ago and brought
out for the Rialla this year. It had been Pol's notion that older men should wear
the symbol of their status to honor new-made knights. Tilal was glad he would be
carrying Rohan's color into battle with him. He only wished he had the High
Prince's banner as well to fly beside his own.

The symbols and the substance were ready. He mounted and made a brief tour of
his troops. Those gathered from around Kadar Water had been augmented by
levies from elsewhere in Ossetia, until he commanded a respectable army of
cavalry, bows, swords, spears, and scythes. Something Rohan had said years ago
came to mind—that people fight for their own land with a fervor not born of mere
loyalty to a prince. Tilal had no illusions that his four hundred and sixty-three
followed him for himself alone. He was a just and able prince, generous, faithful
to the law. His work in the war against Roelstra at so young an age was a source
of pride to his people; he had a handsome wife and a charming daughter and two
strong sons. The Ossetians loved him well—but for all that, he was a foreigner, a
Syrene-born second son of River Run's athri. It was just as well he had no
territorial ambitions and did not make war to amuse himself; through duty his
people would have followed him, but they would not have fought as they were
about to do.

And, ultimately, fight for whom? Andry. Goddess Keep was on Ossetian land; it
was only good tactics to stop the Vellant'im there. But that Andry would be the
primary beneficiary of spilled Ossetian blood did not sit well with Tilal.

The Lord of Goddess Keep annoyed him on several counts. Tilal had
philosophical differences with Andry over the direction faradh'im had taken in
the last eighteen years. He looked askance on rituals and mysteries. His nature
inclined him toward easygoing, friendly, unsuperstitious relations with the
Goddess. But even if he had agreed with Andry, there was a deeper problem that
was at once—paradoxically—

intensely personal and overwhelmingly political. Neither the man nor the prince
in Tilal appreciated Andry's self-chosen position as rival to Pol's power. He was
on Pol's side, simply and irrevocably. Family feeling was part of it. He also
genuinely liked his cousin as a man. As a prince, he deplored the inevitable clash
of two strong wills. And he had the uneasy feeling that this war would see a
headlong collision between them.

But that was not his immediate problem. He nodded to Chaltyn his approval of
the disposition of troops, beckoned to his banner-carrier—a place that would
have been Mal-yander's, now held by a woman archer from the southern coast—
and began the march. They would reach Goddess Keep by noon, set up camp, and
wait for the Vellant'im to land on the beach below the wrinkled cliffs. Tilal had
several ideas about using those cliffs to his advantage, and as he led his army
across the autumn-rich meadows of their princedom, he was smiling.

The alarm was called just after dawn. The Sunrunner on watch had no need of
sunlight to see the dragon-headed ships; they were less than twenty measures off
the coast and sailing fast.

Torien was informed first. He nudged his wife awake, threw on some clothes, and
sent warnings to the home farm and the villages. Then he went to have a look for
himself.
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Jolan was already up on the battlements, gazing out to sea. She didn't spare him a
single glance as he stood beside her in the crisp morning air.

"By the Father of Storms—magnificent," she breathed. Daughter of pearl-fishers
along the Dorvali coast, she appreciated a fine spread of sail. Torien, born near
Snowcoves in Firon, could not help but agree with her. Admiration for the ships
momentarily banished all other thoughts.

Oclel appeared at Torien's shoulder. "They'll hit Trench-water soon," he said.
"That gives us some extra time."

Wrenched back to practicalities, Torien nodded. The deep ocean floor gorge,
hinted at by a swath of midnight-blue water, had a current as strong as the
Faolain in spring flood. The captains of regular cargo ships knew how to
negotiate

Trenchwater. It would slow the enemy's progress—or so he hoped.

"I'll wake Andry—if he's not already up. Oclel, you start the drill. Everyone knows
what to do."

"They'd better," Oclel replied in a voice that boded ill for slackers or those of poor
memory. "As for the farmers and their noise—they'd best behave and not get in
anyone's way."

"Kind but firm," Jolan reminded him, smiling a little. "Don't bite their heads off.
War is new to them."

"And the rest of us have been doing it all our lives?" Oclel asked. "I won't have
their pigs squealing underfoot while we work. They'll do as they're told and stay
where they're put or they can go take their chances outside." He squinted at the
dragon ships. "No one's thought to find Tilal yet, I suppose?"

Jolan shrugged. "We can keep them busy until he arrives."

"I don't like being beholden to him," Oclel muttered. "He's Rohan's, down to his
last breath."

"He's prince enough not to gloat to our faces—unlike his brother."

Torien elbowed his old friend in the ribs. "Be glad it's not Kostas marching to our
defense. We'd never hear the end of it."

They went about their tasks, Jolan keeping pace with Torien to Andry's door.
"Having seen those ships, I don't wonder Chadric fled," she murmured.

Torien stroked her cheek, his fingers brown as taze against the white-rose
paleness of her skin. "But you haven't forgiven him."

"Would you? My parents, my sisters and cousins—Goddess only knows what's
become of them. All I saw on sunlight was their village. Burned to cinders."
"We'll look for them again soon, love," he promised. "Perhaps they're with Prince
Ludhil."

"And perhaps they're all dead." Jolan straightened and continued more briskly,
"I'll go prepare the wine."

"Make it fairly strong. We may be at this a while."

This was Andry's opinion as well. He was awake and dressing when Torien
entered his chambers. The steward barely had time to report what had been seen
and thus far done before the outer door burst open and Andrev ran into the room.
The boy skidded to a stop at his father's side.

"Valeda says I have to stay with the children! I'm thirteen, Father, old enough to
be your squire! Please let me!"
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Torien saw amusement war with consternation in Andry's blue eyes. The son was
the image of the father in that feature as well as the lines of mouth and jaw and
the sweep of thick hair back from the temples. But Andrev was blond like his
mother Othanel, who had died ten years ago attempting a Star Scroll spell. Since
spring, Andrev's height had started to go up and his voice had started to go
down— but as he repeated his plea, the latter cracked back into a childish treble.
"I can hold the banner and I've been practicing with sword and knife and Oclel
himself says I'm pretty good— please, Father!"

After a moment, Andry said softly, "No."

"But why?"

"Because—" Andry hesitated, and Torien saw the reasons in his eyes. Andrev was
his eldest son, soon to begin the training that would make him Lord of Goddess
Keep after Andry. Since his eleventh year he had been wild to be fostered at some
court—preferably in the Desert, like his half-sister Tobren—and become a real
squire like other boys of his age and high birth. His father had forbidden it.
Torien said, "Because the battle we'll fight won't be with swords or knives. Your
skills will better serve to protect your brother and sisters." He had iittle
inclination for and less experience with children, despite the dozens at Goddess
Keep—and Andrev was no fool. But for a disgusted glance, the boy ignored him.
"I could stand guard. I won't get in your way, Father, if you're worried about
that."

Andry shook his head. "I wasn't. But I'd have to worry about your safety, and that
would distract me from what I must do."

The boy's cheeks flushed. "I'm not like Joscev, that you have to rescue me from
the roof or keep me away from the unbroken horses!"

"I know. But I'd worry about vou all the same."

"But, Father, I—"

"Enough, Andrev. I have things to do, and you're keeping me from them." Even
Torien recognized that this was the wrong thing to say. Hastily—but too late—
Andry added, "We'll talk about your fostering once this war is over.

Would you like to go to Kadar Water, or perhaps Kierst-Isel like your cousin
Rohannon? Think about your choice."

"Once the war's over, I won't be any use to you," Andrev said, stiff pride trying to
conceal angry disappointment. "I'll get out of your way now, Father."

"Andrev—" He extended a hand, but the boy was already out the door. Andry
sighed. "He won't soon forgive me for this."

"Andry, he worships you."

"When he was little, yes. But he's growing up. At his age, all I wanted was to
prove myself—but in Sunrunner arts, not those of war. I suppose it's my father
and grandfather in him." Shrugging, he donned a white wool tunic and belted it
around his waist. "Let's get started. I want an estimate of when Tilal will arrive.
And Trenchwater won't slow these people down long, you know—they've come
from Goddess knows where through Goddess knows what kind of seas. We're not
dealing with casual sailors here."

That became obvious when Jolan checked on the ships' progress. "Faster than I
thought," she admitted as the devr'im assembled in the gate tower. Indicating the
wine cups on a low table, she said, "Drink up. We've got work to do."
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Torien watched the others find their individual goblets. Commissioned from a
Fironese crystaller, each of the nine had been designed by Andry in the primary
colors of each faradhi's gifts. Jolan's was a scene of underwater pearl-beds, amber
and emerald seaweed bending delicately in the current; for Oclel, born in the
Veresch, a black wolf paced among ruby flowers near a sapphire river. Rusina
paused to admire her cup before drinking; the glass showed a gray-white cat
stalking blue birds through a grassy field. Everyone knew who Andry cast as the
cat.

Ulwis drank her wine slowly, sunlight glistening off topaz-gold hawks wheeling
above the blue-and-purple mountains of Cunaxa where she had been born.
Nialdan's had birds, too: red-feathered sea geese nesting in emerald grass on the
beaches of his father's holding near Waes.

Valeda drained her cup and set it down directly in the light; the complex design,
mostly green with pinpoints of red flowers, depicted the circle of trees near
Goddess Keep with its pond and rock cairn. It was a reference to her main duty
here, that of making boys into men under the guise of the Goddess.

Torien's was in shades of red and amber and blue, sunset over the sea. Deniker's
goblet must have caused the crafter many false starts before he got that unusual
jade green right. Into the opaque green sea a blue waterfall tumbled, foaming
white at its base.

But Andry's was the most impressive, as was fitting. A ruby-bright dragon soared
above his native Desert, amber beneath a sky streaked with amethyst clouds. The
colors were augmented by bits of crushed jewels blown into the molten glass
itself—a triumph of the crystaller's art. Empty now as he turned it by its stem in
the sun, it spat color onto the walls.

"Feeling it yet?" Andry asked quietly. A few nods; those who had not yet finished
their wine quickly did so. By the time Torien joined the others on the sunlit
balcony above the gate, the dranath had heated his blood and sharpened his
perceptions. The faces of the others showed the same heightened awareness.
Incredible, what a pinch of harmless-looking herb could do.

The configuration of strengths had been worked out years ago and tested many
times—but never against a real attack. Yet Torien sensed no nervousness in the
group, sure of themselves and especially of Andry. As core of the ros'salath, he
was in the center. Flanking him were Nialdan and Rusina. Oclel stood at his
wife's side, Jolan next to him, and Valeda last of all to anchor that portion of the
weaving. To Nialdan's right were UYwis and her husband Deniker. Torien took
Ms place at the far end, and they were ready.

Oclel needn't have worried about distracting noise. The morning was quiet here,
all the farmers and villagers inside the keep now, with thick stone walls between
them and the devr'im. Neither was there any sign of the enemy. There was omy
V\ie silent expanse ol £nomM6s)\>ot6ele6” 1&6-or gold-leaved trees in thin
autumn sunlight. But the quiet held warning: no birdsong, no grunting of plow-
elk, not even the squeal of mice caught by hunting cats.

"No sunlight," Andry murmured. Torien shifted his plans to allow for this,
agreeing with the judgment. Had it been a cloudless day or a clear night, they
could have used sun, moons, or stars without fear. But the autumn sun was
unreliable, and could catch any working Sunrunner in clouds. So they would
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conjure only: more difficult, but safer.

Slowly, for they had time yet, and carefully, for this must be done right, the three
anchoring minds gathered in the strengths of their subordinates. Torien had
heard Valeda liken herself to a master weaver and a loom, with Jolan and Oclel
the bright threads. Torien preferred to think of it in the terms of his Fironese
homeland: he both crafter and window, Ulwis and Deniker the shapes of colored
glass. But neither image was entirely analogous. Threads snapped or unraveled;
glass splintered or broke. What was fashioned by the devr'im that morning would
do none of those things— unless one of them was pierced by iron. Torien had no
real fear of that for himself. He was part diarmadhi. It was his shame but it might
mean his life. Those of that blood experienced terrible pain if hit by iron;
Sunrunners died.

He worked, and made of the gorgeous blues and greens and golds and reds and
Ulwis' strange glowing purple a pattern of surpassing beauty. As crafter he
fashioned the window; as window he was part of the pattern. But what was
beautiful to see and be on his side was, in the way of all things, the opposite on
the other. He had been on that other side several times. He knew the horrors
waiting for those who came close enough to touch.

Jolan had made a poem of it, something about what was light becoming
darkness, what was pleasure becoming pain. Fragments of her words skittered
through his mind, distracting him. He chased them away with a promise to hear
her sing the poem when victory was theirs.

Sensing that Andry waited, he presented his splendid window for use as if it were
a shield. Valeda's image of strongly woven fabric cloaked Andry, the Lord of
Goddess Keep's own concept, that of a sword with Nialdan as the solid hilt and
Rusina as the glowing moonstone blade, com-oleted his armament. Andry, who
had never ridden to war,

was ready for battle.

They left their dragon-headed ships for the beaches, scaled the cliffs, marched in
good order across the fields. Torien felt but could not see them. His physical
senses were useless, just as during a Sunrunning. He had no flesh, no blood, no
body to feel the deep trembling excitement brought by dranath. He was the
window now, pieces of brilliant glass melded together by power. He was his
Lord's shield, as others were his cloak and sword. Those who encountered him
would collide with nightmares; those who touched the

cloth would be shrouded in hideous visions; those who braved the sword would
be pierced by terrors. Let them come.

He knew when they approached the keep. He waited for Andry to use him. But
Andry waited, too. If Torien had once known why, he had forgotten. He wanted to
feel those minds crash into the seething darkness of him that for him was light.
He was as eager for it as a hungry dragon for the kill, as a boy for the smile of his
first love, as a man for the bed of an adored wife. This was what dranath gave
him.

If he had known anything but the most tenuous connection to his body, he would
have parted his lips on a cry of joy and possession and triumph. A pitiful ungifted
mind shattered on its own worst fears. Shattered on the shield he had given his
Lord against their enemies.



http://www.abbyy.com/buy
http://www.abbyy.com/buy

The first of many—but not enough. They drew back, and he quivered with rage.
Come to me, come to me, part of him sang. Come to me and die. For this was the
secret Andry had told none but him. The practice was for practice. This was
lethal. Minds shattered or shrouded or pierced would remain so, to the death of
the flesh as surely as if they were Sunrunners shadow-lost.

Had he been wholly of his body, he would have bellowed challenge, jeered their
cowardice. The eager hunger surged and he knew he must glow and vibrate in the
air like a shimmer-vision on the Long Sand. Come to me!

When they came, it was not with unguarded minds. It was with iron.

His body screamed with the pain of it, colors rent asunder by the onslaught of
fierce bright steel. But he held. Crippled. Not yielding. Repair the crumbling
glass, rethread the shredding weave, reforge the sword. / can. No one else.

He did it, and the Sunrunners did not die. He found unexpected strength in
Ulwis, she of the dark Merida face who denied possessing that blood, and used
her. What he presented to Andry was not the adamantine shield and enveloping
cloak and shining sword of before, but it served. It served.

Tilal was silent as he strode through the gates of Goddess Keep. Chaltyn hobbled
along beside him, favoring his left thigh. The prince was unhurt but for the usual
bruises. But

of his four hundred and sixty-three, eighty-one were dead, twice that many
injured. The enemy had been driven back down the cliffs, back to their longboats
and their dragon-headed ships. Goddess Keep was game bigger than they had
teeth for. Tilal knew why they did not linger off the coast to try again, as at New
Raetia, but instead set limping sail around the cape for Gilad or Syr or the Desert.
Andry had defeated their minds. Neither Tilal nor his soldiers had been necessary
at all.

A blond boy with Andry's blue eyes pushed through the crush of Sunrunners and
castlefolk, villagers and farmers and Tilal's own people. "Your grace? May I escort
you to the Lord's chambers?"

Tilal nodded curtly, not trusting himself even to open his mouth to be civil. A
path was cleared through the noise to the keep. As they mounted the inner stairs,
Tilal decided it was both a good thing and a bad thing that he must slow his steps
for Chaltyn to keep pace: good because it prevented him from pelting up to
Andry's rooms and wringing his neck, bad because he had even more time to
seethe. He told himself to remember his love for Chay and Maarken and Pol and
especially Rohan. They needed neither the personal anguish nor the political
disaster Tilal's fury was quite capable of causing right now. But stronger than
feeling or practical wisdom, the memory of his dead and wounded threatened to
ignite him like a bin of oil-soaked wood.

The Lord of Goddess Keep was waiting for him in an audience chamber rich with
color, hung with fine tapestries, furnished with fruitwood chairs and velvet
cushions. Andry sat in what looked suspiciously like a throne, all carved and
elaborate. Flanking him, standing, were persons Tilal recognized as the Chief
Steward and the mother of one or another of his children—Tilal neither
remembered nor cared which. Andry and the woman looked exhausted. The
steward looked half-dead.

"His grace of Ossetia," the boy said, the form correct, the voice hushed.
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"Thank you, Andrev. Bring a chair for his grace, and then leave us."

"Yes, my Lord."

So he made his own children address him by his title? How charming. How like
Andry. The irritation of years

flared, and it was no surprise that this one small thing had brought him to
despise Andry at last.

Tilal nodded thanks to the boy but did not sit down. He looked an order at
Chaltyn to get off his feet; the old man balked for a moment, then sat down in the
presence of his prince—and the Lord of Goddess Keep. Andry's brows did not stir,
but the steward's did.

Tilal had tried to calm himself enough on the way here to come up with a really
blistering first sentence. Now, seeing Andry composed and waiting to be
addressed, as if he were the prince and Tilal nothing more than a moderately
useful servant, he said the first thing that came to him.

"Who in all Hells do you think you are?"

"Not a question requiring an answer," Andry observed. "But to be pedantic, I am
Lord of Goddess Keep, and not answerable to you. I am, barely and regrettably,
answerable in some things to the High Prince."

"Answerable to him? He'll fry you! How dare you use your gifts this way?"
"What way is that, your grace?" the woman asked.

Tilal ignored her. "We saw the dying—so much for the faradhl vow not to kill!
Goddess in glory, Andry—do you know what you did to them? Did you have any
idea—"

"You care no more for enemy deaths than I do," Andry replied quietly. "You
yourself killed enough of them today."

"Clean kills, my Lord!" Chaltyo burst out. "Not leaving a mindless, whimpering
husk that flinches from wind whispering through a blade of grass!"

Andry held Tilal's gaze with his own—but on a man who in many years at
Stronghold had been taught what tricks Sunrunners used on the ungifted, the
tactic was useless. Tilal was no ignorant, awestruck youth; he was a prince,
familiar with Sunrunners, and had no intention of being caught the way it was
said dragons snared their prey with a glance.

Andry recognized it, and his expression changed fractionally. "It's not the deaths
that bother you," he reiterated.

"You made sure I saw them, didn't you? I and all my army. You killed close on a
hundred of them—but no more. Why is that, Andry? Did it take too much out of
you? Would it have been too tiring to confront the whole army? Was a hundred
enough to create the right impression?"

The woman sucked in an outraged breath. No one spoke

to the Lord of Goddess Keep this way. Andry placed a hand on her arm.

"You waited!" Tilal spat. "You wanted enough witnesses to spread a tale of
invincibility. I saw it, Goddess damn you—my people were fighting and dying!
Those bastards were almost at the gates and you waited until then to work your
spells!"”

"Valeda," Andry said to the woman, "you see before you a prince trained by my
uncle Rohan, who sees clearly—and understands the meaning of what he sees.
But he never learned to control his temper or his tongue." He rose from his chair,
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and Tilal was not so far gone in rage that he missed the stiff weariness Andry
tried to hide. "Yes, Tilal, you're right. I waited. But you don't yet understand why.
It wasn't to see your soldiers killed. Rohan's own law allows me to employ the
ros'salath in defense of Goddess Keep."

"So that's what you're after," Tilal breathed. "Pol failed at Radzyn. You're putting
Rohan on notice that you won't fail. That he needs you. That you should have free
rein, you and your—"

"Devr'im," Andry supplied. "You'll recognize the root words. It's a term of my
own devising."

He recognized them well enough: "lords of light." A pretty word with horrible
implications.

"And once you've done all this," Tilal said slowly, "once you've destroyed the
enemy ... will we then call you High

Prince?"

"You insult me with more ambition than 1 possess." Andry took a few steps
toward him. "Listen to me, Tilal—cousin," he added with a sardonic smile, and
the word used between princes grated on Tilal's ears. "We are cousins, you know,
if only by marriage," Andry went on. "My only ambition is to cleanse all lands of
these barbarians. The rest of you are failing—my blood-cousin Pol being a prime
example. I and my devr'im can succeed, but only if we're allowed to work freely.
That's the message I wish you to convey to Rohan. It's very simple. Let us work,
and we'll drive these savages out. What other hope is there?"

Tilal's fingers twitched as he reconsidered his earlier notion about wringing
Andry's neck. No, there was a better way to do it, to fell him and leave him alive
and in pain.

"I knew and loved your brother Sorin," he said through his teeth. "For the first
time, I'm glad he's dead."

He paused just long enough to watch the poisoned shaft strike home. With a
sharp gesture to Chaltyn, he turned on his- heel and stalked out of the chamber—
before his hands really did find and break Andry's neck.

Chaltyn dissuaded him from leaving Goddess Keep that very evening. "It was a
hard battle, for all that we won it," he said. "Our people need and deserve at least
one night's sleep before they march again."

His prince snarled at him. "I don't care if it's only half a measure, I want out of
here now!"

"That would be a great unwisdom," the old man scolded. "Stay the night. Use up
Andry's substance instead of our own. We've a long enough walk ahead of us to
the Faolain and your brother—and fighting enough along the way to get the taste
of Andry out of your mouth."

By the time he was out in the courtyard again, he had cooled enough to recognize
that Chaltyn was right. "Very well. But I'm not sleeping within these walls
tonight."

"Yes you are." Tilal stared; Chaltyn leaned closer. "Have you forgotten that the
High Princess your aunt still has friends here? You need a Sunrunner, my lord."
He gave in with poor grace. "And a bath. I stink of Andry's presence."

Emerging from a long soak that soothed his muscles if not his mind, he found an
excellent meal waiting for him in his chamber. When he was finished, he rang the
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little bell beside the bed. The boy who came to take the tray was none other than
Andry's blond son.

"More wine, your grace?"

"No, but thank you. I'll sleep well enough on what I've already had. Andrev, isn't
it?"

"Yes, your grace."

'Tt's 'my lord,' actually." He recalled Andry's mocking words-—and how the boy
had used a title to his own father— and added, "We're cousins, of a sort. You can
use my name if you like."

A quick smile reminded him suddenly of Sorin. Andry would never forgive him
for what he'd said—but he would not have taken it back even if he could.

"We're kin by marriage, I know," the boy said, and

began unpacking fresh clothes from Tilal's saddlebags for the morning. "My
sisters and brothers didn't believe me when I pointed you out to them during the
battle. And now I see you have green eyes, like the High Princess."

"My father was her brother. So you watched today, did you?"

"Oh, yes! I counted how many you unhorsed. That's a real fire-breather you were
riding. Don't let my father hear me say it, but some of Lord Kolya's horses are
even better than my grandsir's."

"Some of them," Tilal grinned. "But don't let your grand-sir hear me say it!" He
stretched and pulled a face as a sore muscle twinged in his back. "Thank you for
your service to me tonight, Andrev."

"I saw that you don't have a squire, my 1- Cousin Tilal."

"Not at present. No, you needn't polish my sword, though I appreciate the
thought. It's late."

"A fine blade," the boy said wistfully, running a cautious finger over the gold-
chased hilt.

"Unsheathe it if you like—but be careful, it's got an edge like a dragon's claw. I
gave it to my father many years ago, and he left it to me."

"Is it the same one my uncle Maarken used to kill the pretender?" Andrev
breathed, eyes shining.

"The very same." Tilal hid a grin. So Andry had a would-be warrior for a son, did
he? That must go over well.

"Thank you for letting me see it," Andrev said, sliding the blade carefully back
into the scabbard. "Good night, Cousin Tilal."

"Good night." He settled back in bed to rest, but not to sleep. Chaltyn had
promised to find and send before midnight a Sunrunner loyal to Sioned and
Rohan. But despite his determination to stay awake, he was drifting off when his
door opened and light spilled into the room.

"Who's there?" *

Shadows returned as the door swung closed. "My name is :ne one piece of
information you may not have, your grace,"

« voice whispered, so low-pitched that he couldn't tell if it

-vas male or female. "I swore to the High Princess." Tilal didn't trust Andry out of
sword reach and he felt

« cry odd around the edges of his perceptions. Like some-

ering tugged at part of him—not to draw him forward into
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«~¢ light, but to throw a blanket of mist over him. Struggling

through it, he asked casually, "You knew her, I suppose, when she came here at
thirteen."

"Since the day she arrived—at age twelve."

"And had a room in the west tower."

"The fourth floor of the central hall. Satisfied?"

"Not yet."

A dry chuckle. "You're a suspicious man, my lord."

"In Andry's keep, do you blame me?"

"Not at all."

"What was Sioned wearing the day she arrived here?"

"Oh, dear. How can I remember that far—wait. It must have been the green wool
gown with the black sash. She insisted on wearing it until it was nearly in tatters,
long after she grew too tall for it."

Tilal relaxed. "My father sent her one almost like it when I went to Stronghold.
Green and black are River Run's colors. She told me about that other gown when
she unwrapped the box."

The shadows laughed softly, and their mist cleared a little. "I am believed on the
strength of a length of wool! What shall I tell her on the moons?"

He gave a brief summary of his encounter with Andry. "You can also tell her I
came within a hair's breadth of throttling him. Now, what can you tell me?"
"Something happened to disrupt the ros'salath but was corrected. The weave
wasn't restored to its former strength. It no longer killed. But it was still strong
enough to turn them from us to easier quarry. Your army."

"Easier?"

"Your pardon. I meant more traditional fighting, where a sword is a sword—and
not a knife through the mind. Not a perversion offaradhi gifts."

Ashamed of his outburst and feeling deeply for the disgust and pain in that voice,
he nodded. "Are there others who feel as you do?"

"Forgive me, but that's another question I can't answer."

"Doesn't matter, I suppose. It's not something I understand or can do anything
about. I need a favor, though. Is there someone who can come with me on the
march? All I need is communication. I don't want a warrior."

A short silence ensued. Then the voice whispered on a sigh, "No one. Andry
would know if even one of us slipped out. If he offers you a Sunrunner, accept.
The spy you know

is less dangerous than the one you don't—and, as you say, you need
communication."

"He won't offer."

"Perhaps you're right. If that's all, your grace, the moons are rising and I should
be quick about this. There may be cloud cover."

"Just one more thing. My love to them—and if Sioned contacts Athmyr—"

"It has already been done. Your lady knows you safe and unharmed."

"Thank you."

The wedge of light appeared and vanished once more. Tilal sank back down in
bed, and was too tired to think for more than a few heartbeats before he was
swallowed in sleep.
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Andry did not offer a Sunrunner. Neither did he come down to see Tilal leave at
dawn. Chaltyn reported that a delegation from the common folk had come
pleading for troops to be left behind in their defense.

"And what did you reply?" Tilal asked, staring at the road from between his
stallion's tufted ears.

"To trust in the Lord of Goddess Keep—and if that brought no comfort, try the
Goddess herself."

"It pains me to leave them without swords. But I won't have my people die for
Andry's sake. Not again. The cost is too high—and I'm not talking about what I
owe their families." One of Tilal's duties after this was all over would be to travel
to every farm, village, and holding that had suffered a loss and offer the life-token
due the survivors of a soldier dead in a prince's service.

They rode on in silence. Clouds that had drizzled two days ago and parted
yesterday were threatening rain in earnest. There would be no tales spread on
sunlight of Andry's power today.

About forty measures from the keep, when it was getting on for noon, Chaltyn
rode up from an inspection of the column with another rider at his side. Tilal
knew he shouldn't have been surprised that it was Andrev.

"See who I found, my lord," the old man said, "stuck between the horse and the
archers."

"You need a squire, Cousin Tilal," the boy said simply. "And a Sunrunner."
Chaltyn stared at him. "You know how? At your age?"

"I know how."

"Where does your father think you are?" Tilal asked.

Andrev blinked. "With the others, helping the villagers return to their homes.
They won't miss me until sundown. If then," he added.

By the Goddess, Andry would be livid—and after yesterday's events Tilal couldn't
resist a decision guaranteed to infuriate the Lord of Goddess Keep.

"Very well. I need a squire and a Sunrunner. We'll take care of the formal
swearing later. Chaltyn, go find him a tunic of the right color.”

Andrev's blue eyes shone. "Thank you, Cousin Tilal!"

"His father won't thank you," Chaltyn muttered.

"I know." Tilal barely restrained himself from adding, Ask me if I care. "Andrev,
from now on it's 'my lord.' You're in my service now."

PART THREE
Chapter Sixteen

It was impossible to keep things from Tobin. Even crippled, she could command
information so powerfully with just her eyes that not even her lord and husband
could keep his mouth shut. Or perhaps he was the one with the least resistance.
Whatever the case, Tobin knew most things only a short while after the others
did.

Since their arrival at Remagev it had become her habit to spend the day in any
available sunshine. Feylin gave her a corner chamber, with one window facing
south and the other west. Sioned, knowing what was in Tobin's mind, extracted a
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promise from her not to go Sunrunmng unless one of them went with her in case
she faltered. It had been a long while coming, but, once given, Tobin kept her
word. After all, nothing was said about passively receiving the messages of other
faradh'im.

A glorious sunset was just beginning, and Rohan had come to enjoy it with her.
Tobin knew why her crafty brother had come now instead of earlier: Tobren had
come to sit with her, too, and in the child's presence there could be no imperious
glance ordering him to talk.

The girl perched on a stool by Rohan's chair, sewing a sling to support her
grandmother's arm once she was able to get about—which Tobin swore would be
tomorrow. She had recovered from the flight across the Desert and was back to
where she had been before Radzyn was attacked: ready to try walking with a cane
to support her bad leg. She felt strong enough. And she knew if she spent one
more day confined to this room, pleasant as it was, she would start screaming.
Rohan did not have much to choose from in Walvis' library, so he read aloud
from Feyiin's dragon book which

Tobin had insisted Sioned pack. Tobren's steady stitching paused every so often
as she looked up in amazement. Though she was still skittish around Pol, Rohan
had won her over. She wouldn't call him by name yet, but Tobin knew it was only
be a matter of time.

In the deep western light, their pale hair was nearly the same color—Rohan's
gone silver with his years, Tobren's paled by exposure to harsh Desert sun. Tobin
wondered what the child's mother was like—a woman she had never met and
about whom Tobren never spoke. That was unnatural, as far as her grandmother
was concerned. But then, so little about Andry's begettings and what passed for
his family life at Goddess Keep was usual.

Such thoughts irritated her. She concentrated on Rohan's voice as he read. It was
the chapter Betheyn had enjoyed so much, ridiculing dragon legends.

"I didn't know the one about dragon spines being poisonous," Rohan said. "Teeth,
talons, and blood, yes. But spines?"

Tobren frowned as she rethreaded her needle. "Maybe it's like the scorpion. Or a
serpent's fangs."

"Probably where the idea originated. But, as Feylin writes, the spines would have
to be hollow to hold poison. So would teeth and claws."

"With the teeth, it could be their spit," she reasoned.

"Hmm. Hadn't thought of that. But I'm living proof to the contrary." He rolled up
a sleeve, revealing a scar on his upper arm. "Talon. If I'd been slower, I'd have
teeth marks, too. I'm positive the old dragonsire spat on me."

Tobren caught her breath. "He did? When?"

"A very long time ago, when I was young and stupid enough to go chasing
dragons." He smiled down at her. "I've kept a respectful distance since!"

She laughed. "I should think so, my lord! I like hearing about dragons."

"They're in your blood, Tobren. There's no escaping love of them if you're Desert-
bred. It was said your great-grandsire could tell when dragons would come just
by the shape of the clouds or the feel of the wind. It runs in the—"

He stopped abruptly. The little girl's face had taken on that strange, glazed look
he and Tobin knew so well. They both held their breath until she was back with
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them, conscious of their presence again.

"Who was it, Tobren?" he asked gently.

"Andrev! Oh, he's done a terrible thing, my lord! He's going to be in awful trouble
with Father!"

Rohan traded glances with Tobin. Neither of them was used to Sunrunning in a
child, but Andry taught his sons and daughters young. "What has Andrev done?"
"There was a battle and we won—but Andrev ran away! He wanted to help during
the battle but Father wouldn't let him. So he ran away when Prince Tilal left. He
says he's Prince Tilal's squire now, sworn and accepted and everything. Can he do
that, my lord?"

"He's thirteen?" When she nodded, he said, "Yes, Tobren, he can do that."

It was a very old law Tobin knew Andrev was unaware of—so was Andry, or he
would have invoked it when he was that age and frantic to get to Goddess Keep.
Such a thing hadn't been done in lifetimes. But it was legal for a boy in his
thirteenth year to pledge himself as a squire where he pleased. If he did so against
his parents' wishes, however, they were under no obligation to take him back. He
risked his inheritance and might have to settle for whatever place and income his
fostering lord would give him. It was no secret among their family that Andry
intended Andrev's inheritance to be Goddess Keep itself.

She met her brother's gaze again. What was Andrev thinking of, to do such a
thing? And Tilal, to accept him?

Rohan said, "We'll have to send to your father so he knows where Andrev is, and
that he's all right."

"He'll be furious," Tobren murmured.

He'll blister that child's bottom for him, sure enough, Tobin thought. And
deservedly. Whatever possessed Andrev to run away from home?

Then she remembered something Rohan had said once about Pol. "/ used to
worry about him. He rarely got into scrapes—that I heard about, anyway—and he
was altogether too mannerly as a child. But I stopped worrying the day he ran
away from home in a fury when he was eleven. That showed spirit—took me a lot
longer to get up the nerve to cross Father's will. Pol had the courage to go off on
his own. But he came back, which showed he had the sense to realize

hat at his age, he was too young. Spirit, bravery, and brains, Tobin—just like
your boys. That's how I knew he was all

«>iine, and not lanthe's."

Andrev, too, had now run away from home. The problem was how to return him
before Andry went raging after Tilal. But if the boy had already sworn, it was
legal—and Andry couldn't reclaim his son unless Tilal consented. But why had he
accepted Andrev in the first place?

That question exercised the minds of those who met after dinner in Rohan's
chambers for the regular evening discussion. Nothing had been heard from
Goddess Keep, so they had no account of the battle itself beyond Andrev's sparse
information that there had indeed been one. Sioned, whose last encounter with
Andry had left her shaking with fury she could not allow herself to express to its
object, flatly refused to be the one to talk to him this time.

"He's your brother, Maarken," she said tersely. "You deal with him."

"If there's sun enough tomorrow, I will. I know what he'll say, though. He'll
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demand Tilal release Andrev and send him back."

"Of course," Pol said. "But I don't think that's a very good idea. Chay, Maarken,
please forgive my bluntness— but his son's involvement in this war is our best
guarantee that Andry will help where it's necessary."

Rohan arched a brow. "Still kicking yourself over what happened at Radzyn, I
see."

Pol's color heightened a trifle. "I failed. I'll bet Azhdeen's hide that Andry didn't,
and kept them out of Goddess Keep so Tilal could hack them to pieces in the field.
Like it or not, we need Andry. And I don't like it."

"Consult your dragon before you wager his hide," Walvis murmured. "Which is to
say, wait until we get a full report of what went on there yesterday. If Tilal was
angry enough to accept the boy, which was guaranteed to make Andry cross-eyed
furious, then much may have happened that we know nothing about."

"The great athri is wise." Kazander touched his fingertips to his heart. "No
powerful, sane man deliberately insults another powerful man unless he has
already received a mortal insult himself."

Sioned lifted her hands in a gesture of disgust, her ring spitting emerald fire. "So
Andry's livid, Tilal's in a rage, and our only source of information about the whole
mess is a half-trained thirteen-year-old boy who's run away from

home. Delightful. Simply delightful. What other happy news tonight?"

The rising of the moons brought a fuller account of the battle at Goddess Keep—
from Sioned's friend there, not from Andry. Feylin scribbled everything in her
records when they all met again at midnight.

Pol smiled tightly. "He wanted us to come begging. But to get his son back safe,
he'll have to help us fight this war."

Chay drooped in his chair, his graying head bowed. Maarken rose to his feet and
left the room. After a moment, Hollis gave Pol a single cold glance and followed
her husband.

"Nice work," Rohan commented sourly. "We all understood, Pol. You didn't have
to say it aloud."”

"I'm not the one who put conditions on help that should be freely given! We
princes have a duty to protect Goddess Keep—which Tilal has done. What's
Andry's part of the bargain, in return for defending him and his?"

Sioned folded her hands. "There is no law, no tradition —he can demand what he
likes in return for his help. And if it's Andrev back at Goddess Keep, we just might
have to oblige him."

"He wouldn't dare," Pol said flatly. "He owes us. And he can't let people keep on
dying in a war he could stop!"

"Oh, this will look fine, won't it?" she retorted. "The only reason the Lord of
Goddess Keep supports us is because his son is at risk. That's not what Andrade
had in mind when she named him her successor. She wanted you to work
together. You wielding the power of a prince, he that of Goddess Keep,
Sunrunners in common with a mutual goal."

"I won't crawl to him," Pol said stubbornly. "And I won't try to convince Tilal to
release Andrev."

Chay glanced up, quicksilver gray eyes robbed of their light. "Pride has a bitter
taste when you're drinking loser's dregs."
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Pol shrugged. "I don't think we need Andry to win this i*ar at all. We can learn
the weaving ourselves. I know the basics. I've got powerful faradh'itn of my own
to work with. I—"

"Your own?" Sioned began angrily, but Rohan silenced her with a look.

"Pol," he said quietly, "by all accounts, the ros'salath at

Goddess Keep killed. Your mother and Maarken and Hollis took oath—"

"That didn't stop Mother, a long time ago."

Sioned's fists clenched around rings that were no longer on her fingers. "You
know nothing about that. Nothing."

"But it's true, isn't it?"

Kazander was caught gaping at this revelation. He quickly smoothed his
expression. "These are matters of more weight than I have shoulders to carry. If
the High Prince and High Princess in their graciousness will excuse me—"

"Yes, of course," Rohan said, distracted. The korrus stood, bowed, and hurried
from the room.

"You killed with the gifts, Mother," Pol said relentlessly.

"I've paid for it ever since! As you pointed out at Radzyn, you never made that
vow. I don't want you to have to pay for that for the rest of your life."

"What kept faradh'im safe was that vow," Chay said. "It's my shame that my own
son has broken it. That if we are to win this war, he'll have to break it again." He
sighed quietly. "It's his choice, Pol. His oath forsworn, his decision to do what he
knows is wrong. He just doesn't seem to understand how wrong it really is. How
dangerous."

"If Andry wants to dishonor himself, that's his business. I never swore. There's no
oath for me to break. Besides, if it saves just one of my people—"

Rohan stood abruptly and began to pace. "Honor! Haven't you been listening?
Chay's talking about your life! Who do you think that vow is meant to protect?
Princes trust Sunrunners not to choose one side or the other. If they ever thought
Sunrunners would kill, do you think any of you would be left alive?"

"In the last forty years people have gotten used to at least one Sunrunner
choosing a side." Pol looked pointedly at Sioned.

Rohan snapped, "And do you have any idea how hard it's been for her? She was
the one who drew the line between respect for what she could do and certainty of
what she would not do. The line you intend to cross."

Feylin and Walvis watched them square off across the broad table, barely aware
of held breath. Sioned sat with head bowed over her laced fingers, Chay with his
chin sunk on his breast.

Pol gestured impatiently. "Andry broke his oath years ago when he killed Marron.
You punished him for it. If you hadn't, the other princes would have been at your
throat. Then they would have gone after the Sunrunners—"

"After you, Pol."

"—except that you're the High Prince, and they knew there was nothing to fear
from Andry—or from me. Your authority will work again. If we need to use him—
something I'm still not convinced of—Andry can be kept in line."

"I disagree. Word will spread and demands will begin for him to use this
ros'salath in the defense of the continent. I must allow it, they will say. Either that
or set my Sunrunner prince of a son to do it." There was sudden anguish in his
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eyes. "How do I watch you do a thing I know to be wrong? That breaks all law and
tradition? A thing that will make you hated and feared and put you in mortal
danger for the rest of your life?"

Pol replied levelly, "If Andry won't do this without imposing conditions, then I
must. Would you rather have everyone looking to him instead of the High Prince?
Would you see him become High Prince and Lord of Goddess Keep both?"

As Chay made a soft sound, Feylin glared at Pol. "If I thought it was power and
prestige alone you were concerned with, I'd take you over my knee—prince or no
prince," she said.

"I'd be lying if I said I wasn't worried about those things," Pol returned
forthrightly. "Andry and I have never trusted each other. But if he proves the
salvation of the princedoms, think what we'll have to deal with! Father, you
talked about my life being in danger. The same holds true for Andry—and all
Sunrunners."

"You're wrong." Chay's voice was barely audible. "It's not the same. You'll be High
Prince one day. Andry will not. If it was power and prestige he wanted, I'd march
on Goddess Keep myself and break him. But all he's ever wanted is to be Lord
there. I don't know how you became rivals, but it's crippling you both. That
cripples us in fighting this enemy. I agree with you, Pol, that he and thefaradh'im
are in little danger once the war's done if there's a strong High Prince for balance.
But if you're the one to kill with the gifts—do you see? You're more dangerous,
and there-

fore in more danger, than Andry. You will become exactly what they all fear
most."

There was a brief silence before Walvis cleared his throat. "Pol, you'd put your
father in the impossible position of having to punish you as he did Andry—either
that or set aside the law. If he did that for Andry, it would be accepted— barely. If
he did it for you. . . ."

"By not punishing," Rohan said inexorably, "or by canceling my own law, I
condone. The scrolls give me authority over Goddess Keep. It is held of the High
Prince. Lady Merisel provided a final check on their power—just as even a prince
who is not a soldier has final authority over his armies. By allowing Andry to kill,
I show that it is acceptable to me. That it may be done again—"

"You don't care about the Sunrunners," Pol said. "Not when it comes down to
them or me—which is the real issue here. You'd rather Andry did the dirty part of
it so your precious son won't get sullied."

"I can live with his danger better than with yours," Rohan snapped.

"Andrade wanted a Sunrunner prince. Well, here I am, Father! You think she
wanted both powers in one man. / think she meant me to protect all people—
gifted or not, Sunrunner or not, highborn or not."

"Yes," Sioned burst out, "here you are! Prince and Sunrunner and with power
enough for twelve. And unbound by the traditions of Goddess Keep. If Andrade
had lived, you might have become a Sunrunner by earning your rings. But you
didn't." She paused. 'You are as much a renegade as the man Roelstra corrupted
using dranath."

Pol stiffened. "Do you have so little faith in how you taught me that you think—"
"I know that power once used is easier to use a second time. And a third. Until



http://www.abbyy.com/buy
http://www.abbyy.com/buy

you forget reasons and simply use it because it's convenient." She stared at her
hands again.

"Thank you for your confidence, Mother," he said bitterly.

"Stop it!" Rohan exclaimed. "And get out, all of you. This is over."

"No, my lord." Sioned rose and stood beside him, facing Pol. "I want your
promise. Swear in front of the High Prince and these highborns and a Sunrunner
of seven rings that you will not use your gifts to kill."

Chay straightened as if hit by lightning, and made a little

warding-off gesture with one hand. Walvis and Feylin sat mute and stricken.
"Swear," Rohan echoed.

Surging to his feet with his fists clenched, Pol opened his mouth to refuse. But his
father's eyes had caught him. He wrenched his gaze away, looked at his mother—
no better, perhaps worse. Absolute authority, adamant command, power that
practically sparked from their fingertips—here in two people was all that Andrade
had hoped to combine in one. In him.

Could he swear with the qualification that he could break the oath if he must? No.
There was no compromise. Was he Andry, to make an oath and break it?

He was seized by their eyes, Desert-sky blue and midsummer green. They were
compelling the words, making them a condition of their trust. He felt his lips part
and the phrase form on his tongue.

And then Sioned made a mistake. "Swear," she said, "or I promise you, if you do
this thing—"

He didn't let her finish, unable to bear a condition set on her love.

"I swear to nothing,""

She kept silent until they were alone.

"Oh, Goddess—Rohan, what have I done? Why did I say that?"

"I would have said it myself an instant later."

"So many years I was terrified that he'd hate me for keeping the truth about
lanthe from him. Despise me for what I'd done." She paced nervously, her voice
quick and clipped. "I wronged him when I doubted him. I wronged him again
tonight. I should never have demanded it. He's too proud. I should have let him
come to it himself. Learn for himself."

"Power doesn't frighten him. That's what he must learn, beloved. I thought after
the battle at Rivenrock . . .but he didn't kill Ruval. The dragon did."

"Rohan, we need Andry on any terms we can get him. We can't let Pol—"

"No. I am High Prince for all people, Sunrunners like everyone else, just as Pol
intends to be. Andry doesn't see the danger he'd put himself in."

"Not that he'd thank you for pointing it out, any more than Pol did."

"At least Pol sees it when it's shoved under his nose. Andry would smile as they
acclaimed him their savior—and never understand when they began to fear him.
He's not wise enough to tread that line, Sioned. He doesn't even understand why
there must be such a line. Power doesn't frighten him, either."

Sionell stood with her husband on a wall of their city and squinted into the hazy
distance. "Still no sight of them yet. Perhaps we should send out a ship to find
them and guide them in."

Tallain shook his head. "They'd panic at any sail. I know I would, in their
position."
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"You've never panicked in your life—well, except when you held Talya for the first
time."

"That wasn't panic. That was the absolute certainty I'd drop her and then you'd
flay me alive for—look! Is that them? Those look like Chay's sails."

"At last! Goddess be thanked!"

"Poor Meath is probably half-dead of seasickness. And Chadric must be frantic.
I'm glad we have good news about Ludhil."

Sionell caught her breath. "Tallain—I count two ships, not one!"

"Enemy?"

"Silk ship!"

Tallain took her hand and made for the steps. "We'll have to find room for them.
They'll be exhausted."

"And hungry and filthy," she added. "We've been ready for days, but we can't take
all of them in the castle."

"I'll send Lyela to the guildmaster with a request for housing. She gets along with
him—Goddess knows how."

"Lyela gets along with everybody. I'll never believe Kiele was her mother."

They hurried down the wall stairs and across the city square to their residence.
Sionell hiked her skirts to her knees, cursing herself for not having worn trousers
today instead, and the populace got a view of long, shapely legs and neat ankles.
Horses were dispatched to the cove immediately. Tallain and Sionell followed a
short time later to welcome the Dorvali, and were surprised that only a few had
chosen to ride. Most were so grateful to feel firm land beneath their feet again
that walking, though chancy for the first few steps, was a gift from the Goddess.
Meath stumbled along with two burly Tiglathi guards holding him up. He smiled
weakly as he caught sight of his hosts, looked vaguely bewildered for a moment,
then crumpled to the ground.

"He would try to stand up," Audrite commented, shaking her head. "Just as he
would have us continue on by ship when we could have landed anywhere and
walked." She embraced Sionell. "I won't ask for news now. And neither will
Chadric," she warned in her husband's direction. "It can all wait."

"There's one bit of news that won't," Tallain said. "My Sunrunner found Ludhil
and Iliena only yesterday, camped in the mountains near the oldfaradhi keep,
safe and sound."

Sionell was glad that Tallain had seen fit not to mention the rest of it—that most
of the people with Ludhil were farmers and villagers, not warriors, and the prince
had been about to lead a group on a raid of enemy positions. That news could
definitely wait,

As they walked back to Tiglath, Chadric told the tale of their journey. "The wind
kept shifting—I swear the Father of Storms is on their side, not ours—and we had
a terrible time making headway. When we rounded the north side of the island,
we saw four of their ships chasing Master Nemthe." He nodded to the silk
merchant, who huddled on horseback muttering complaints. "We were the bigger
prey. But Captain Ennov knows his ship. I'm buying his contract and the Sea
Spinner from Chay once this is over, I don't care what it costs. The man uses the
wind the way Sunrunners use light."

"We looked for you days ago," Tallain said. "Everybody's been looking for you. My
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Sunrunner's informing Remagev and Dragon's Rest that you've landed safe, but
they'll want details."”

"Has Aunt Lisiel had her baby yet?" This from Audran, dancing along at his
grandfather's side with the limitless energy of the young.

"Not yet," Tallain said. "But they're all safe and well."

"Details," Chadric mused. "After we escaped, we met up with Nemthe's ship and
continued on. The wind drove us

into some of the coves, and thirst into a few more. I could map your coast by now,
Tallain. We would have had Meath send word so you could get horses to us, but
we couldn't even get him out of the ship to recover. And he wouldn't let us wait
long enough in any one spot—the ship was faster, he said, and easier on the
children. So we found what food and water we could, waited for a breeze, and
then sailed on."

"Water?" Sionell asked. "Where?"

"Three places I'll bet nobody knows about. I'll mark them for you. We were driven
out of one by a sandstorm, so it's possible it's disappeared beneath half the
Desert. But Rohan will want to investigate. If watches are set up, next time we'll
have warning."

The castle at Tiglath, the oldest part of the town, was large enough to hold the
highborns and their personal retainers. But the city's population had swollen in
recent days with the influx of men and women called to arms. The housing kept
for them was full. So the rest of the Dorvali were welcomed into private homes—
servant, guard, or commoner, it made no difference to the Tiglathi, who had only
to be informed by their guildmaster that help was needed before they opened
their homes. Master Nemthe created a minor stir when he asked why he was not
being housed in the castle, as a man of his importance and wealth deserved.
Chadric gave him a single cold glance, and he subsided.

Vamanis, Tallain's court Sunrunner for the last six years, met them in the main
hall with messages of relief and joy from Remagev and Dragon's Rest. Tallain
sent the Dorvali up to their rooms, where baths and food had been readied for
them, and himself gave Vamanis a summary of Chadric's tale.

"If the sky's clear, see what you can find out about Prince LudhiFs raiding party.
I'd like to have some good news for his parents."

"At once, my lord."

After a moment's hesitation, Tallain added, "And see what's going on in the
known Merida holdings in Cunaxa." Vamanis blinked, swallowed hard, and
nodded. Tallain watched him go, then murmured to his wife, "I'd better have that
section of wall shored up."

He could have said nothing to shock her more deeply. For the more than thirty
years since the Merida's last incursion, a small part of Tiglath's walls had lain in
rubble—symbol,

Lord Eltanin said at the time, of his belief that the walls Rohan would build
would be stronger than stone could ever be. Tallain shared his father's faith in
their prince—or so Sionell had always thought.

She said slowly, "Wouldn't that be just the same as inviting the Merida to come
break them down?"

"It's going to be a long war," was all he said.



http://www.abbyy.com/buy
http://www.abbyy.com/buy

Andry approached his mother quietly, the restraint imposed on him by her illness
serving his purpose well. He must not reveal the fury that gripped him every time
he thought about Andrev. He must not reveal the hurt.

She sat in the morning sun, and she was smiling. It pierced his heart that one,
side of her face did not obey the laughter in her black eyes. She held a cane in
each hand, a little unsteadily in the right but firmly in the left. Sliding to the edge
of her chair, she levered herself up—and stood.

Her balance was precarious for a moment. Then she took a step. And another.
Tobin the indomitable, he told himself gleefully. He should have known.
Absolutely nothing defeated his mother.

She made her slow way to the window seat, scowling fiercely with half her face,
the other side twitching along brow and mouth. At last she turned slightly on her
good leg, fumbled with the canes, and plopped onto the seat. He could almost
hear her triumphant laughter.

"Brilliant! And I promise I won't tell on you." "Andry? Andry, where are you? Are
you safe?" "Perfectly. Does Father know you're walking?" "It's to be a surprise.
Goddess knows he needs something to smile about for a change." She turned her
face to the sun, eyes closed. Oh, Andry— this war is bad enough, but to be unable
to move, to help— and to have no word from you—are you sure you're well? And
the children?

But for Andrev, about whom I know nothing. He grappled with his emotions,
somehow managed to retain calm. / was hoping you might have some word for
me about him.

With Tilal. Andry, I know you want him back with you. vj do I, when it comes to
it. An army is no place for a child.

That's putting it mildly. Will Rohan order Tilal to give him up, or not?

I don't know.

Will he release me from that prohibition about using Star Scroll spells to defend
places other than Goddess Keep?

I don't know! Andry—you killed with it. Think what that means!

He made no reply.

She tried again, desperation tingeing her words. You're Lord of Goddess Keep.
You can do as you like with your Sunrunners. Rohan can't stop you. Frankly, he'd
be wrong to try. But you must understand—

I understand that he's willing to lose this war for a point of pride!

No. Don't you see? The vow protects you.

And has Pol sworn it, Mother? he asked with poisonous sweetness.

Her eyes opened wide to the sun, tears welling in them. It's said you knew what
would happen at Radzyn years before it came to pass.

He hesitated, then decided he owed her the truth. What I saw and what really
occurred were different. I saw the keep in ruins. I saw them kill a hatchling
dragon. But Radzyn stands. A dragonsire flew over and ripped the figurehead
from one of their ships. It was different from my visions, Mother.

When did this happen? What else did you see?

I watched the day after the battle. When the dragon came, they fell to their knees
in terror. They may know about dragons, Mother, but I don't think they
encounter them often. I'd hoped what he did to the ship would be taken as a
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portent—but evidently not. They're building strange things at Radzyn now, using
all the wood they can find. 1 don't understand what those things are. They'll
march soon. Rohan has to do something, and quickly. He has to decide.

I... I don't know what to tell you, my son, she admitted sorrowfully.

Then tell this to Rohan: I will do everything in my power— and it's considerable,
as you now know—to help him win this war. But I must be allowed to work freely,
and I must have Andrev back. Those are my terms. They won't attack Goddess
Keep again, Mother. They learned. Pol tried at Radzyn and failed. I and my
devr'im are Rohan's only choice. He can make no other.

And when it's over, what will your terms be then?

He flinched at the bitterness. Do you know what else I saw at Radzyn? They
heaped their dead onto a ship and sent it out to sea in flames. Those they had
captured were on board, too. They burned, too. Life-offerings to the dead.

Her colors shivered in horror. But her words were firm. And do you know what
they do when they kill a Sunrunner? They weave the rings into their beards as
tokens of triumph.

Andry drew away, just as horrified, and fled, her despairing cry of his name
echoing in his mind.

"So Ludhil's organizing an army," Rohan mused. "No insult intended, but I never
saw him as the military type."

"He's doing what he must—as are we all," Chay pointed out.

Walvis gave a comical grimace. "Another of your uncomfortable reminders."
They were out walking on the plain where Walvis held his annual little war, a
place which might see war in earnest before too many more days had passed. No
skirmish to capture the opposing side's banner, but a battle that would kill
hundreds. The Desert had not failed Rohan; Sunrunners reported scores of
corpses half-buried by the sandstorm. But the mass pursuit he had envisioned,
with half the Vellanti army perishing in the Long Sand without a single battle,
had not come to pass. Either the enemy was smarter than he'd thought, or they
had something else in mind for him and his than was happening in Gilad and Syr.
"This isn't a bad place for a pitched battle," Chay remarked. "We'd have the
advantage of position, and the morning sun glaring right into their eyes."

"So I always teach," Walvis said. "And we've got a tidy force at our disposal. My
group and those you brought from Radzyn, plus Kazander's wild men. We ought
to do very well."

Rohan kicked at a loose stone.

"Those wooden things of theirs puzzle me, though," Chay went on. "Like long
carts with movable pieces. Seems they brought the basics with them, wheels and
so forth. Hollis says they're putting two horses each between the shafts."

Radzyn horses, pulling carts. That almost hurt worse than thinking of the enemy
in their saddles.

"Do you suppose they simply mean to travel in comfort, and then jump off when
they do battle with us?"

Rohan glanced at Walvis. "I'm no military man, either. But I don't like this. They
wouldn't bother bringing wheels all this way and then spend time assembling
those contraptions—whatever they are—unless they're important.”

"And you don't want to come up against them?" Chay asked.
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"Not if I can help it. Not without twice the number of troops we've got now. I can't
call Tallain down from the north, not if the Merida are involved. I've got a nasty
feeling—and he agrees with me—that they'll break out of Cunaxa soon."

"Prince Miyon—" Walvis began, then stopped.

Chay snorted. "Question and answer in a single name."

Rohan barely heard them. "I can't pull people from Stronghold or Skybowl. Help
from the west is impossible, at least until Kostas retakes the Catha and turns
north, then comes back down the Faolain. I can't blame him for wanting to clean
up Syr first, but it does leave me in something of a bind."

"You could order him to it," Chay said.

"But you won't," Walvis added. "The enemy controls nearly all Syr and Gilad.
We've only lost our coast."

"Exactly. So I have what I have and must make do." He watched a pair of hawks
circle in the brassy sky. "I have the Desert," he murmured. "That's more than the
rest of them have. Another sandstorm's coming—I can taste it. But by winter
there'll be only the day's heat and the night's cold to slow them down. Everything
tells me I have to make a stand here. I have to choose battle. Kill as many of them
as possible. Save Remagev as I could not save Radzyn—"

"Don't start," Chay warned. "I won't have you blaming yourself for that, my
prince."

Rohan smiled briefly. "You know I hate it when you call me that."

"Would you prefer Kazander's style?" He clasped his hands to his breast and
intoned piously, "O Most Great and Noble and Wise High Prince, Lord of
Dragons, Whom the Sun Bathes in Gold and Glory—"

Rohan knew he was being maneuvered into laughter, and was glad to oblige.
"Please! I've just managed to get him

down to the occasional 'great' and 'wise'—don't you dare encourage him!"
"Remember what I told you back home, lamb. You must be very good and very
quiet, and do just as you're told."

"But I've bmi good, Lady Cluthine. Where's my surprise?"

Rialt paused in his circuit of the campfires at hearing his son's voice, a slight
smile easing the grimness of his expression. At barely four, Polev knew a bargain
when he heard one. His silk merchant grandparents would have been proud of
him.

Cluthine, granddaughter of Clutha of Meadowlord and niece of the current ruling
prince, was laughing at the child's demand. But Rialt heard the strain in her
voice. She had not been well this year, and the flight from Waes would do her no
good.

"So you're holding me to the contract, are you?" she asked the child in playful
tones. "Well, you may have your surprise tomorrow."

"Why not now?"

"Because it's late, and time to sleep."

"But Mama hasn't tucked me in. And I'm not tired."

Cluthine sighed. "Don't you remember about being very quiet? Don't you want to
hear the stars talk to each other on the wind?" Her gentle voice fell to a soothing
murmur. "Listen, Polev, and you can hear them. The moonlight all silver and
mysterious, the stars whispering. . . ."
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Knowing his son's sleep would be watched over by a loving friend, Rialt walked
on to where his wife was readying a bed of blankets. Her thick black braid fell
over a shoulder, and as she tossed it back she glanced up.

"It's not much," she apologized, gesturing to the bed.

Amused, he replied, "Did you think I expected silk sheets?"

"I promised when we married that I'd be the best wife in the world."

"You are, Mevita. But I haven't made it easy the past two days, have I?"

"That's not your fault." She sat down cross-legged. "Will we reach Swalekeep
tomorrow?"

"Barring any unpleasant surprises."

"If only Cluthine and I hadn't sent our best jewels to be

cleaned," she fretted. "I could have bought you and Polev a decent place to sleep
tonight. Why did you have to be so silly about not selling my wedding necklet?"
"I'll part with all my gold before I'll let you part with that." He crouched beside
her and warmed her hands between his own.

"If it can gain us food and fresh horses, and you a good night's sleep, I'd consider
it well lost. You'll have to save the gold for Chiana and Halian."

"Thina doesn't think so."

Mevita shrugged. "She's an innocent. She believes they'll be overjoyed to shelter
us."

"Halian will, anyway. He's fond of his niece." He squinted into the starry sky
knowing that by morning clouds would blow inland from Broehwell Bay. Storms
this time of year held pretty much to a five-day cycle; tomorrow would see
another downpour. He hoped it wouldn't come until late afternoon, when, with
luck, they should be at Swalekeep.

He had no illusions about the welcome he himself would receive. Halian had
never appreciated Rohan's making Waes a free city, subject only to the High
Prince. Chiana had never appreciated Rialt's close ties to Pol—the usurper who
ruled in what she considered her son Rinhoel's rightful place. But at least Halian
liked Cluthine, for all that she had chosen to stay on at Waes when her mother,
the former regent and Halian's sister, died. And their party had another asset in
Princess Naydra. Chiana could scarcely refuse to receive her eldest surviving half-
sister.

He said as much, and Mevita nodded. "She won't have any choice. It galls me,
though. She always treats you like a peasant.”

"Well, for all my courtesy title, I was born only a few steps above peasant on the
social scale." Rialt kissed her fingers. "I don't care how she treats us, so long as
she gives us a roof over our heads until we can start for Dragon's Rest. How's
Naydra?"

"As well as you could expect. Narat's ashes are barely cold." Mevita gave him a
sudden, quick embrace. Just as abruptly she drew away and jumped to her feet.
"If I don't kiss Polev good night, he'll never go to sleep."

After six years of marriage, Rialt was accustomed to his wife's ways. The more
deeply she was moved, the more hurried and brusque the expression of what she
felt. Usually

she was as quiet and steady as a hearthfire. But her feelings were sometimes like
the powders tossed on flames that caused surges of color.



http://www.abbyy.com/buy
http://www.abbyy.com/buy

Rialt spared a smile and a shake of the head for Mevita's idiosyncrasies, then rose
to complete his inspection of the camp. It was cold, and he stuck his chilled
fingers in his pockets. His right hand encountered the little silver dragon Pol had
given Mevita on the birth of his namesake. The hinged neck had opened to reveal
a delicate amethyst bracelet coiled within the dragon's body. It was the only thing
besides clothes and his wedding necklet that he had taken from their private
chamber in the residence in Waes.

Fully six hundred people were in his keeping on this journey to Swalekeep.
Despite the speed of the city's evacuation, all had been done with tolerable
efficiency. Determined on order, Rialt's commands had been backed up by
sword-bearing guards. He was no fool; he knew what panic had been inspired by
the disasters in the south. The only choice he gave his people was where they
would go: east with him to Swalekeep, southeast to Prince Velden's Summer
River, or due south to Kadar Water. Communication arranged through Goddess
Keep would warn of the arrival of refugees from Waes. There was no way to
inform Chiana— the victim of sorcery nine years ago and now half-frantic in the
mere presence of faradh'im, she had thrown her court Sunrunner out. Her
privilege, of course—Miyon of Cunaxa felt the same way—but damned
inconvenient.

Then again, neither Chiana nor Miyon desired Sunrunners to observe and report
to Andry, and thence to Pol. They did not understand that the pair did not speak
to each other unless absolutely necessary.

War was surely making it necessary. Rialt paced off the perimeter of his camp,
pleased that most people had fallen into exhausted sleep watched over by
sentries. The last two days had left them in shock. Prince Tilal, marching north,
had not been able to arrive before the swift dragon-headed ships. Rialt had
recognized the inevitable at once, but fought against it until his faradhi conveyed
Lord Chaynal's brutal judgment: Waes would not last a day. So carts were piled
high and plow-elk requisitioned from the fields to pull them. The Waesians left
the homes of their ancestors behind, but not intact. Docks, warehouses of food
and wool and silk, shops, inns—anything the enemy could use was systemati-
cally destroyed. It was the misfortune of the poor that they lived in houses made
of wood, not expensive stone. Their parts of Waes were still burning. But the
luxurious residences of the merchants and other wealthy denizens of the city
were safe—though utterly empty.

"The Lord of Radzyn says that—that they should be encouraged to land here," the
Sunmnner had reported, sickly pale. "They must invest the armies here that could
not take Goddess Keep or Kierst-Isel."

"But what made them turn from the south?" Rialt exclaimed. "They'd sailed
around the cape from Goddess Keep—"

"Who can tell what motivates these savages, my lord? The Lord of Radzyn says
that when Prince Arlis sails his fleet and Lord Ostvel marches from Castle Crag,
the enemy will be crashed between."

Ambitious, daring—and sure to infuriate Chiana, for Swalekeep was within easy
marching distance from Waes. But Chay had counted on that. The threat would
encourage her to commit Meadowlord's troops to save her own skin. It would be
Rialt's job to convince her to do so.
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If she deigned to allow him into her presence.

Chiana was as welcoming to the widowed Naydra and as icily condescending to
Rialt and Mevita as he'd anticipated. But her fury at their news was worse than
he'd thought. He told her and Haiian in private about Chay's plan—all except the
part about kicking Chiana into calling up the troops— and was privileged to
witness a rage that made even her husband blanch.

When she finally paused for breath, Rialt bowed and murmured, "Be that as it
may, your grace, I respectfully but strongly urge that at the very least, you have
your people see to the gaps in your walls."

With that, he retired to the small chamber he would share with his wife and son—
not.quite in the servant's wing of the keep. The windows overlooked a rainy street
just beyond the low walls. A copper pot in the middle of the threadbare rug
testified to a leaky roof. Naydra and Cluthine had naturally been given suites;
Rialt's Sunrunaer had been shown the door and told she must find lodging with
the other Waesians somewhere in town.

"Your ears look bruised," Mevita remarked on seeing him.

"She has a powerful voice, does her grace of Meadow-lord." He sat down in a
rickety chair, winced as it squeaked, and took his son onto his knee. "Well, was
your surprise worth the trip?"

"I have a new pony! Lady Cluthine and Princess Naydra showed him to me before
the rairi started. His nose is all white, like he dipped it in a bowl of moonlight,
Naydra says. And there's a big garden here, Papa, much bigger than at home. But
I miss the sea."

"So do I. We'll go back to Waes as soon as we can. I'm glad you like your pony."
He reminded himself to thank Cluthine.

"Run have your dinner, button," Mevita said, plucking the boy off Rialt's lap and
setting him on his feet. "Do you remember the way to the hall?"

"Of course I do," Polev affirmed, and scampered off.

"The hall?" Rialt asked.

"Chiana might want to feed him in the kitchens, but he's your son, not a servant.
He'll eat in the hall—and at the high table, too."

He grinned. "I suspect, my dear, that you're a snob."

"If you promise not to laugh at me, I'll tell you a secret. On the way here, both
Naydra and Cluthine told me to stand up to Chiana. If the High Prince intends
her to listen to you, she has to be reminded who you are."

"We shall prepare to be arrogant and stubborn about our privileges, then—even
though there's very little left of Waes for me to be Lord Regent of," he added,
suddenly tired and depressed.

"Tell me what Chiana said." Mevita sat on a wooden footstool beside him. "We
heard her all the way from Naydra's chambers—but not the exact words."

"She has a remarkable vocabulary," he admitted. "Even Haiian looked impressed.
But I won't repeat what she said in the presence of a lady."

"Thank you, my lord."

He smiled and shrugged. "I don't like to say it, but I can see her point. You know
there've been rumors that she's going to wait it all out, let everyone else do the
fighting, and Then start her own war with her own armies fresh."

"There've been other rumors, too. Meadowlord has hardly been touched."
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"That's strategy. Graypearl, Radzyn, Gilad, Syr—those

are the places to take first and hold fast. In twenty or thirty days. Meadowlord
will be mostly mud, impossible to fight in."

"But not impossible to ship supplies from Swalekeep down the Faolain."

He stared down at her angry dark eyes. "Are you suggesting she's made an
agreement with the enemy? Like Patwin?"

"She yelled for a very long time," Mevita said shrewdly. "Maybe longer than
strictly necessary. And she is Roelstra's daughter."

"So is Naydra, and there's not a vicious bone in her body."

She gave him a patient sigh. "Rialt, what did they promise Patwin? What could
they offer Chiana that she's wanted forever?"

"A princedom," he said slowly.

"A specific princedom," she corrected.

He scrubbed one hand over his face. "My wits are too thick to make any
judgments tonight. Let's go down to dinner. And while I don't really care if I'm
served in the kitchens or outside in the rain, I'll make the effort and stand on my
rights."

"Oh, you needn't be obnoxious about it," she assured him quite seriously. "I'll do
all that for you."

At sixteen, Prince Rinhoel of Meadowlord was the spit of his grandfather. The
height, the black hair, the proud aristocratic features, the eyes pale green like new
leaves —he looked so much like Roelstra, in fact, that people who remembered
the late High Prince assigned his character to Rinhoel as well. This was a mistake
and an injustice that irritated the youth profoundly. Roelstra, in his view, had
been a fool. Rinhoel was anything but.

From his father, Prince Halian, he inherited only the angle of his chin and a taste
for luxury—but not its idle enjoyment that made Halian so easy to manage.
Outward shows of wealth were to impress and intimidate, though he also
appreciated fine things for their beauty and comfort. But for Rinhoel, pleasure
consisted of pursuit, conquest, and possession—of coveted toys when he was
little, of girls as he grew older, of the knighthood he had not earned, and,
increasingly, of power. He prided himself on single-minded-ness. Roelstra had
directed that quality toward getting a son. Rinhoel shared with his mother a
larger goal, one that did not depend on the whims of the Goddess but rather on
their own cunning. They wanted Princemarch.

Chiana had come close nine years ago. She had come even closer to being
executed. The assault on Dragon's Rest might have succeeded, but for sorcery.
Still, sorcery had been her salvation as well—she had been its victim, and that was
what had saved her from the consequences of her actions. She was reminded of it
every time she looked at her hands, scarred by glass shards of a mirror she had
been forced to destroy. Terror had made her meek for some years afterward. But
with Rinhoel's approaching manhood, her old ambitions had surged up once
more.

Mother and son knew and accepted that they could not gain Princemarch by
military conquest, the way Rohan had seized it in the first place. They could not
recover it by legal posturings about Rinhoel's blood claim, even though Chiana
had been but six years old when forced to sign a parchment disinheriting herself
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and all her issue. There was only one way to gain triumphant entry into Castle
Crag. Pol had to die.

Thus far he had not obliged.

Roelstra's daughters had produced other grandsons. lanthe's three were dead.
Danladi's son Daniv had been tamed by service as Rohan's squire, his future as
Prince of Syr, and affectionate ties of kinship through Sioned, his father's aunt.
Rohan had made sure that no dangerous dreams festered in Daniv.

And Syr did not border Princemarch. Meadowlord did. With Pol gone, the
conveniences of geography would naturally lead the other princes to confirm
Rinhoel's claim instead of Daniv's—so much tidier. Still, Rinhoel could not take
possession until Pol died. Or if he married one of Pol's daughters.

Jihan and Rislyn were half his age. Years would pass before their marriages
would even be considered. Chiana had looked the pair over at the Rialla this
summer, deciding that gentle Rislyn was the better prospect. Jihan was too
willful. Having settled the question in her own mind, she had informed Rinhoel
of his future bride's identity and ststructed him to make himself into everything
Pol could

wish for his precious little girl. Once they were married, Pol could be discreetly
removed and Rinhoel would at last be at Castle Crag in his grandfather's place.
On this course of action mother and son had not agreed. Rinhoel had no
intention of playacting to impress Pol for the next ten or twelve years. And, he
added shrewdly, did his mother really wish to spend even more of her life
waiting? Far more attractive was the notion he held out to her that if the twins
were disposed of, he would be the best heir to Princemarch. Pol could not ignore
him then. Not him, or his mother. By the next Rialla, Rinhoel would be twenty.
He could spend the next three years forging alliances with various princes, so that
when the twins died and an heir must be found, he would be it.

But now had come this bloody onslaught from the south, and with it the
opportunity of a lifetime.

Mirsath's fortuitous murder of Patwin had been the first opening. Aurar, Patwin's
youngest daughter, whose birth had been her mother Rabia's death, was
currently living at Swalekeep. At the news she became a fire-breathing she-
dragon. Rabia had been Chiana's full sister, both of them daughters of Roelstra
and Palila, and Chiana was pleased to see resemblances in temperament and
ambition between herself and her niece. But Aurar's demand that an army be sent
to level Faolain Lowland and avenge Patwin's death had needed redirection. The
girl proved herself clever by heeding Chiana's advice.

"My darling Aurar, I share your grief. Mirsath will be dead soon enough, I
promise. But we must be cautious. What your beloved father worked so hard to
gain for you can still be had. I can't send an army, you must understand that. But
I can send you and a large escort down to recover your dear father's body for
proper burning. They will allow you through as the daughter of their valued ally.
And while you're there, you will present certain propositions to them—in
exchange for establishing you as Princess of Syr in your own right."

Aurar liked the idea of being a ruling princess. She was Roelstra's get for a fact,
Chiana had told Rinhoel.

"Not that she's going to sit her pretty bottom down at High Kirat for an instant,"
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she added. "Syr will go to you, of course."

"I never doubted it, Mother. But perhaps I should go with her."

"We can't risk you. I mean no slight to your bravery, my heart, but you must
remember that these people are barbarians."

So Aurar had departed with a suitable escort, all attired in mourning gray. She
returned with Patwin's corpse—and answers to Chiana's offers.

"Ostvel is gathering the levies of Princemarch. Kostas and Tilal are in the field. If
Rohan wins in the Desert, his armies would land on us, too. I pointed that out as
you asked. But they've taken most of the Faolain River, so ships can sail by night
to supply them."

"With the winter cloud cover, the Sunrunners won't see a thing," Chiana
concluded gleefully. "Aurar, my love, you've done brilliantly!"

But now there was a new threat, from a portion of the enemy army not yet privy
to the arrangement. Rinhoel met with his mother after dinner the night of Rialt's
arrival, and demanded to know how Chaynal could be so stupid.

"Stupidity is a thing unknown to the Lord of Radzyn, and you'd better remember
it," she snapped. "Rialt says they hope to lure forces unsuccessful on Kierst-Isel to
Waes, and trap them between Ostvel and Arlis. It's a good plan, but it puts us in
danger until we get assurances of safety from these savages."

"Aurar can act as go-between. And if she fails, I'll wring her neck."

"I have no interest in how she dies, but restrain yourself until we hold Syr, if you
please. For now, we have these filthy Waesians to house and feed. And that
impudent bitch, complaining about her room and insisting they sit at table with
us! The arrogance of the woman!"

"That miserable brat of hers kicked me when I told him to shut up tonight. But
we have to endure them, Mother. It'll look suspicious if we don't."

"Rinhoel. . .." Her hazel eyes brightened. "They make perfect hostages! Pol's fond
of Rialt—Goddess knows why a prince consorts with a merchant's son who used
to be his chamberlain. Desert folk have always had despicable manners. My
stomach curdles every time I think of that nothing Ostvel as Lord of Castle Crag,
married to a Princess of Kierst!"

"Hostages?" he prompted before she could reiterate her entire list of Rohan's
offenses.

"What? Oh, yes—well, they're bound to find out we're helping the enemy
eventually. When they do, we'll have Rialt and his odious little wife and brat. We
must keep them here at all costs."

"And give them better chambers?" he asked sarcastically.

"In a few days. Perhaps." She shrugged her annoyance. "But we can't let them go
to Dragon's Rest. They're too valuable here."

Chapter Seventeen

This was Rohan's view, as well—though for different reasons. Rialt met his
Sunrunner at an inn the next afternoon, and once the woman had finished
conversing with Hollis on the sunlight, it was all decided. He and Mevita and
Polev would stay at Swalekeep and observe Chiana. News of Aurar's journey to
recover her father's body had intrigued the High Prince greatly. Rialt suspected
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he was right, and some sort of bargain had been struck. He would wait, watch,
foul Chiana's plans in small ways if possible, and report everything to Rohan and
Pol through his Sunrunner.

When he returned to the castle Rialt apologized to his wife for not having credited
what she had known instinctively: that Chiana saw a chance to gain Princemarch,
and didn't mind bedding down with the barbarian enemy to do it.

\Jn the fifty-eighth day of Autumn—twenty-six since Graypearl, Gilad Seahold,
and Faolain Riverport had been attacked, twenty-three since the fall of Radzyn—
they found out what the wooden contraptions were for.

A score of them snaked across the Long Sand on huge, spoked wooden wheels,
drawn by Radzyn horses broken through Goddess only knew what cruelty to the
unfamiliar work. Heavy bits dragged at their mouths, secured by wide straps
across forehead and nose; thick leather harness bound them breast and rib; reins
threaded through brass guide rings to the men driving the horses.

"Do they actually plan to fight that way?" Walvis marveled as the bizarre
frameworks pulled into what they assumed was a planned formation on the flat
plain where battle would be fought. "Are those barriers?"

"How should I know?" Maarken rubbed his sore right wrist absently, scowling
into the distance. "I don't like this at all."

Chay leaned his elbows on the low wall between crenella-tions, hands clasped
before him and shoulders hunkered down. "I suppose they might be obstructions
of some sort, to stop our mounted soldiers. ..."

"Or for their troops to hide behind during our charge," Pol contributed. A
moment later he shook his head in frustration. "What in all Hells are those
things? And why are so many of their men racing around gathering up the rocks
they can find?"

Because we're meant to be frightened," Rohan mused.

cast extremely nervous." - working." Walvis spoke dryly, but his eyes were
shadowed with worry. "How do we plan a battle against something we don't
understand?"

As high, thin clouds burned away above them, they watched the unwieldy frames
become something terribly logical. Wheels were blocked with large boulders
while ropes were attached in various places. From the middle of each rose an
armlike pole ending in a broad hollow like a cupped palm. Ropes leading from
these bowls were wound laboriously into a section of the frame, much as chains
were wound to lift a drawbridge.

A tall, massively muscled warrior whose beard seemed made entirely of gold
beads stood a few paces in front of the array, one arm upraised/When he swept
his hand down, there was a mighty rush of air and a simultaneous thwanng from
all twenty machines as the ropes' tension was released and the empty hands flew
upward.

Rohan gulped hard. "Now we know."

Pol had already thought beyond the effect to neutralizing it. "How many would it
take to swarm one of those things and topple it?"

Chay nodded slowly and turned his head to look at Rohan. "My prince?"

In a colorless voice he replied, "We are their equals in conventional war. These tip
the balance in their favor. Therefore, we must find some way of canceling the
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threat. It would cost too many lives to use foot soldiers against them."

"In other words, you're open to suggestions," Walvis murmured.

"Always."

Before anyone else could speak, Pol said, "There's only one way. Fire."

It was the first time he had addressed his father since the night he'd refused to
swear the Sunrunner's oath against killing. It was not lost on either that this was
really the same discussion. Blue eyes met blue-green, each man knowing that it
would come up again and again—until one of them relented. And neither of them
would relent.

"Not from me," Maarken said quietly, but there was anguish in his voice.

"I wasn't going to ask. It'll be my responsibility." But Pol couldn't quite keep the
tinge of scorn from his voice.

His cousin glared at him. "I've done it before—that's what you're thinking, isn't it?
I called Fire to a wooden

bridge. But that was cold Fire, Pol. Not the kind you intend to use. It didn't kill."
"Only strongly discouraged people from crossing that bridge, or venturing onto it
to put the Fire out," Pol snapped. "What's the damned difference? And how do
you know I won't use the same kind of Fire?"

"Because I knowyoM. Here's your chance to demonstrate you're just as powerful
as Andry! How can you be a ruling prince, a husband, a father, nearly thirty-three
winters old— arid still such a child?" He stalked off, limping on his wounded leg
and shouting for his wife and a squire.

Pol gritted his teeth. Maarken had been closer to the truth than he liked to admit,
even to himself. What Andry had done still infurated him. But the insult from a
man he worshiped stuck in his throat like a knife.

"I suppose you agree with him about me," he said to his father.

"Do you?"

Pol felt every muscle in his body tense. "Perhaps you think I should ride back to
my princedom, my wife, my children, my next birthday, and my toys."

"Don't be a horse's ass," Chay said tiredly. "You don't understand Maarken. / can
condemn what Andry did. I'm his father. But Maarken's his brother—and swore
the same vow. What Andry did violated everything Sunrunners are, but by the
Goddess, it worked. Don't you see how much Maarken's tempted to do the
same?"

Rohan said softly, "The means of Andry's victory may be justified in its end—to
Andry. But not to Maarken. And it's tearing him apart, not just for himself but for
his brother."

"It seems to me," Pol said in equally low tones, "that those of you who are not
Sunrunners do a great deal of philosophizing about those who are."

His father's brows knotted over narrowed eyes. "And what about those of you
who are diarmadhiT

A muted gasp from Walvis reminded them of his presence. and Pol froze. He
doesn't know about me—

But he did now.

Pol looked down at his father. "You tell him how it happened," he said curtly. "It's
not a story I have the «omach to repeat right now."

As he strode away, he heard Walvis mumble something :Sjut not wishing to
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know, that it was not his right to know,

that he had no need to know. Rohan said, "It is your right, and there is need." Pol
hurtled down the stairs before he could hear any more.

The battle was brief and vicious. Pol, standing on Remagev's walls, called down
Fire on the wooden arms that flung their huge handfuls of stone at the keep. Like
the sails and the dragon ships, they did not burn.

Some of the machines spewed colossal boulders against the walls, while others
used smaller stones to terrify Remagev's inhabitants. No one had even heard of a
battle fought this way. It was as if the sky itself assaulted them.

Failure turned Pol into a madman. He armed himself in a frenzy and tore the
reins of a war stallion from a Radzyn soldier's hands and pelted out the gates
roaring "Azhrei!" at the top of his lungs. Rohan saw him go, and wanted to cover
his face with his hands. But he watched his son's slaughters resolutely, telling
himself it was not a prince or a Sunrunner their people needed, but a warrior. A
barbarian. Pol was living up to a heritage older than Rohan's rule of law.

Fighting was a nightmare. The initial charge was too fast, horses and soldiers
frantic to escape the heavy stones showering down from the sky. For a time
Maarken lost control of the cavalry through no fault of his own. And there was no
way to regroup, for the machines could be adjusted to direct stone at any target.
Kazander's horsemen dealt death enough; Chay's and Walvis' people did the
same, mounted and afoot. Maarken had given the heartbreaking order that
whatever horses could be killed should be. So not just enemy soldiers but Radzyn
horses were butchered, a sword through the heart or the brain once their riders
were unseated. Some were taken and hauled back to the keep, but the primary
object was to deprive the Vellant'im of their stolen, essential mounts.

But it was the Desert force that was finally compelled to withdraw behind
Remagev's massive gates as the machines— untouched in the battle—continued
their fire against and into the keep. This seemed likely to last all night.

"The walls will hold," Walvis told Chay. "It'll take more than a few rocks to—" He
ducked instinctively as a clatter

sounded in the empty courtyard outside. "—to break through."

"If they don't drive us mad first with their stony rain," Chay growled. "Go get your
arm bound up. It's bleeding."

Despite the brevity of the battle, there were many casualties to be attended.
Sioned, Feylin, Chayla, and the others who knew enough medicine worked until
long after dusk, while the pounding at the walls continued.

"We killed many," Kazander said as Chayla bound up a cut on his arm. "So did
they. But they have more people to lose."

She tied off the bandage, inspected it quickly, and said, "Are you hurt anywhere
else?"

"No, my lady." He rallied briefly, giving her a tired smile through the dirt and
sweat caking his face. "But if I were, the sweet healing touch of your hands would
cure me instantly."

"Fool," she snorted. But as she moved on to the other wounded, her bloodied
fingers brushed lightly over the back of his hand.

Chayla's beauty had made her the favorite among the young men who came to
Remagev, though her scant sympathy for the scrapes and bruses taken in training
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kept most from falling headlong in love with her. But these wounds were real,
and their fighting skills were the only reason her patients had survived to become
her patients.

That evening she found in herself what the finest physicians must have and must
hide: compassion. Its discovery turned her from efficient crafter to genuine
master. She had studied medicine because she had a talent for it, because the
workings of the human body fascinated her. But the girl who memorized texts for
their intellectual challenge that night became a Healer. She felt each wound as if
it was her own—and learned to conceal the pain. For if these people could bear
their hurts in proud silence, who was she to weep?

Just the same, her father came upon her late that night in Sionell's little cactus
garden, hunched over and gasping as she tried not to cry.

Maarken had not fought long that day—his wrist was still painful and his thigh
had not healed sufficiently to permit it—and thus there was no physical
exhaustion to take him to his bed where his wife insisted he belonged. So he
limped

downstairs, not wishing to be up on the battlements where his father and Rohan
stared at enemy campfires. He could feel the Vellanti presence all along his skin;
he didn't need to look at them to know they were there.

The dim golden beacon of his daughter's hair snagged his attention long before
he heard her muffled sobs. A father's first instinct rose up in him: Who has hurt
her? I'll kill him for it— But no one was to blame. His heart ached and he wished
she was still a little girl who could be sheltered, protected, spared all ugliness. He
thought of that other bright blond head, twin to Chayla's, those other young
shoulders bending under a weight too heavy. Rohannon didn't even have his
family around him. He was alone. Maarken resolved that if there was enough sun
tomorrow, he would find his son and give what comfort he could.

But Chayla he could help now.

He was sitting beside her with his arm around her before she fully realized he was
there. "Hush, little one," he whispered, rocking her. "Ah, love, it breaks my heart
to see you cry." .

"I'm not c-crying," she managed, hiding her face against his shoulder.

"Of course you're not. Forgive me."

"It's just—I couldn't help!" she burst out. "Not enough. I worked and worked and
I did it right and they'll heal and they're not in any more pain but it isn't enough!"
"You did all you could," he said, feeling helpless, wishing again she was still a
child with simple hurts to soothe.

"I know," she said impatiently. "If not for me, some of them would lose an arm or
a leg, or their wounds would fester, and more would die—but it was as if my skills
were there to serve the war, Papa. Do you understand? I want more than
anything to be a physician and help people—but I don't want it to be this kind of
help!"

He stroked her silky hair, understanding better than she could ever know. He
loved being a Sunranner, loved the feel and taste and scent of colors on light. He
took pride and pleasure in his skills. But he didn't want to be forced to use them
in war any more than his daughter did.

Had Andry been forced into it, or had he grabbed at the chance? It didn't bear
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thinking about. If the reality of it tore at him the way the very idea of it tore at
Maarken, then he was going through all Hells right now.

But Chayla could endure using her skills in the service of war, and Andry was
doing the same. Could Maarken do any less? Was Pol right? Had the time passed
for pretty notions of honor and oaths and Sunrunner ethics?

Had Andry wanted to kill?

"Listen to me, heartling," he said. "We all do what we must in the service of life.
That's how you must think of it. We've been trapped by this war. You fight by
being a healer, Chayla. What others try to take, you can give back through the
skill of your hands and eyes and mind." He held her closer. "If war is darkness,
then you are light. But there's a price for it—paid in the coin of your own heart."
"Papa, they're paying in blood."

"I know. I know." Blood was simple and pure, like new-minted gold. It was
handed over in pain and suffering, but the accounts were balanced. He had been
wounded in battle several times; he understood the reckoning of that debt. But
those who healed, or commanded, or had power beyond that of swords and
arrows—their payments were more complex, not so easily given, not so cleanly
summed.

Chayla shivered, then sniffled and wiped her eyes. "I hate it. I understand what
you said that I'm serving life by healing it—but it's work I shouldn't have to be
doing. It's like—it's a corruption of physician's work. We didn't ask for this war.
We didn't do anything to deserve it. It's not fair."

"No, it's not. But there's wealth enough among us, heartling, to settle accounts." A
bitter wealth of blood and heart and spirit—Goddess keep them from spending it
all.

"I shouldn't be sitting here feeling sorry for myself," Chayla said, tears fading
from her voice. "I have to go look in on a couple of people."

"It's late. Let someone else do it."

He knew the words were a mistake as soon as they left his mouth. She drew away
and looked up at him and with her wide, sad, beautiful eyes, a little smile on her
face, and suddenly he knew she was no longer fifteen winters old.

Maarken shrugged. "I'm your father, I can't help it."

"I'll bet you'll say the same thing to Rohannon next time you talk to him." Rising,
she leaned down to kiss his brow. "You're the one who needs to sleep."

He grunted. "My daughter, the physician. I just hope kissing your male patients
isn't part of the prescribed treatment."

"I took an oath to kiss only the ones who're better-looking than my father and
brother—and there aren't any."

He saw her square her slight shoulders as she walked away, the momentary
lightness brought by her smile fading as oath lingered in his mind. He sat outside
for a long while, and his wrist and leg stiffened even more with the growing cold.
In fact, he expected Horn's to appear any instant with a cloak and a scold to come
in before he froze. But it was Kazander who arrived with a heavy length of close-
woven wool over his arm. The young man bowed low, presented the cloak, and as
Maarken put it over his shoulders bowed again.

"My lord Battle Commander, there is word from Stronghold."

"Oh, Goddess—it hasn't been attacked, has it?" He started to his feet.
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"No, my lord. Be easy. The Sunrunner Morwenna conjured in Fire and Water at
Stronghold today, watching the battle here. The stars give few threads tonight,
but enough to weave. And the revered Guard Commander Myrdal says there is a
way out."

"A way to defeat their rain of stones? How? Tell me!"

Kazander bent his head again. "Forgive me, my lord. I should speak with more
care. There is a way out of Remagev, by which all may escape to safety."
"Running—again." He couldn't stop the words, or the bitterness.

"I agree, my lord," Kazander murmured. "But...."

"Yes. Go on."

The young man looked up, a feral smile lifting the ends of his mustache. "I have
an idea or two that might meet with my lord's approval. The vermin may walk
into Remagev— but few will walk out of it."

Pol listened to Rohan outline plans for an orderly retreat. It was all he could do to
hold his tongue and his temper. He is High Prince, not I, he reminded himself
again and again. / can't speak in front of the others. I must say nothing. But,
Father, you are so wrong!

Remagev would be abandoned—prepared with deadfalls. Rohan had taken
Kazander's advice about that, though

probably only because Myrdal had originally suggested it. Giving up another
keep, no matter how lethal a trap it became, clotted in Pol's throat and would not
be swallowed. He told himself his father knew what he was doing. But no matter
how much trust showed on the faces around him, no matter how much faith he
had in Chay's and Maarken's military acumen, to run away was cowardice.
"Understood?" Rohan said at last, and everyone nodded. "Very well. Sioned,
Hollis, Maarken, make sure our people elsewhere are informed. Especially Riyan
and Ostvel."

"He'll be marching across the border into Meadowlord soon," Sioned mused.
"Dear old Clutha always did have fits at the very thought of his precious
princedom becoming a battlefield again."

"Well, Ostvel won't get any help from Chiana." Maarken hesitated, then cast a
sidelong glance at Pol. "What about Miyon?"

Pol replied, "I won't waste a single arrow defending him."

"I can't argue with your sentiments about his worth," Chay said, "but I do take
exception to your grasp of tactics. Cunaxan steel is as vital to an army as Radzyn
horses." A muscle in his jaw twitched as another hail of stones spattered the
courtyard below, but he continued steadily, "The Vellant'im are now superlatively
mounted. We must see to it that they're not similarly armed. Rohan, what if
Tallain and Jahnavi divert some of their people to Cunaxa? If Miyon's armories
are taken, the enemy could supply their people forever, using the dragon ships."
"Why do you think I ordered them both to stay in the north? Miyon will be
defended whether we like it or not. The problem will be getting him to send his
own people to help. We must convince him that we're his best hope of holding
back an invasion."

Hollis nodded slowly. "Jahnavi is an able soldier—like his sire."

"Who learned from Chay," Walvis said.

"Who learned from Zehava," Chay added. "Rohan, what do you think he'd do?"
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Rohan smiled tiredly. "The only thing I lack right now is my father's voice on the
Desert wind telling me I'm losing the princedom it cost him so much to secure.”
Pol was relieved when his mother turned the conversation. None of them could
function if they started speculating

330 Melanie Rawrt

on what might be. There was too much at stake dealing with what was. "When I
contact Tuath, I'm going to have Rabisa take the children to Feruche. A trip
across the Desert is dangerous, but a siege would be worse."

"What about Sionell at Tiglath?" Hollis asked.

"Do you honestly think she'd leave?" Pol countered with a slight smile.

Sioned smiled, too. "Even if she would, Antalya wouldn't. Goddess, but that child
is stubborn."

"Talya won't leave without her mother, Sionell won't leave without Tallain, and
Tallain wouldn't leave if you put a sword to his throat." Rohan shook his head. "I
envy them their simple choices."

Dangerous sands again, Pol thought, and again his mother provided the lifeline.
"Now that we've settled Miyon's future without his permission, I suggest we see
to our own— and especially the enemy's. We begin at dawn tomorrow, I think."
She shook her head, smiling. "Myrdal never ceases to amaze. Ninety-two last
summer, and sharp as Fironese crystal."

Walvis folded his arms and said, "Until I see for myself, I'm not going to believe
there are ways out of here I don't know about. And secret rooms! I practically
rebuilt Remagev from the ground up and I never had a clue!"

"There's nothing about Desert castles she doesn't know. I was twenty-eight before
she finally showed me the secrets of my own keep. And even then she didn't show
me all of them." Rohan paused, gazing at his friend and former squire. Before he
could speak again, Walvis shook his head.

"They won't destroy Remagev any more than they did Radzyn," he said. The solid
thunk of a huge boulder against the outer wall mocked him, "They won't," he
repeated.

"When I gave you this castle, it was almost in ruins. I don't want you to come
home to the same thing all over again."

Feylin laughed aloud. "Five steps into the main hall, and what Allun did to them
at Lower Pyrme will seem a New Year Holiday by contrast. They won't get far
enough in to break a single dish."

"And even if they do," Walvis added, smiling a little, "I need a project to occupy
my old age."

Pol heard them with growing wonder, knowing he should not be surprised. Their
words were a tribute to them—but

also to his father. People would follow this man, trusting him, loving him, into
any Hell he cared to lead them. They knew he would lead them back out again in
triumph.

Rohan rubbed his face briskly. "Get to your beds, then, so your wits are about you
for this little welcome-to-Remagev party we're giving them. Pol, stay for a
moment, please.”

While the others took their leave, Pol braced himself. Once they were alone, and
the erratic splatter of rocks sounded even louder, Rohan blew out a long breath
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and shrugged an apology.

"I know I've been speaking as if your people are mine. If you have objections—"
"None. You know that."

"Then tell me why you're looking so grim. Is it that I had to tell Walvis about
you?"

"No. I'm sorry for the way I acted. Maarken was right—it was childish."

"The oath, then?"

"Not that, either. We both know where we stand on that."

"Yes, we do," Rohan murmured. "Am I going to have to pry it out of you, Pol?
Whatever differences we may have, we're still father and son. And the work we're
involved in means we have to tell each other the truth."

"Father. . . ." He groped for words to tell this man he was wrong.

Shrewd blue eyes narrowed slightly. "Ah," was all he said.

"We should stand and fight," Pol said, trying to sound calm and reasonable. "Stop
them before they can kill any more of our people. Deal them a blow so crippling
they'll ran back to their dragon ships. Lure them into the Desert, away from their
machines. It'll be an even battle, Father. We have to fight them now. They're
setting up to conduct a long, long war. With the southern rivers as supply lines,
they won't hunger or thirst—"

"They'll die of both when we raid and raid and keep on raiding."

Pol felt his lips curl. "Strike and run, when we could finish it all with a couple of
real battles?"

Rohan looked thoughtful. "In other words, you want me to do something."

"Yes!" The passion of pride and anger broke through his

careful respect. He sprang to his feet, almost shaking. "How can you give up
Remagev, when Walvis and Feylin struggled for years to rebuild it? Radzyn is
lost, and Whitecliff and Riverport—what does it take to make you do something?"
"I cherish my freedom, Pol. It's something you haven't yet learned—never having
been a prisoner."

"The freedom to run away?"

Rohan sighed. "Freedom lies in not taking action until there is nothing else to do.
But you don't understand that."

"Enlighten me," Pol said through his teeth. "If I order another battle, if I act to
bring this war to an end, we will be slaughtered. There are too many of them and
too few of us. I know what will happen. But I do not know what the consequences
of waiting will be. Thus I'm not trapped. I have room to maneuver. I'm free."
"Free to do nothing?" Pol cried in frustration.

"Exactly. Free as a dragon in flight. Do they fly headlong into a storm? No. They
wait it out. The storm is a trap, Pol. War is a trap. By acting to bring a battle, I
deprive myself of freedom of action. I trap myself and all my people—and they die
for it."

"You were quick enough to fight Roelstra!"

"And I did it very efficiently, too—because I had no other choice. It all became
very simple, Pol. Him or me."

"Have you forgotten how to fight, then?"

His father's expression remained one of detached contemplation. "I regret having
to say this about my own son, but for an intelligent man you can be a thundering
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great fool."

Pol's spine became a sword blade. "Then explain it and cure my idiocy," he said
coldly.

"Use your eyes, boy!" Rohan snapped, all the deceptive mildness gone. His eyes
flashed and he flung one hand out toward the window where the Desert waited.
"Look at it! Could someone who's never lived in it live off it? That's your
battlefield, Pol, hundreds upon hundreds of measures of it, without a drop of
water or a blade of grass or a single handspan of shade! The Desert will win our
war for us. I won't give up one life unnecessarily—not when the Long Sand will
take more lives than swords and arrows ever could." He raked Pol with a
contemptuous gaze. "You've lived soft and fat in Princemarch for too long, woken
to green fields and trees and more water than you'll ever need. Enlighten you?
Look at the Desert until you understand

again what it's like to live off it the way Walvis taught you in childhood—the way
the enemy can't. Bleak and lifeless— and the most beautiful land in the world."
He fell silent, rose to go, then turned long enough to say, "Don't speak to me
again of battles, boy, until you've really led one. And remember that if I have my
way, you never will."

Goaded beyond caution, Pol lashed out. "Oh, yes, the great scheme! Peace and
plenty, no swords, no war—nothing but talk and maneuver and waiting for people
to see things your way! Why don't you invite the enemy to dinner? Give them a
banquet and reason with them! Or buy them off— now, there's a thought! There's
gold enough at Skybowl. Surely you could pay them off the way you did the
Merida, your first year in Zehava's chair!"

There was no perceptible stiffening of Rohao's muscles, but suddenly Pol wanted
to back out of reach. He should have followed this instinct. Though he was half
his father's age, a head taller, and heavier by two silkweights, Rohan suddenly
had him pinned face down on the table like a side of beef with one arm crooked
behind his back. His wrist was caught in viselike fingers and for a moment he
thought the bones would snap.

"Now I know you for lanthe's son," Rohan hissed in his ear. "No child of Sioned's
could be so stupid! Listen to me, and listen well If I could buy the enemy, I would
do it. But I can't. If you had the sense the Goddess gave a plow-elk, you'd see that.
Don't you understand? They don't want our substance, they want our lives! But
you're so arrogant and eager for blood and battle—how can you scorn the lives in
your care?"

Pol struggled and got his shoulder nearly wrenched from its socket for his
trouble.

"Stay still, boy. I'm not finished with you yet. It's a fine palace and a soft civilized
life you've made for yourself with the peace I gave you. But you're a barbarian.
You're the kind I've spent my whole life fighting."

Pol's muscles spasmed involuntarily at that. Rohan tightened his grip and
laughed bitterly.

"Tell me, my civilized son, how did it feel to kill? Fires the blood, doesn't it? That
wonderful gush of omnipotence —did you like it, Pol? I did. But at least I knew
what it was. Strip away the years and the deeds, and there's your real

face grinning at you, with a hundred generations of savages in its eyes."
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"Damn you—Ilet me go!" Pol spat.

"So you can indulge yourself in another battle? Risk your life for the pleasure of
killing some more? Ah, no. You're too important. Doesn't it gall you to be
protected? I don't give a damn for your hurt pride or your contempt for my
methods—past or present or future."

"Then break my sword arm and have done with it!'

"You'd still be able to give orders. You'd send men and women to fight and die in
a battle they can't win, just because you think you should put up a fight. I know
savages. I know your kind." Abruptly Rohan released him and turned away.

Pol barely kept himself from collapsing onto his face across the table. He glared
at his father's back, resisting the urge to rub his aching shoulder. "And you put
me where I am, didn't you?"

"Perhaps you're the right man for the work after all," Rohan observed. "Perhaps
only a barbarian can defeat barbarians." He paused at the door and glanced over
his shoulder. "Take heart, Pol. If I die somewhere along the way, you'll be High
Prince and get your chance to play the warrior. You ought to do very well—you
seem to have all the right instincts."

"The same instincts you used when you killed my grandfather?"

If he had expected to draw blood with that, he was disappointed. Rohan gave him
a small, vicious smile.

"Exactly the same, my son. Exactly the same."

Chapter Eighteen

Maarken stood at the north postern gate, a fingerflame conjured near his
shoulder. "Yes, that's it—right through here and out to the Long Sand. Meet up
with the others at the ruins of Sandfall, then continue on to Stronghold. Goddess
watch over you."

The Vellant'im directed their bombardment of stones at the walls and courtyard
only. Maarken would have considered this stupid, but for the fact that they could
not have guessed that yet another keep would be abandoned. He hated what they
were doing—they all did—but with Rohan he believed in the strength of the
Desert. Their Desert.

He was learning not to flinch, but the irregular pounding of stones was
maddening. With Kazander he prowled the barracks, selecting soldiers to ride out
by night with the wounded who could sit a horse. Traveling with only the clothes
on their backs and the swords at their belts, they would wait in the half-hidden
shelters along the way. Six groups of twenty each departed between midnight and
the black time before dawn—ten able-bodied to protect ten wounded. They rode
dark horses with bridles wrapped to stifle sound. Maarken listened for alarms
from the Vellanti camp that would mean discovery, but there was only the
incessant, nerve-shredding rattle.

"They use the bones and teeth of the Desert against us," Kazander murmured as
rocks danced their way down the barracks roof.

"But they don't understand her flesh," Maarken replied, surprising himself with
the imagery. Kazander was contagious.

The young man grinned beneath his mustache. "May they sink into her soft
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golden arms like eager lovers—and die of her caress."

He couldn't help grinning back.

They passed Feylin and Chayla, dozing fitfully in the part of the barracks
sectioned off for the wounded. Maarken paused to stroke his daughter's hair. She
murmured in her sleep and awakened, blinking at the tiny flame that followed
her father through the night.

"What—? Oh. Papa. Is it time yet?"

"No. Go back to sleep."

Shaking her head, she stood, stretched, and grimaced as a clatter hit the roof
again. "The sooner we get out of here, the better!"

"Absolutely," he agreed, and smiled before walking away, the fingerflame tagging
dutifully beside him.

Kazander accompanied Chayla to the well just outside, drawing water while she
waited in the safety of the arcade. Neither of them said a word until he returned
to her, blithely ignoring the rain of large stones ten paces away.

"I suppose it's too late for music," She gave him a rueful sidelong glance.

He did not pretend to misunderstand her meaning; she was not talking about the
time of night. "Never, my lady. At Stronghold, I promise to make you forget all
this."

"For the length of a song, anyway." She smiled, and his heart turned to water.
Rohan and Sioned actually lay down between blankets for a while at midnight.
She mimed sleep better than he did. As he slid from under the covers and reached
for his clothes, her soft question about where he thought he was going startled
him into a muffled curse. He accused her of faking sleep to her own purposes; she
replied that her purposes and his were pretty much the same. He admitted it
ruefully, they smiled a little, and got dressed to go downstairs again—he to the
stables for a conversation with the grooms, she to help Hollis with the packing
before preparing a trick of her own.

Chay, Betheyn, and Walvis sat in the latter's study, poring over drawings of the
keep. Sioned had earlier made a list relayed from Myrdal through Morwenna.
Beth, daughter of an architect, carefully marked the little secrets and explained to
the astounded men why each was not only plausible but logical, even elegant.

"I knew about the room off the main stairs, of course," Walvis said. "But there
can't be a second room just behind it. Where would it fit?"

"Here." Betheyn chuckled as she pointed to the plans. "Oh, I wish I'd met
whoever designed this castle! See how this room tucks in neat as you please? I
like the passage under the gatehouse, too. All those tiles set at intervals in the
ceiling, with matching ones on the floor above—but they're not on the floor, they
are the floor, with empty air between them! Ail we need do is smash through and
rain hot oil or water or whatever we like down on them."

"But we can't leave someone behind to work it," Walvis objected. "What use it is
if—" Suddenly he gave a whoop of laughter. "When the inner gate opens, a bell
rings up in the gatehouse! Connected by wires! Set hot oil in pots beside the
holes, wire them through the bell-hole down to the gate—and when the gate
opens, the wire pulls the pots instead of the bell, and they're drenched!"

"I like it," Chay announced. "What else have we got, Beth?"

"There's another series of ceiling holes in the long arcade between the postern
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gate and the barracks. Supposedly, they let in light." She chuckled.

Walvis looked more shocked than ever. "Feylin and I have been trying to get rid
of the noise for years! We almost tore it all down once to rebuild it!"

Beth nodded gleefully. "The stones shift. If we move enough of them out of
position ourselves, when the postern opens, half the arcade ceiling falls in."

Chay grinned broadly. "You've got a flair for this kind of thing, my dear."

She looked startled for a moment, then shook her head, "It's just that I remember
when Sorin was finalizing the plans for Feruche, Myrdal put in the same kind of
deadfall— just in case. We laughed over it all night."

"All night?" Chay asked.

Betheyn turned a delightful shade of pink. He winked at her. She became even
more flustered and took refuge in Sioned's notes. "Myrdal says there's an
underground room here—"

"There can't possibly—" Walvis sighed. "Ignore me. Go on."

She smiled her sympathy. "I know—it's rather unsettling, isn't it? Anyway, the
granary floor can be rigged to collapse. She's not sure how. But it'd be very useful
because below it is solid knives."

"Stronghold's supposed to have one like it," Chay mused. "We'll make an
inspection tomorrow morning and think it over. What else?"

"A passage and a stairwell that go nowhere. I'm not sure how to use them."
Rohan came in then and was apprised of Remagev's hitherto unsuspected
deadfalls. Having spent five years here as squire to his kinsman Hadaan, and
having had a hand in the refurbishing, he was as startled as Walvis.

"You've got to admire these people,” he said. "Sun-runners and sorcerers traded
castles back and forth as their fortunes rose and fell—and left little surprises for
each other. Must've made life interesting. I know how the knife chamber works at
Stronghold, but it's all in stone. You say the granary floor is wood. That may be a
problem."

"Well, there's enough else here to keep them busy," Walvis replied.

"Rohan, where have you been that you stink of horse?" Chay asked suddenly.

He grinned. "I've been playing physician."

The older man drew himself up. "What have you done?"

"We're splitting up into four groups when we leave. That doesn't do us much good
unless they split up to follow. Sand doesn't hold hoofprints. So I'm giving them
something to track."

Chay gave him an awful glare. "Sacrifice even one of my horses, and I'll leave a
trail to follow—in your blood!"

Betheyn's eyes widened, although years at Radzyn had accustomed her to its
lord's sense of humor. Rohan, who had known him roughly seven times as long as
she, pretended outrage.

"Chay! Not horse blood, and certainly not horse bodies! Horse shit!"

Walvis shook with laughter. Beth frowned as she tried to puzzle it out. Chay let
out an explosive breath and nearly took a swing at his prince.

"The ones we're riding to Stronghold will be cleaned out by morning," Rohan
explained blithely.

Betheyn hesitated. "But won't they know the difference in the—the—"

"Texture?" Walvis supplied helpfully.



http://www.abbyy.com/buy
http://www.abbyy.com/buy

"I thought of that. The others won't be dosed. They'll be fed as usual—and enough
fodder taken along to keep them nice and regular along the way."

"Rohan, only you would think of such a thing." Chay grimaced. "My poor
sweethearts and their ruined digestion!"

"Better theirs with a dose of salts than yours with a sword in your guts."

Pol and the two squires, Dannar and Daniv, spent part of the night helping pack
various instruments of war that must not fall into enemy hands. The armory was
denuded of extra swords, shields, spears, knives, and battle harness. Some were
parceled out to those leaving Remagev that night, after careful wrapping to
ensure silence.

Occasionally Pol paused to stroke the hilt of a fine Cunaxan sword, wondering
when his fury would find outlet in its use. He didn't know who was its primary
object: his father, for prohibiting the battle that sense demanded; his father-by-
marriage, from whose lands these swords came and whom he had to protect
whether he liked it or not; or the Vellant'im responsible for all this.

After he sent the boys upstairs to see to the personal possessions of those they
served, he sat on a bench near Sionell's cactus garden and finally admitted that
the only person he could rightfully be furious with was himself.

Lived soft and fat at Dragon's Rest, had he? Literally as well as figuratively; he'd
lost flesh these hectic days of autumn, but his belt was still a bit tight. In battle
he'd not moved as swiftly as he'd expected, and was sore in places he shouldn't
have been. But at least he'd done something. At least he'd fought. Rohan was too
old to join in the actual battle, of course—but his was the power to order battles
fought. A thing he refused to do.

What angered Pol more than anything was the anger itself. What was wrong with
him? He felt all unbalanced, every nerve raw, every emotion magnified as if by
one of those pretty, useless lenses his father enjoyed peering through. His mind
snagged on the image, and he realized that part of his trouble was that he felt as if
he were on the wrong end of that lens, being inspected for flaws. Rohan found
plenty, Goddess knew; Pol had seen it in his eyes.

Well, perhaps it was time he did a little examining of his own. Perhaps the
problem wasn't with him. Perhaps it was

Rohan. The tough question was whether he still trusted his father. He rubbed his
aching shoulder and frowned.

He knew how Rohan's mind worked. But he wondered if his father understood
why he did what he did—or, more to the point, didn't do. Forcing events put one
in control of them. That was power. Rohan was wary of using his power. Pol even
understood why. There had been times when it scared him, too. But to fear its
necessary use . . . was he calling his father a coward?

He bent over, elbows on knees and face in his hands. Do something, he begged
silently. Win this war or give me leave to win it for you. Make me believe in you
and trust you again.

The moons had risen late, three pale glowing discs behind the haze. Pol gave a
start as he felt light break over him, free of clouds. Straightening, he wondered if
it would last long enough to weave. But where would he go? Radzyn, Whitecliff,
Riverport, Graypearl—and torture himself with sight of the destruction. Syr or
Ossetia, where armies fought battles he wasn't allowed to. Goddess Keep, where
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Andry slept—or Dragon's Rest, where Meggie probably could not sleep. Guilt
stung him. She hadn't been in his thoughts more than an instant in the last days.
She must be terrified, poor darling. But Dragon's Rest was remote and secure.
Laric and Edrel were there. He had nothing to worry about regarding his family
and his palace. He had more immediate concerns.

He plaited moonlight automatically, not knowing where he would fling the
strands, not caring. It was blessed escape, exercise of well-loved skill. Clouds had
blown northeast, and no new ones billowed up from Dorval, so he could take his
time and enjoy his creation. The power he was allowed to use.

Faolain Lowland was surrounded by the enemy. He left it quickly behind and
avoided Riverport, seeking High Kirat instead. The immense keep sat its hilltop
like a prince his throne. Sentries walked the torchlit walls, and there was a light
behind the fine glass windows of Princess Danladi's chambers. Light, too, shone
from the court Sunrunner's windows, but thin pale curtains were drawn and Pol
could not pass through them.

He moved on to Catha Heights, wanting to see how Patwin's splendid castle did
now that its traitorous athri was

dead. The place crawled with Vellant'im—walls, courtyards, battlements, even the
famous gardens Pol had despaired of bettering when planning his own at
Dragon's Rest. He left, still sickened by Patwin's betrayal. Too bad Mirsath was
such a good shot with a bow—the death should have been slower.

Through the Catha Hills, small lakes shone like silver coins sewn together by
bright ribbons of rivers. Thick forest hollowed into meadows that always rippled
with flowers. Pol felt his spirit ease as he hovered above the land. Half his heart
belonged to the Desert's stark, sere beauty, but the rest of him breathed of green
woods and broad meadows and water.

And dragons—ah, dragons. He saw them emerge for a night's hunt from hidden
caves. These were their wintering grounds, where deer and elk stayed fat and
storms were soft. He drew back, not wishing to collide with a dragon by accident
as his mother had long ago. But then he recognized a blue-gray sire silvered by
moonlight and smiled, following Azhdeen back over High Kirat to the mouth of
the Faolain.

The dragon's purpose was instantly known to Pol. A certain kind of fish lived only
in the deep, broad estuary where salt water met fresh. Pol had experimented with
stocking a pond at Dragon's Rest, but all the fish had died. Evidently Azhdeen
had a craving for it tonight. Pol grinned as five huge dragons soared high,
plummeted down, and time and again came up gulping.

It took them quite a while to eat their fill. Pol had always wondered how they
avoided swallowing half an ocean of water along with their meal, but surmised
they used their teeth as a strainer. Azhdeen finally flew to a large boulder above
the sand, belched his satiation, and shook his wings dry.

It frustrated Pol that he wasn't near enough to conjure the pictures by which they
communicated. He needed to touch Azhdeen's riot of rainbow colors, feel the
dragon's pride of possession as he conversed with his human, siphon off some of
the dragon's supreme confidence to bolster his own. It was better than dranath,
that feeling—he'd taken it once in wine just so he'd know what it did, and
concluded that time with his dragon was infinitely more sustaining.
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Azhdeen rose from his rock into the air. Pol skittered back from him too late.
They were caught in each other, tangled like yarn in the wake of a playful kitten.
The dragon missed a wingbeat, recovered, and opened his jaws in a roar. The
other dragons instantly fled into the night. Pol retreated from the clash of colors,
sliding back along his woven moonlight.

Azhdeen followed.

The empty husk of Riverport lay below. Azhdeen circled it, jaws open in a long,
keening howl. And Pol heard him. He saw the blackened rain down below and he
saw the dragon flying above it and as Azhdeen bellowed again he heard his own
voice cry out softly at the same time.

Reeling, he tried to unthread himself from the dragon. But they were still
chaotically entwined, perceptions and emotions spun together. Azhdeen was the
stronger; Pol struggled to keep himself from being wrapped in the dragon's
powerful colors—and feelings.

The tense skeins loosened a little. His own emotions welled up. He had failed at
Radzyn, and at Remagev; he no longer fully trusted his father; he had no plan for
certain victory over the enemy. At last he realized that the reason he was so
furious was that he was ashamed.

Azhdeen shook his head in confusion. Humiliation was unknown to him. No
other sire had ever bested him in combat; none of his chosen females had ever
escaped him. His throat pulsed in a series of short, sharp cries and the whirl of
colors intensified, skimmed nearer to Pol's own. He was more ashamed than ever
that he had burdened the dragon with his uniquely human emotion.

Azhdeen took exception to what Pol was feeling. He spread his wings wide, baring
his teeth in fury. Any attempt to soothe him was foredoomed to failure. Dragons
had complex colors but very simple emotions, and were utterly single-minded.
What they felt, they felt with every nerve.

Pol concentrated on unsnarling the delicate moonlight. With every link lost
between them, Azhdeen grew more upset. Pol cursed himself and ripped away
from the dragon, to the accompaniment of what felt like a dagger-thrust in his
skull. He fled back to Remagev as fast as he could.

Azhdeen followed. Not with his wings, but with his colors.

Shock gushed from them both in waves of blinding light. Pol held his head
between his hands as if to keep his skull together. He could hear-taste-srnell-
touch-see the dragon's voice, just like a Sunrunner's voice, but the dragon had no
words. Cries and shrieks and deep-throated growls filled his brain and drowned
his senses.

Please! Don't! Azhdeen, it HURTS!

The abruptness of the dragon's leave-taking hurt even worse. Pol gasped in air,
blood pounding acidly along every nerve. It took forever for his vision to clear,
and longer still before he dared lift his head.

He'd toppled from the bench to the fine gravel path. The moons shone cold on
SionelFs little garden, white-frosted the twisting shapes and the walls and towers
of the keep. Pol shivered and rose carefully, aching to his bones. Once he regained
the bench he could move no more, and sat hunched and shaking until the moons
fell.

It was Dannar's very bad luck that morning that the outer door of Lord Chaynal's
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rooms was open. He took it as invitation to enter. Two paces into the
antechamber he stopped in his tracks, the errand to fetch his lordship for the
High Prince flying clean out of his head.

"Get back in bed, you stubborn bitch!"

The inner door was open, too. Princess Tobin was standing—surprise enough. But
the sight of her fiery black eyes reminded him of a conversation between his
brother Riyan and their father about the princess' marriage contract. Dannar
reflected that she didn't need a knife; she looked perfectly capable of running
Lord Chaynal through with one of her canes.

"Senile—old—fool!" she hissed. "Get . . . Sioned!"

"No!"

She was facing the door and saw Dannar. Pointing the cane at him, she grated,
"Sioned. Now."

The boy scurried from the room. By the time he returned with the High Princess,
Tobin was seated by the windows, weak morning sun on her face. Chay was
hauling on his boots. Rising, he stomped each foot to fit the boots more securely
and flung a fulminating look at his wife.

"Shriek yourself into another seizure, then!" he snarled on his way out. "Shatter
the sunlight for all I care!"

Sioned gave a low whistle. "What did he do that you deserved that?"

Dannar blinked. What Lord Chaynal had done that made

Princess Tobin deserve a tongue-lashing? In all his eleven years, he had heard his
own parents shout at each other exactly once. When Alasen and Ostvel fought,
they did so in a silence colder than icicles dripping off Castle Crag in winter.
"Idiot," Tobin snorted, "Sunlight. Please."

"Wait outside, Dannar. I need you to help me later."

He stood in the corridor and listened to the sudden silence, not understanding
why a man like his lordship put up with such rages. When he married, his wife
would be quiet and respectful and never raise her voice or glare at him or—
"Dannar? Ah, there you are. Will you carry this for me, please?"

He accepted a large, heavy bound book from the High Princess' hands and read
the title. "Lady Feylin's book on dragons?"

"Yes. And we're going to have to find her notes as well. Sweet Goddess," she
sighed, "as if I didn't have enough to do today! But this is important—and we're
more capable of doing it than Princess Tobin."

"She seemed very angry, my lady," he offered as they walked down the hall.
"Lord Chaynal is a little overprotective." She chuckled. "What he doesn't know is
that she's been up and walking very nicely for some days now. But today he
caught her at it."

"What's so important about the book?"

"The princess has quite rightly reminded me that the Vellant'im are very much in
awe of dragons. Lady Feylin manages to demolish all misconceptions about them
in her book."

Dannar mulled that over. "Oh—I see! If they knew the truth about dragons, they
wouldn't be scared anymore."

"Precisely." She paused suddenly and smiled. "Listen to it, Dannar—the quiet."
"Maybe they ran out of rocks."
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She laughed and went to open the library door.

To Dannar, there weren't enough books in the room to merit its being called a
library, not compared to Dragon's Rest and Stronghold and his parents' collection
at Castle Crag. It was more like a workroom, the large table strewn with
parchments and books and scrolls.

"We're not going to burn all these books, are we, my lady?"

"Good Goddess, no! We're going to hide them. But we must burn some," she
added grimly. "Just enough to make it seem we burned them all." She went to the
narrow bookshelf on the east wall, reached behind it, and muttered something
before turning to him again. "Dannar, help me shift this aside."

Mystified, he did so. She felt the stones with slim, clever fingers, and a few
moments later tossed a smile over her shoulder.

"Your father says there are all sorts of secrets like this at Castle Crag. Did he ever
show them to you?"

"I know about the one in his office. He showed me how before I left."

"This one works along the same principles. You wiggle your finger into this
space—so—and push in while pulling the little catch to the left, and—"

The wall moved back and to the side. Not just a section of stone, as at Castle Crag,
but half the wall. Dannar gaped.

"Come on, let's start stacking the books in here."

They made quick work of it, as there were little more than a hundred volumes to
be moved, but it was dusty work just the same. They were both coughing and
sneezing before they were done.

"We'll keep these for burning." Sioned pointed to the scrolls and parchments left
on the table. "And the dragon book as well."

"There are other copies, aren't there?"

"Quite enough. Although it grieves me to lose this one. ..." She ran dust-grayed
fingers over the leather binding.

"Isn't there some way we can save it, my lady?"

Her head tilted to one side as she regarded him. "Do I detect the makings of a
scholar?"

He shrugged, uncomfortable with the question. "It's a beautiful book. It's not
right to destroy beautiful things."

"I agree. But Tobin insisted. She says the one we partially burn has to look
impressive."

"Partially?"

She only smiled.

A little while later they had closed up the wall and moved the shelf back into
place. They also made a sufficient mess

of the room to suggest hasty sorting of vital scroHs and parchments. Walvis
possessed no rare or unique volumes, but still Sioned chose ones she knew to be
outdated or so common as to make scant difference if they died. That was how
she thought of it: she was about to kill books.

With little to do besides practice walking, Tobin had had much time for thought.
What puzzled her most, she had told Sioned on sunlight, was the reaction of the
enemy to dragons. Andry says they fell on their faces—as if they were not just
terrified, but worshiped the beasts. Goddess alone knew how many dragon
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legends were believed by the Vellant'im, but it was Tobin's opinion that with
Sunrunners able to speak to dragons, it might be possible to use them in some
way. Any advantage we can get, had been her reasoning, and Sioned agreed.

But it reminded her of a conversation with Rohan after her first contact with
Elisel. "Dragons in battle—if there's a way to do it, someone will." She swore it
would not come to that. Still, if the Vellanti fear of dragons could be used against
them. ...

Which meant that they must not find this book, or Feylin's notes. The latter she
tidied as best she could and rolled into a scroll case for packing. But the book,
Tobin's copy with Maarken's drawings faithfully copied and painstakingly colored
... this book had to die.

She had Dannar drag over the large iron brazier that warmed Feylin's feet on cold
nights when she worked, and called Fire to it. They fed the flames with page after
page of books and scrolls. Sioned hoped there would be enough ash and half-
blackened parchment to suggest the burning of many, many books. She glanced
around the library. Ransacked shelves with harmless volumes scattered on them
and the floor; tallies of glass ingots and goats and other produce left lying there as
if too unimportant to burn—yes, it just might give the right impression.

But the most important illusion was still to be conjured.

"You take half," Sioned told the squire, and cut pages from the heavy binding
with her belt-knife. It was hard going, but eventually the book lay in shreds on
the table. "Look for things you'd want the enemy to know, things that would
frighten them. We'll save those pages and burn the rest."

Dannar coughed smoke from his throat and said, "I've

seen my lord speaking to his dragon, my lady. Is that something we'd like them to
know?"

"Hmm. If you run across anything like that, let me look at it."

She had the last-half of the book, including a section wherein Feylin listed all the
superstitions about dragons without comment. If the author had been present,
Sioned would have kissed her; nothing could be more perfect for her purposes
than stories of princesses and virgins sacrificed to angry dragons, warnings about
poisoned blood and teeth and talons, cautionary tales about not looking into their
eyes and never entering their caves. That last was fine advice, actually—dragons
would never use the Threadsilver Canyon caves again, for people had been
gathering up gold there too long.

Sioned ripped those pages out and set them aside. The rest was the last bit of a
comprehensive dragon anatomy. Feylin had worked from the skin in; Sioned
scanned sections on heart, lungs, and digestion, recalling days at Skybowl when
Feylin had systematically carved up a dead dragonsire to find out how he worked.
"I think all this has to go, my lady," Dannar reported. "The first part makes fun of
the legends."

"Absolutely, it must go. But we'll leave them some of the bones and wings to chew
on," she added, grinning. "And a bit of the guts as well."

He grinned back. But they both sobered as the beautiful script and painted
pictures were eaten by flames.

"Now for the hard part," she muttered. "Hand me these pages one at a time,
Dannar. I have to burn enough to make it look good, but not too much."
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Myths, warnings, superstitions, charms for appeasing or avoiding, a little
anatomy—all of it was artfully scorched. Sioned held each page by the upper
comer and directed a tiny fingerflame to burn most, some, or a little of the
parchment. When a page was burned to her satisfaction, she let it drop to the
floor where Dannar stamped on it a few times to put out the flame and then
kicked it to whatever corner of the room he happened to be facing.

"Princess Tobin planned to do this herself, didn't she, my lady?"

"Yes. Page by page, hating every moment of it—just like us. But she's a clever
woman. This book is more use to us

half-burned than whole." She coughed at the smoke. "What do you think? Will
they buy this little scene?"

Dannar stood at the door and surveyed their creation. At last he smiled. "I think
they'll pay more for it than they know, my lady. But the brazier should be kicked
over. And a chair, too. We're supposed to have done this in a hurry."

"How did you learn to be so devious?"

"Not me—my sister Jeni." He chuckled. "She was always the one who made it
look like somebody else besides us did the damage."

When all was arranged to their satisfaction, Sioned called Fire to the book's
cover—careful to leave the title intact. The back cover she singed and kicked into
the pile of ash near the overturned brazier.

"That's that," she said, taking the scroll case of Feylin's notes and locking the
library door. "There's something else I'd like you to help me with. In the kitchens,
this time." She smiled grimly. "That I can't boil water is the joke of my whole
princedom. But this recipe calls for sorcery, not seasoning."

Pol's headache succumbed at dawn to a noxious medicine. He went to Chayla for
it because Feylin would have asked questions he wasn't particularly eager to
answer. Not that Chayla missed his bleary eyes and the wince brought by
sunlight, but she only arched a brow and mixed herbs into half a cup of wine.

"I should warn you it tastes like a middens."

He bolted it down. "I never met a medicine that didn't."

"That's why I thought up this." She handed him a small wafer. "Slide it under
your tongue. It'll cure the taste."

"Thanks." After a moment he nodded. "You're right. Skillful and merciful as well
as beautiful—you'll have to beat them away with a stick, Cousin." When she
sighed, he shrugged an apology. "Been hearing that a long time, hmm?"

"It was old before I learned how to walk." There was no smug pride in her voice,
nothing but rueful resignation that people would always remark upon her beauty.
"Well, then, you ought to be used to it by now."

"Are you?" she asked pointedly.

It had been a very long time since anyone had embarrassed him about his looks—
though, unlike Chayla, he had long ago learned how to use them. He winked and
left her to attend to her patients, himself seeking out Betheyn.

He had noticed something about the arrangement of deadfalls at Remagev that
had escaped the others—perhaps because of them all, only he had built his palace
stone by stone and watched Myrdal's suggested "improvements" being
constructed or installed. Remagev's design herded invaders to the west door.
"What about the granary?" Bending over the architectural plans, Beth answered
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her own question. "No, I see— that discourages them from getting in through the
kitchen side."

"Right. I thought there might be some clue in the glassworks, but they were
completely rebuilt in 710. Anything useful there is gone."

"But why the west door?" She frowned, tracing the path with one finger. "It looks
an ordinary hallway, my lord, inconvenient for the rest of the keep."

"Locked and ignored for Goddess alone knows how long," he agreed, assuming
his most innocent face.

A delicate snort greeted his portrayal of virtue. "Let's ask Lord Walvis."

They found him up in the gatehouse, helping smash floor tiles. Spearheads,
ruined in a good cause, were breaking through brightly colored Kierstian ceramic
to reveal arm-length shafts beneath. The lower tiles shattered with more
difficulty, being unworn by years of bootheels.

"The west entry?" Walvis asked when they posed the question to him. "No, we've
never used it. Why?"

"How long has it been locked?"

"Lord Hadaan and I opened it one summer to see if it'd help ventilation. But it
sucked up the afternoon wind like a blast furnace, so we locked it again. That
was—oh, twenty or thirty years ago, now."

Pol led Betheyn back down the stairs to the sound of more cracking tiles. "You
see? It's inconvenient, it's useless for cooling, it's got no purpose at all. So why
build it?"

"Is there something like it at Dragon's Rest?"

"There are ways of herding people where you want them to go—in our case, to the
upper corridor of the servant's quarters." He did not elaborate on exactly what
waited up there after proper preparation. "I'd make a pretty substantial wager
there's something about that west entry we can use."

Feylin jingled with the key to every lock at Remagev on a

chain attached to her belt. Unable to remember which applied to the west door,
she gave them the whole collection.

"This could take all day," Pol sighed, surveying the stiff locks set at shoulder level
in the twin doors.

"Not at all." Betheyn selected a key. Pol bowed an apology as the lock yielded. He
shoved the doors open, hinges creaking a protest. "Needs oil," Beth commented
critically, and led the way inside. Sunlight didn't reach very far in and there were
no windows. He conjured a fingerflame, startling her slightly as she paced slowly
forward.

"How would it work?" she mused as she walked. "They come in slowly, suspecting
more traps. Double doors, no other exit. Hmm. Low wooden ceiling — not the
floor of the room above, which is stone. They reach the door, open it — " She
tugged at the heavy iron bar crossing the wood.

Pol heaved at the bolt and it slid into the stone wall. Halfway in it stuck, one door
freed. He pushed harder. The iron moved, caught again, and sound snaked across
the ceiling toward the entrance.

Betheyn gave a delighted cry. "The catch springs the outer doors by a connection
through the ceiling! I thought they were a touch too stiff. Trap the enemy in here
and herd
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"To freedom," Pol pointed out. "And access to the keep."

"Not necessarily."

He slanted a frown at her smug smile. "What do you know that I don't?"

"It's noon and the only light is from your little Fire. If they come in at night, and if
we fix the catch, then the only way out is through this door, leading into the
corridor. But that's locked from the other side."

"I'm beginning to like this," Pol said with a grin. "But we can't just trap them,
Beth. We ought to entertain them while they're trying to get out. And I think I
know a way to do it."

Chapter Nineteen

Li took a while to hunt down ingredients for the recipe Sioned had in mind.
Feylin gave over some of her medicines without comment, though her brows
crept almost to her hairline at a few of the requests. Concoction took the better
part of the morning, even with Remagev's Sunrunner, Relnaya, helping. When
Dannar came with news that everything was ready for departure, she had
finished.

The squire peered into the vat of thick paste on the butcher block. "What's that,
my lady? It smells awful."

"That's the one drawback. Can you go find me a large

amount of some very strong faerV) Try the storerooms."

"What about pemricT' Relnaya suggested. "That ought to do it."

It did. Crushed seeds were added, and the resulting pungency masked the stench.
Sioned spooned half the paste into a copper pot and thinned it with water until it
was runny. "Dannar, please take this to Lord Walvis. He'll know what to do with
it."

"But what is it?" the squire asked again.

"Don't touch it!" she exclaimed as the boy extended a finger to a drop on the
table. "That's been diluted, but it'll still bum like fire and cramp your hand. It's
something Lord Urival taught me how to brew from the Star Scroll."

"Sorcery?"

"Yes indeed. There's not exactly an oversupply of water here, and that or boiling
oil won't stay hot long enough to do any damage. So I made this."

Dannar looked warily into the cauldron. "I think I know what you're going to do
with the paste—smear it on anything they're likely to touch, right?"

"Door handles, chair arms—and the well-ropes, for when

they try to wash it off. I want Remagev to burn like fire up one side and down the
other."

"I'll take the upper floors," Relnaya said.

"Thanks. That frees Hoilis and Beth for elsewhere. I'll do the downstairs. We'll
wait until everyone's out of the keep before we start. And take a pail of water
along in case you get any on you."

The squire departed, and the two Sunrunners were scooping paste into three
large bowls when a muffled crash sounded. It came again, and again, and yet
again. Suddenly there was accompaniment: a scandalous ballad howled at the top
of two sets of healthy male lungs.
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Sioned glanced up, curious but not alarmed. "Ingots, I should think. And I
recognize my son's charming voice. I believe the other is Lord Kazander."

One crate of half-silkweight glass ingots, each about as heavy as a healthy
newborn baby, was half empty by'the time they finished all twenty-four verses of
"The Lord and the Swordmaker's Daughter." It was easier to keep rhythm to the
song Pol began next—"Swalekeep's Secret Stair"—but Kazander didn't know that
one, so he switched to "How Many Times Tonight, My Lady?" By the fourth verse
they were laughing so hard they could barely lift the ingots from the second crate,
let alone smash them with sledgehammers.

The first glass had been demolished in grim silence. Then Kazander started
humming. Soon they were bawling out lyrics emphasized by crashing glass. Pol
had never had so much good, destructive fun in his life.

The "entertainment" for the Vellant'im trapped in the hallway had met with
Kazander's gleeful approval. The korrus had pointed out that the enemy wore soft
boots, not stiffened leather; glass shards would slice right through to the soles of
their feet.

"This is the only exit," Pol had explained, showing Kazander how Betheyn had
fixed and oiled the springs and hinges. "It's made so that the outer doors close
only if the bolt slides all the way into the wall, past the catch. And there's no way
to open it again without resetting the spring. They could burn the outer door
down, true—but the really interesting part is that the ceiling comes apart on the
catch.

The wires were broken, but Beth fixed them. So we can fill the false roof with
glass, too, and get them no matter what."

"Lady Betheyn," Kazander said thoughtfully. "Has she a husband? Would she like
one?"

Pol swung the huge hammer down on another ingot, laughing even harder as
Kazander pitched his voice high through his nose for "Lament of the Old Man's
Bride." They were both half-hysterical and Pol knew that when they finished he
would be utterly wrung out—but he didn't care. Anger and tension melted from
him Kke a spring frost. He took the man's verses, changing his voice for every
suitor who offered to comfort the neglected lady, played by Kazander. Soon the
korrus was laughing so much he couldn't finish the song. When he got his breath
back, he demanded to know where a gently reared and tenderly sheltered prince
had learned such disgraceful songs.

"You'd be surprised," was all the reply Pol would give. Kazander laughed again,
raising his hammer as if to beat a proper answer out of him.

"Don't aim for his head," a dry voice advised from behind them. "He's got a skull
like rock and you'd make no impression."

Both young men whirled. Rohan stood limned by sunlight, arms folded, leaning
casually against the wall. The hammer dropped from Kazander's suddenly
strengthless hands. Pol felt the back of his neck twist with renewed tension.
Rohan shook his head. "The very least you could have done was invite me to the
party." He picked his way through the shards on the floor and hefted the
abandoned sledgehammer. "May I play, too?"

Kazander bowed nearly in half. Rohan selected an .ingot, tossed it onto the floor,
then swung the hammer in a vicious arc. The glass shattered in all directions and
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he laughed aloud. Pol realized how long it had been since he'd heard his father
laugh.

"Try it set sideways," he suggested, placing another ingot on the floor.

They finished off the rest of the second crate, Kazander relaxing enough to take a
smaller hammer and hack the larger pieces into splinters. The trio swung and
shattered and laughed like madmen, and were exhausted when the ingots were
gone, but it was a good weariness. When Rohan

left them, after thanks for the fun, Pol could almost fool himself that there was
peace again between them.

"Forgive me if I speak too freely, my prince," Kazander said as they donned thick
leather gloves to gather up shards for the trick ceiling, "but he's not as old as I
thought."

Pol smiled. "I suspect he's not as old as he thought either."

The back of Rohan's neck itched as if arrows—or those infuriating stones—were
aimed straight at his back. He stretched cramps from his muscles, trying to
regain the lightheartedness brought by the mad glass-smashing, but it was no
use. It occurred to him how nice it would be to find Chay and Maarken and
Walvis and get roaring drunk. But he'd learned long ago, in another war, that at
such times vast amounts of wine only made him more and more sober.

A depressing thought. He rotated his left shoulder against the nagging ache in
that arm and tried to look confident as he inspected the progress of arrangements
for the enemy's welcome.

There was nothing unusual for the Vellant'im outside Remagev to hear that day
and evening, only the sounds of a keep making ready for siege. They camped
under one flag and there were no petty arguments witnessed from Remagev's
walls, which suggested that there were no jealous factions here. Discipline and
prowess had been amply demonstrated; these troops were the best the Vellant'im
had. Kazander's notion that it complimented Rohan's reputation flattered him
not at all and comforted him even less. They could have no interest in him
personally. They wanted the Desert.

Tobin thought it might be because of the dragons. But the Desert wasn't the only
place dragons were found. They wintered in the Catha Hills and summered in the
Veresch. They only mated here. There must be something else about his
princedom that the enemy wanted. He didn't flatter himself that it was him.

The Desert was known for three things: sand, dragons, and gold. Coveting the
first was preposterous. He tended to doubt that anyone would risk so many lives
and go to so much trouble for a sight of dragons. Gold was the only thing that
made sense. But which gold? The legitimate mines

everyone knew about—or the secret gold gleaned from dragon caves?

Had his objective been that wealth, he would have done precisely what the
Vellant'im were doing. He would neutralize help from elsewhere while surging up
from the south into the Desert. Radzyn had been left whole so it could be
searched and used as a base. The same would probably happen at Remagev.
Those mechanical arms could just as easily have thrown fire into the keep, but
had not. Remagev would remain whole.

The false trails from the keep would not fool the enemy long. On realizing the
tricks, they would head for Stronghold —where any idiot could walk in to
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Rivenrock and gather as much gold as he liked.

Only for the past three mating cycles had the dragons used Rivenrock again, after
shying away from the place since 701. Their numbers had increased to levels that
finally convinced Feylin they could survive even another disaster like the Plague.
In memory Rohan still saw the raging flames that had cleansed the canyon, Fire
called by his son in fulfillment of the Treaty of Linse: "And the Desert shall be of
the House of Prince Zehava for as long as the Long Sand spawns Fire." Ah, what
it had cost Rohan's father to wrest that from Roelstra: years of fighting the
Merida, years of living with a sword in his hand. It could have cost Rohan's life,
too—at eighteen, during Zehava's last Merida war, he'd disguised himself and
marched into battle. On hearing this news, his mother had treated all of
Stronghold to one of her more spectacular furies, and his father nearly had a
seizure—but he'd also knighted his son on the field.

Rohan now fought another war for his princedom, but this time there was gold to
protect as well, and dragons. If people climbed through the Rivenrock caves with
their scent and their leavings and their fingers seizing golden sand, dragons
might not return there. Without caves, unmated females would die and the
population would plunge. Rivenrock was but fifty measures from Stronghold.
Rohan would be leading the enemy almost into the canyon mouth. They would
find it, foul it, and when the next mating year came, dragons would die.

But he had nowhere else to go.

"My prince, it's time," said a quiet voice at his side.

Rohan concealed a start as Walvis interrupted his thoughts.

He hadn't realized how quickly daylight had given way to evening. The courtyard
was packed now, but so nearly silent that he could hear the flutter of the few
torch flames in the slight breeze.

"Remagev is yours," he said slowly. He couldn't give the order himself. But he had
to watch. He had to stand by his athri's side, the picture of serene confidence and
sly amusement at the tricks they were about to play on the Vellant'im. In all his
sixty years he had never had to work so hard to hide his emotions—not even
during that long summer of pretending he had not loved Sioned from the instant
he saw her face in Fire.

Still, he was good at it. He'd learned hard and young. But it never got easier. He
dreaded the day it did, for it should not be easy.

Horses were brought to the main steps, and he and Walvis mounted. He felt his
back twinge and a genuine smile flickered over his face as sore muscles reminded
him of his afternoon game. The crowd in the courtyard broke into four groups.
He would lead one to Stronghold by the quickest route—both for safety's sake and
that of the horses, which had not been fed since the previous night's purging.
They'd been well watered, but there would be nothing for them to drink until
Stronghold. The other three groups—whose well-fed mounts would keep the
Vellant'im following after, or so Rohan hoped—would head north, northeast, and
due east before turning for Stronghold. The latter group worried him most; their
mounts would go without fodder longest, probably for at least three days. But he
had faith hi Chay's horses. Only the strongest had been chosen for this group.
Last night Daniv had volunteered to go with those riding north under Pol's
leadership. Sioned informed her great-nephew that he would do no such thing.
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Rohan overruled her. Daniv was a mature sixteen, tall for his age and eager to
prove himself.

"We won't be gone that long—two days out, one back to Stronghold. And I'll be
careful, your grace."

"So I'm 'my grace' now instead of 'Aunt Sioned,' eh? Very proper, very dutiful—
and it doesn't fool me at all."

"Peace," Rohan ordered softly. "I accept your offer. Besides, Rihani is fighting in
Syr with your father's army, and we can't let your cousin collect all the glory, can
we?"

When Daniv left them, glowing with excitement, Sioned

rounded on her husband. "How could you? There's nothing glorious about war
and you know it."

"Leave him his illusions a little longer, Sioned. They'll shatter soon enough.
Ilusions always do."

So Daniv rode forward at Pol's side to salute the High Prince. Rohan searched his
son's eyes. Yes, he'd been right to walk in on the glass-smashing scene. He and
Pol were friends again. They still didn't agree, but at least resentment no longer
smoldered in the blue-green eyes.

The pair turned smartly and joined the fifty soldiers who would take a two-day
journey due north. Daniv was confident, with an easy authority that proclaimed
him a prince. He did not remind Rohan of himself at the same age.

Prince Velden's nephew, Sethric, organized his hundred before making his bow to
the High Prince. Four years older than Daniv, those years were the difference of a
silkweight of muscle and half a handspan of height. Remagev had toughened him,
given him poise. Rohan thought what a fine athri he would make when he
returned home—if there was anything left of Grib to go home to.

He hid the pessimism with a smile. Goddess, but I certainly am good at this, he
thought cynically; even with so many years between wars, he hadn't lost the
knack. He could still hear his asinine little speech on the day he'd joined Chay
and the southern levies to fight Roelstra. Then as now he showed them a prince
certain of victory—and never let them know what he truly felt. They needed and
trusted him. He owed them a calm face and straight shoulders and untroubled
eyes. Sethric responded as people always did, with an answering smile and an
even lower bow. Yes, he was very good at this. Always had been.

Maarken, however, knew what was behind the mask. He would be in charge of
the most dangerous diversion, and his journey to Stronghold would cross the
enemy line of march as they tracked Pol and Sethric. His horses would have
nothing to eat and precious little water while crossing the Long Sand. Of them all,
Maarken understood how perilous this whole plan was, and how necessary. As he
made his bow, there was limitless compassion in his gray eyes.

Rohan guided his horse to Remagev's main gates, watching the Isulk'im ready
their mounts for an insanity planned by Kazander. The korrus smiled happily at
Rohan and gave the characteristic salute. Rohan returned it, privately

astounded at the delight this man took in risking his neck. His men were just like
him. They had accounted for ten Vellanti dead each in the battle two days ago,
and taken only minor wounds.

Glancing around to make sure everyone was ready, Rohan caught sight of Sioned,
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Hollis, and Tobren at the doors of the main hall. His princess lifted one hand to
signal that her vicious little brew had been applied within the now empty keep.
Then she vanished back inside.

"My lord korrus" he said to Kazander, "may the Mother of All Dragons keep you
from harm within the shelter of her wings."

The Isulki looked a bit startled. It was an ancient blessing, and one that few
outsiders knew. Kazander bowed again and replied with an even older one.

"Most High and Honored Prince, may She be in your eyes and in your looking, in
your ears and in your listening, in your hands and in your doing, in your mind
and in your knowing."

Chay would disagree with that, he told himself with a touch of whimsy. He always
did say I think too much.

Walvis signaled the inner gates open. The wires had not yet been connected to the
pots of Sioned's liquid fire; Walvis would do that himself just before he rode out.
Another Fire had been quenched since dawn: Sioned had summoned Air to
scatter the cooling ashes of the dead. Chay had lost thirty, Walvis twenty-six. Not
a high count as battles went. He remembered sitting in his father's tent after that
last terrible battle against the Merida as Chay gave the casualty report. Zehava
had heard it in silence, then remarked that most people would consider five
hundred dead a fair price for a princedom. Appalled at the time, it had been years
before Rohan realized that his father had not included himself in "most people."
But Zehava was long dead and the apologies spoken only to the silent sky by the
time Rohan finally understood. He wondered what "most people" would consider
a fair price for a whole continent.

The main gates parted wide enough to let Kazander and twenty of his men ride
through at a gallop. It was the korrus' mad plan to charge around Remagev at top
speed, shrieking war cries all the way. Not only would they startle and distract the
enemy, but they would see whether sentries patrolled the shadows around the
keep. Maarken had been

of the opinion that Sunrunners could conjure Fire for a look, but Kazander
grinned and said it would be more fun his way.

It certainly sounded as if the Isulk'im were enjoying themselves. Rohan could
imagine them tearing around the walls as if this was Rialla race day; he didn't
have to imagine their roars of battle. Twenty-one of them, and they sounded like
an army. They yelled his name and Pol's and Kazander's, punctuated with
"Azhrei!" and bone-chilling screams. A reluctant smile came to his face as heads
swiveled to follow the sounds. Yes, just like race day. Only they rode not for gold
or jewels, but for lives.

One of Kazander's men stood ready at the gates, counting to himself. Rohan felt
his nerves twinge as calls went up from the Vellanti camp, rousing warriors from
after-dinner indolence into battle harness. The Isulki noise grew louder and the
one on duty suddenly wrenched the gate open—a split second before Kazander
hurtled through alone and reined to a halt, laughing.

"Not so much as an arrow did they loose, Noble High Prince!" he exulted. "And
only twenty of them scattered around the outer walls—now running to mount up
and follow my men! We could leave walking and they wouldn't catch us!"

"We'll gallop just the same, if you don't mind." The young man's cheerful
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enthusiasm was invigorating. Rohan began to think this might work after all.
Pol's fifty were the first to leave. Rohan saw him give a sweeping gesture with one
arm, and then lost him in the crowd thundering through the gates. At the last
instant Kazander took off after them, yelling over his shoulder, "He's lived in
Princemarch too long!"

"That boy is insane," Chay observed.

"Completely. But he's right. It's years since Po! spent any amount of time in the
Desert. Frankly, I'm glad Kazander's going with him—I've guards enough for my
precious princely person, thank you very much."

Chay made a face at him. "More fun to be had with the young dragon than the old
one, anyway." More briskly, he went on, "The quickest of the enemy will be
mounted by now and following the Isulk'im to find out what the hell they think
they're doing. The next group will go after Pol
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when they can. Sethric, wait for her grace's signal and take your hundred out
through the main gates."

"Yes, my lord." He saluted again. "Until Stronghold!"

Rohan could not see Sioned on the upper walls, but he and everyone else jumped
when a torch suddenly blazed nearby. Her signal. Sethric led his riders out at top
speed.

Chay frowned as he glanced at Rohan. "This is the tricky part. Will they follow
our diversions or wait for MS?"

"I think they're sufficiently confused, my lord," said Relnaya, a sly smile on his
face. "Lord Kazander's men will join Lord Maarken once they've outrun their
escort." He snorted. "They sit their horses like chairs."

"They sit my grandsir's horses," Tobren reminded him. "It may be a closer race
than you think."

Rohan hid another smile and waited for Sioned's next signal. It seemed a long
time coming. Perhaps the Vellant'im weren't going for it. Perhaps too many of
them were staying behind. Rohan had offered temptation; what if too few
succumbed? And it was such delicate timing—how long to wait for them to saddle
up before signaling the next group to leave? Rohan had hoped that chaos would
break down efficiency, that warriors who worked together so well would be
separated by the frantic speed necessary to follow the Desert troops. Those who
were ready first would set off first, with discipline in a shambles and their only
thought to overtake these crazy people who thought they could escape.

And what if he'd been completely wrong, and only token forces went after Pol and
Sethric and Maarken, and the bulk of the army stayed to occupy Remagev?

He'd gotten away once. To do so again would be a slap in the enemy's face. He
reasoned that pride would send large numbers of Vellant'im into the Long Sand
to foil this second escape. If this happened against their leaders' wishes, so much
the better. But he couldn't be sure, despite his experience in dealing with
barbarians.

Another torch flared to life, and Maarken dug his heels into his stallion's ribs. The
gates were flung open and hauled closed behind the last of Maarken's group in an
impossibly short time. Rohan let out a long breath and rubbed his arm absently.
Myrdal's secret exit from Radzyn was back where the keep abutted natural stone.
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It was just horse-high and wide enough for only a single cart to pass through.
Chay would

lead, Rohan bring up the rear—over vehement protests— with Walvis leaving last
of all after wiring the gatehouse and arcade. The first two torches were abruptly
extinguished and the courtyard was plunged into near-total darkness. It was
time.

Feylin ran up, breathless with exertion and excitement. "You should see them
scrambling out there!" she cried. "Almost all the men who still have mounts and
are capable of riding them are saddling up to follow! It worked!"

Not until we're all safe at Stronghold, Rohan thought. But he didn't say it aloud.
He glanced at the line of people filing slowly through to the hidden passage—-
they moved in smooth order, without panic or delay, but it was going to take a
long time. Those who could ride must mount; the wounded who were too
unsteady to sit a horse alone must take a second rider up; carts carrying supplies
and the seriously hurt had to be protected by the uninjured warriors Rohan was
taking with him. When they met up with the groups who had spent the day in
shelter, there would be more defenders—at about the same time as the Vellant'im
caught up with them, or so Rohan was gambling. But he wasn't sure it was a bet
his wife would take; she liked better odds.

The by now familiar twang of stressed wood and ropes warned them an instant
before stones hurtled down. Rohan cursed and tightened his grip on his horse.
The chaos he'd so carefully planned against began to invade the courtyard, borne
on screams of fright. Many people went down; everyone else ran for cover.
"Damn! We'll have to move even faster than—" Rohan suddenly stood in his
stirrups and yelled Chayla's name. She had run out into the courtyard to help the
wounded. More rocks pelted from the night sky; Chayla and those trying to
retrieve the injured huddled with arms over their heads until the rain stopped.
Relnaya darted out to where Chayla was staunching blood from a child's head
wound. The Sunrunner picked up the little boy in one arm and hauled Chayla to
safety with the other.

All at once an almighty crash hit the main gates. Rohan yelled a warning up at
Walvis, wincing as iron-reinforced wood shuddered again.

"I heard!" came the shout from within the gatehouse. "Close the inner gates—I'm
almost done!"

He called Dannar over and told him to speed things up at the passage. The squire
jumped at the next shock and darted through the tense crowd. Rohan willed
everyone to stay calm, to keep from shoving each other and turning this into an
enemy victory.

He caught sight of Hoilis taking the stairs two at a time, long tawny braids flying.
She was supposed to have left with Chay and Tobin, but it was a little late to yell
at her for it now. She disappeared into the gatehouse and a few moments later the
battering at the gates stopped. Just visible over the walls was a yellow-white glow.
Sunrunner's Fire.

He reined his horse around and rode up and down the line of nervous people,
hoping his presence would be enough to settle them down again. Thus far they
had not panicked— but he knew how quickly it could happen.

So he smiled and told them, "They're busy running after the others and running
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away from Lady Hoilis' hospitality. I can't understand that, personally—don't
they know how cold it gets here at night? She's only seeing to their comfort. Just
move along and watch your heads, you tall ones, once you're mounted up—or
make sure you get a very short horse!"

They laughed up at him and he grinned back. No, he hadn't lost his touch.
Sioned finally arrived, gasping for breath and with a wicked gleam in her eyes. "I
would've been here sooner, but it took me a long time to get the knack of breaking
the bowls right"

"Would you care to explain that?" he asked as Dannar led her horse up and she
swung into the saddle.

She laughed, well aware of the people around them who listened. "When it
became clear they weren't going to wait until morning to invite themselves in, I
put the leftover paste to excellent use. Beth and I left pots of it over hot coals. By
the time the pottery breaks from the heat, we'll be gone—and the Vellant'im will
be breathing the most horrible stuff you could imagine. Beth is putting the last
bowls in the glass furnaces now."

"You are the most cheerfully vicious woman I ever met!"

"I do try not to disappoint you," she said with a sweet smile.

Sioned had finished the spell that eased fear. Rohan leaned precariously over to
kiss her in gratitude. Whistles and

applause made his cheeks burn, but panic laughed away would not threaten
again. Not for a little while, not until they were beyond the walls and had to rely
on other protection.

"Damn it, Hoilis, come on!" Walvis' voice came from within the gatehouse.
Dannar grabbed two horses and led them to the wall. Walvis was down first, and
jumped into the saddle from the steps. Hoilis was close behind him. The glow of
her Fire was gone outside. It wouldn't be long before the Vellant'im began
battering the gates again. But Walvis' fierce grin told the story as he rode up. The
Vellant'im would walk into a Remagev rife with deadfalls—if they had the courage
to explore past the gatehouse ceiling's burning rain.

There were sounds of battle outside now, steel on steel. "They've found where
we're getting out,"” Hoilis said. "Let me go up and help."

"Not necessary," Rohan told her as another glow crept over the walls. "Look. And
listen."

The ringing of metal stopped. Scant moments later the whispers came back from
the front of the line: Princess Tobin and her granddaughter were at work with
Fire.

"Tobren?" Sioned exclaimed. "When did she learn—and why am I complaining?"
she interrupted herself in disgust.

"Is the arcade rigged?" Rohan asked, and Walvis nodded. "Then let's go."

The diversions had worked, for the most part. The enemy was divided and riding
in four different directions; Fire would keep them at bay while Rohan's group
escaped; Remageyv itself would take plenty of casualties as it collapsed and
smoked and rained glass shards. He was protecting his people while giving the
enemy ample opportunity to destroy itself, both here and out in the Desert.

But in spite of knowing he had done all he could, in spite of a lifetime of keeping
peace with laws instead of a sword in his hand, a part of him still had fierce,
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proud memories of battle. It had ignited his blood at Radzyn and now stung him
again. To kill those who were killing his people, the world he had created, his
life's work—Goddess, how he wanted to be Pol's age with a sword in his hand.
Sioned wrapped her dark cloak more closely around her and rode outside the
walls to take over the Fire conjuring. She would lecture them later on the folly of
what they'd

done. Or perhaps not—for arrows were flying through her wall of flames, shot
blind, and if one of them struck her. . ..

She spared a puzzled frown for the fact that the iron did not stab as it had with
the ros'salath. But this was no weaving. It held none of her essence. She was not
bound into it as she had been into the complex working. But it was hard work just
the same, and she was grateful when hands took her reins and led her horse along
for her.

The hands were Tobren's. She shared a saddle with her grandmother, who had
not yet regained enough strength in her hands to guide a horse. The admiration
in the child's eyes for Sioned's easy skill was born of intimate knowledge of
faradhi ways. Still, Tobren was wary of her. Goddess only knew what Andry told
his children about the Sunrunner High Princess. When Hollis joined them and
said, "T'll take the Fire. You're the only one who can weave starlight," Tobren's
face clenched like a fist.

Sioned spun cool white light and surveyed the turmoil in the Vellanti camp. Their
numbers had been substantially reduced by chasing after the other groups. She
ranged a little farther, counted pursuers, and by the time her lord rode up had a
heartening report for him.

"About forty are after Pol, fifty after Sethric, and Maarken takes the prize with
nearly seventy."

Rohan's eyes reflected Hollis' Fire. "Then Pol's about evenly matched, Sethric
outnumbers them—and I pity anyone who crosses Maarken's path."

"I don't feel sorry for them at all," Tobren stated as she yielded Sioned's reins. "I
wish I was a real Sunrunner —I'd do like Papa and kill them!"

Tobin's eyes closed briefly; Sioned glanced away. It was Rohan who answered the
girl.

"Your father is a very brave and clever man, Tobren. But it must grieve him to use
his gifts in so terrible a thing as war."

"The Goddess chose Papa and made him Lord of her Keep. If she didn't want him
to use his gifts, she wouldn't have given them."

The logic was inarguable—but that didn't make it any less wrong. Rohan knew
there was no way to convey that to this proud child, even though his sister's eyes
pleaded with him to say something—anything. He drew breath to make a try, but
all at once was incapable of saying anything at all. The

rush of wings was in his head, the tingle along his bones, the strange instinctive
sureness that a dragon was near.

The roar of an enraged sire was unmistakable. Hollis was so stunned that her Fire
sputtered down to a mere trickle of hip-high flames. But there was light enough
to see the dragon by—and the Vellant'im. To a man they leaped from their horses
and prostrated themselves on the sand.

"I don't believe it," Sioned breathed.
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"It's Azhdeen—he must be looking for Pol." Rohan shook himself. "Take the Fire
from Hollis and get these people moving! We may not have long." He kicked his
horse to the line of Sunrunner's Fire. Standing in his stirrups, he lifted his arms
high and in a terrible voice bellowed, "Azhrei!"

Sioned had a dangerous urge to laugh. It grew stronger as Chay started singing as
loud as he could. The song was taken up by hundreds of voices—a ballad over
thirty years old, fulsome in its praise of Rohan's virtue, strength, and cunning.
She knew at once why Chay had chosen it: azhrei figured prominently in the
chorus, the one word they could be certain the Vellant'im understood.

So, under cover of Sunrunner's Fire and a self-serving song and the angry howls
of a dragon anxious about his human possession, they escaped Remagev.

Chapter Twenty

oo they got away," Rinhoel said. "Too bad."

His mother cast a quick, nervous glance at the door that had just closed behind
Rialt. "Hush! We're on shaky enough ground without his overhearing remarks
like that!"

"Oh, come now, Mother! It's all legal. The treaties say that whenever one
princedom attacks another, the rest must go to the victim's defense. There's
nothing anywhere about being attacked by outsiders." Rinhoel snorted. "Trust
Pirro to think up something like that, anyway, to justify his cowardice."

"But it works just as well for Cunaxa and Firon as it does for Fessenden—and us.
Only we're not cowards." Chiana paced the glass and velvet audience chamber,
the mourning gray she wore for Patwin billowing in stiff silk folds around her. "If
Rohan wins, we lose everything. He's always won before."

"It's time he lost for a change. Do you want Princemarch or not?"

The blunt question went to the heart of ambition and resentment and fury
nurtured for a lifetime. All of it spurted forth like poison from a lanced wound.
"Yes. By the Goddess—yes!"

"Then act like it. We have allies now. What they want for themselves coincides
nicely with what we want for us. If we work together, we can have everything.
Pirro gave us a legal excuse to withhold active support—as if we needed it, with
our own borders threatened!" He laughed softly. "Not even dear Aunt Naydra
dares scold us for not sending our armies to Syr or the Desert. And everyone
understands why we've called up the levies. No one needs to know they're meant
to seize, not defend."

Chiana subsided into a velvet chair. "You're right, my treasure. You're right.
Forgive me. But the only times I ever tasted victory were when I married your
father and when I gave birth to you. I can't help my nerves."

"Mother, this time it won't be just a taste. We'll both be drunk on it for the rest of
our lives."

She smiled. "I count marriage as a victory only because it gave me you."

"I didn't think it was because you adored the Parchment Prince."

"Rinhoel!" She giggled at the nickname bestowed on Halian for his uselessness.
Before she'd married him, he had chafed against his father Clutha's iron rule that
kept him powerless. For a time after the old man finally died, she'd thought
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Halian would actually rule Meadowlord. But the habit of idleness was too
ingrained by then. Chiana had spent about half a year regretting it while she
nearly foundered in unaccustomed statecraft, until one day she realized she was
more of a prince than he would ever be. Thus she encouraged his pursuit of
pleasant diversions—and ruled Meadowlord as she liked. And she liked it very
much. For fifteen years now Halian had signed what she gave him to sign and
read aloud what she gave him to read during law courts. The Parchment Prince.
Rinhoel dismissed his father with a wave of his hand. "Discussing dear Papa is a
waste of time. We have other things to talk about. Rohan's on his way back to
Stronghold. Tilal and Kostas will soon be bogged down in winter mud. Storms
have sent Arlis back to New Raetia after only one skirmish in Brochwell Bay. But
there is a place where fighting is not impossible in winter. Do you remember that
miserable summer I spent at Remagev two years ago?"

"Not as vividly as you do."

"Well, yes," he admitted with a grimace. "A killing climate, all of us dumped into
a barracks without thought of rank or position or birth—but that wasn't as bad as
the so-called training. Free labor for Lord Walvis, more likely, cleaning that
ancient pile and mucking out stalls." He shrugged off the memory. "But I did
make an interesting acquaintance there. And he showed up here a few days ago. I
let him cool his heels and then met him in town last night. But today our friends
from the south arrive, and I thought Bvrioc might make a useful addition to out
conversation."

Chiana frowned. "I don't recall your mentioning him. Who is he?"

"Nobody, really," was the casual reply. "Just one of Miyon's bastard sons—by a
Merida woman."

She choked. "A Cunaxan prince? Merida? How did he ever get into Remagev?"
"By lying, of course. Cunaxans are all liars, and the Merida are worse than
Cunaxans. He got in claiming to be the heir of some minor holding on the Desert
border. That played right into Walvis' pretty idea about making us all one big
happy continent."

"The notion of a peasant," Chiana observed.

"Actually, it wasn't that big a lie about the holding— Miyon gives crown
properties to his mistresses to provide his bastards with a name."

Chiana nodded. "Meiglan's mother held Gracine Manor until she died."

"Birioc's mother got a place called Catchwater. But she didn't live to see it. It's all
rather pathetic. He says his mother was a princess of the Merida, but that's
probably another lie. Her people sent her to Miyon to get themselves a royal heir.
He didn't know what she was or he wouldn't have touched her—not even Miyon is
that stupid, to give the Merida a claim on him. But the child was born, the mother
died, and the servant who raised Birioc was Merida, too."

"Quite an indoctrination, I should think," Chiana remarked. "I trust he sacrificed
honor to survival and did not receive the chin-scar."

"What do you think?" he snorted.

"I see where this leads. Miyon still doesn't know his son's real heritage, does he?"
"Not a whisper of it. He's younger than our dear future High Princess—about
twenty-one now, I think. He stayed the whole year at Remagev because his father
ordered him to. Miyon wanted to know exactly what goes on there. What the ass
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doesn't realize is that his half-Merida son got an education in warfare and
leadership that won't be to his father's advantage."

Chiana thought all this over, then bit her lip. "Rinhoel ... I agree this Birioc could
be of use. But the Merida were the sorcerers' trained assassins."

"I know that," he replied impatiently. "But when the

Vellant'im finally march on Stronghold, Birioc's people can keep Tallain and
Jahnavi too busy to come to Rohan's aid. The Desert is the only place you can
fight a war in winter. A Merida attack on Tuath and then Tiglath would serve our
purposes—and Miyon's. And the Merida's."

Admiration shone in her eyes, but still she wavered. "The reasoning is flawless,
my love, but . . . sorcery?"

"If the Merida could work spells, do you think Rohan would be High Prince? Do
you think he'd even be alive?"

"But the Vellanti battle cry—"

"They haven't done any sorcery either. I'm convinced that they can't. Why use up
so many lives in war if you could weave a spell and kill the way Andry did at
Goddess Keep? The Vellant'im aren't here to soften us up for death by sorcery,
Mother. If diarmadh'im were going to do anything, they'd have done it.
Personally, I think that wherever these people come from, the sorcerers are all
dead. It's just something they shout to remind them of past victories and inspire
them to new ones."

"You may be right. But it's puzzling just the same." She pushed it aside and spoke
more briskly. "Very well. I'll see Birioc. What should I call him?"

"He's hungry. A 'my lord' here and there will feed him."

"No, make it 'Prince Birioc'—for his mother's sake, if not his father's."

Rinhoel went to her side and kissed her cheek. "You're the wisest woman in the
world—as well as the most beautiful.”

"You're not a bad liar, yourself." But she smiled fondly up at him, adding, "High
Prince Rinhoel."

High Prince Rohan escaped Remagev but not pursuit. Pol's dragon abandoned
the area soon after everyone was out, and shortly thereafter the Vellant'im dared
lift their faces from the sand. It took them a while to recapture their horses—
Radzyn animals familiar with dragons on the hunt ran like fire through a
hayloft—and this gained Rohan a little more time. But pursue the enemy did,
though not in great numbers. It was Sioned's opinion that his "mighty azhrei"
performance had scared most of them witless.

"I'm surprised Azhdeen stayed as long as he did, after he was unable to find Pol,"
she mused. Tobin's black eyes sparkled with laughter. "Liked the

music.

"Do you think so?" Rohan asked, then shrugged. "It's as good an explanation as
any, I suppose."

Tobin leaned over in her saddle behind Tobren and poked her brother with a
cane. "Feylin's legends!"

They stared at her until Betheyn chuckled softly. "None of you has gotten that far,
but we were reading it the other day. There's a very old story about a virgin
princess who saved herself from becoming a dragon's dinner by singing \nm to

s\eep."
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Rohan looked blank for a moment, then chuckled. Beth went on, "There's another
one about rallying dragons to the defense of a castle by a bard who stood on the
battlements howling some song or other."

"I'm organizing a choir the instant we get home," Sioned stated. "It probably
won't work on dragons, but it might scare the Vellant'im."

"I prefer to trust Stronghold's walls, thanks all the same," Rohan said.

A pack of about thirty Vellanti warriors was met and discouraged from further
pursuit by the remains of the Radzyn guard. Rohan was beside himself when he
found out Chay had actually led the assault.

"You senile, old—are you in your dotage? Do you think you're twenty-two again?
What in all Hells possessed you to risk your damnfool neck like that?"

Chay was unimpressed. He flexed his sword arm and commented, "It's not what
it once was, but it still works."

With an incoherent growl, Rohan rode away to the front of the column. He didn't
know if he was angrier at Chay's imbecile action or the fact that he could not go
and do likewise.

Sioned ventured out on starlight once more, and returned smiling. "Sethric is
outdistancing the enemy, Maarken has a good lead—and as for Pol, Azhdeen is
flying escort with predictable results!"

Had this been spring or summer, Desert skies would have been thick with
dragons. Rohan cursed enemy timing and urged his people to hurry. The carts
moved along, filled with wounded and supplies, but who could tell when the
Vellant'im would recover from abject terror of dragons and follow at speed?

At dawn Hollis wove sunlight. "Perfect,"” she sighed at last, her tired eyes
regaining focus. "They seem much more interested in Rernagev than in us. But
it's cost them." She smiled. "Smoke rises from the glassworks and the kitchen.
Also from the west entry — but I counted close to a hundred limping back to
camp on bloodied feet."

"So my ingots weren't destroyed in vain." Walvis stroked his beard and slanted a
sly look at Rohan. "Let's see — at the price arranged at the Rialla this summer,
multiplied by two crates, you owe me — "

I had to teach how to count above ten without using his toes?"

"Your glass can wait," Chay declared. "He'll pay for my horses first."

"Not at your prices," Sioned retorted.

"But what about my ingots?" Walvis asked plaintively.

"And my horses?" Chay demanded.

Dannar and Tobren stared slack-jawed, never having heard such exalted
highborns squabble so. It took a few moments for them to notice that the people
around them were following the exchange with expectant grins.

"Enough!" Rohan exclaimed. "Or I'll rewrite your charters, take my castles back,
and you can go beg a tent from the Isulk'im!"

"If they'll have you, which I doubt," Sioned finished.

It was the signal for everyone to laugh and move on, spreading the tale along the
column. Rohan blessed his people for making it so easy for him. Remagev and
Radzyn lay abandoned behind them; ahead lay a hard forced march to
Stronghold with the enemy in pursuit. Anyone in his right “iind would have been
terrified. But his people could still laugh. He watched them walk past him with
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tenderness and pride nearly overflowing his eyes. Sentimental — even foolish,
perhaps — but how he loved their refusal to despair.

Their belief in him was harder to observe. Clever, crafty, unning High Prince. Live
up to your reputation, azhrei. It ---fans lives,

At midmorning Birioc was at last admitted into Princess hiana's presence. He
came in frowning and prepared to be

insulted. Bastard get though she was, still she looked down on others of her kind
from her secure position as true ruler of Meadowlord. But she called him "prince"
and clasped his hand in both of hers, and sat him beside her on a spindly-legged
velvet couch, and poured wine for him with her own hands. He was young
enough to be flattered, but old enough to be suspicious. Her hazel eyes were
entirely too eager.

Rinhoel, equally welcoming, left them after a few moments to escort in another
visitor. While he was gone, Birioc took the opportunity to make his position clear.
"We are totally uninterested in defending other princedoms, your grace. We want
back what is ours, and this is our chance."

"Your aims coincide perfectly with ours, Prince Birioc." She dimpled charmingly,
"We want certain things as well— and the key to obtaining them is the defeat of
High Prince Rohan."

"I'm glad we agree. What do you propose our part to be? Before you answer, I
must warn you that even if we were inclined to fight for land not our own, we
haven't enough troops to do so."

"I appreciate your candor. I will answer with equal honesty. All you must do is to
keep Rohan's northern army occupied. The southern levies have assembled at
Stronghold and the Vellant'im will keep them there. You see, what you desire and
what we desire is the same thing."

"Not entirely. We want Tuath and Tiglath back. We want Skybowl and
Stronghold."

"And Feruche?" Her smile grew a trifle fixed.

"And Feruche," he returned firmly.

"It is part of Princemarch."

He smiled thinly; his father had told him she would be intractable on the subject
of any handspan of Princemarch soil. "It is not negotiable."

Chiana's brows quirked down and her lips tightened. Then she smoothed her
expression and asked silkily, "I expect you want Radzyn as well? Do you truly
expect to hold it?"

"Until it falls into the sea," he assured her.

"What of Riverport and Lowland?"

Birioc smiled. "You get to the point, don't you, your grace?"

"There's very little to be gained by dancing around it, my lord."

"Riverport and Lowland are negotiable." He didn't add that his father had told
him to concede everything south of the Long Sand if necessary. Miyon wanted
Stronghold as devoutly as Chiana wanted Castle Crag. When one engaged in
reshaping princedoms, one could say what one liked. Possession when the dust
cleared was what counted.

"We will discuss it further," Chiana said.

"Oh, yes, we certainly will," he agreed.
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Another tiny frown, another hasty clearing of her expression into amiable lines.
"There will be plenty of time once Rohan is gone, after all. We can settle all the
little details once he's dead and Pol with him."

Birioc nodded.

"Ah," she said suddenly, rising. "Our other guest has arrived."

The bronze doors of the presence chamber opened to admit Rinhoel and a man
who could have been one of Birioc's Merida uncles. He felt his jaw drop a little
and hastily closed his mouth. The man was tall, with a warrior's heavy shoulders
and lean belly. A lush black beard threaded with dozens of little golden beads
covered most of his face, but the sharp nose, wide mouth, and long, dark eyes
were Merida. Birioc knew he was staring and couldn't help it.

"Brother!" the man exclaimed, his accent harsh, the word thick on his tongue. He
embraced the startled Birioc so forcefully that the young man was sure his bones
would crack.

Chiana and Rinhoel were just as astounded. The big man laughed deep in his
chest, his dark eyes gleaming.

"Lost to us generation on generation ago—and now found. Those of the Sacred
Glass remember nothing of us. But we remember them."

"I'm fascinated," Rinhoel murmured. "Please go on, my lord."

"Later. Another time." He made a belated bow to Chiana, ra