" ...afantasy sequencetorival the most impressivein thegenre." --Orbit
Go to the Sharai, Daughter of the Shadow...

The desart-dwelling Sharai are massng on Outremer's borders to recapture that bloodstained land.
The Knights Ransomers-the Kingdom's fanatica warrior-priests-stand poised to repd them. But the
young knight Marron has left the Order, once his highest cdling, to act as squire to the renegade Seur
Anton d'Escrivey.

Julianne, daughter of the King's Shadow and betrothed of the noble Baron Imber, has had another
vigtation from the djinni Khaldor. Why the djinni should order her to the Sharai she cannot fathom, but
the creature is subtle and seems curioudy honorable, and she is determined to obey its command.

In the end a large company will leave the Roq de Rancon--and will carry with them its grestest secret.

"Aswith al Brenchley's novels, the prose is beautifully crafted and ajoy to read...| can't wait to see
what happens next.”

--Northern Review

"The praise that greeted Chaz Brenchley's Tower of the King's Daughter in hardback was
considerable, with particular praise being lavished on the prose ... here was a fantasy sequence to riva
the most impressive in the genre . . . Atmosphere is . . . conjured with tremendous ill in this book,
never, however, dlowing it to swamp the adroit plotting . .. This is fantasy exactly as it should be:
ambitious, highly coloured, and supremdy confident inits grip on the reader's kingdom . . . From its firg
confident chapter . . . Brenchley's grasp of his colourful narrative never faters, and his descriptive powers
are exemplary.”

—Orbit
"The intendty verges on horror at times ... Compdling reading.”
—Locus

"Chez Brenchley's driking new epic fantasy series [ig a revelaion. The atmosphere is so well described
you can dmod taste it.”

—Sarburst

"A refreshing (and necessary) change ... Therecipient of a British Fantasy Society award, Mr. Brenchley
[has] a never less than illful Syle and turn of phrase ... Along the way there are dl the adventures a
discerning fantasy reader could wish for and Brenchley's concise, muscular prose makes the story flow,
free of genre dichés ... Recommended.”

—SFX Magazine

"Drama and spectacle to spare. Brenchley's proseis clear and vivid ... His aility to integrate the magica
and uncanny into his more grittily redidtic portrait of life on the outposts of Empire grounds his fantasy in
awedth of bdievable detall . . . thorough and gtriking . . . captures with brutd verismilitude the harshness
of lifewithin a despotic rdigiousmilitary community . . . Brenchley the horror novdist and Brenchley the
fantasst come together in perfect dignment ... the kind of dark, painful power rardly seen in the literature



of heroic fantasy."
—Cemetery Dance

"As with dl Brenchley's novds, the prose is beautifully crafted and a joy to read ... | can't wait to see
what happens next."

—Northern Review
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Best things come in big packages.
The start of something this big,
it hasto befor lan.

ONE
TheHeat of Judgement

THE SLAMMING OF the castle's gates at his back, a his naked back should have been the sound
of doom, disagter. It should have been the echo of alifeimesfalure betrayd of hisfather, betrayd of his
God. He had come to the Sanctuary Land in chase of a dream, a legecy of fath; he had given hislifein
savice to the Ransomers, and they had cast hm out. He should have died ingteed; he should have
wished to die.

He did wish to die, perhaps, in some secret inner place he could not look at. Perhaps he only raised
his head to see the road that would take him there, the place where he could meet degth and be grateful.



He raised his head and saw the road, and saw who stood there waiting; and the booming echo of the
damming gates, the doom and the betraya were al shadows flung behind him as shadows should be, by
the light ahead.

* % %

SIEUR ANTON HAD brought clothes out with him, tunic and breeches and soft boots, begged or
bought from another knight's squire.

"Seur, thank you . . "

"Dont," the knight said. "Not yet. | lied to the court, Marron; you will find my discipline at least as
dern as thers, and no eader. If you can't practice obedience to me, | will have no use for you; and |
won't keep you smply for your own sake.”

" can obey you, sSeur,” Smply, honestly, from the heart, "and | will."

"Well see. Here" Soft bread and an apple pressed into his hands, the good and the bad, and if this
was Seur Anton's discipline. Marron wanted more of it, a lifetimés more. "Eat, and ligen. You are my
squire, given and sworn; you can deep with the other squires and the servants, or you can deep in my
room as you have before. Either way will cause you trouble, because of whom you serve. That choice |
leave to you."

"Seur, if | deep with you—"

“Inmy room, Marron."

"Yes, deur—may | pray with you aso, a the hours?'

"l would ingg onit. Is that your choice, then?"

"Please, geur.”

"Good. You will suffer for it, | warn you now; but that cannot be avoided.”

Neither gpparently was it going to be explained, but Marron wasn't worried. He thought squires and
servants could teach him nothing now about suffering; he thought life itsdf had little more to show him.

"Ore lagt thing. There is to be a ceremony of sacrament in the stable yard, after the brothers have
taken their supper. That will not be easy for you either, but regard it as the firg test of your service: you
mug be there.”

"Seur, whereyougo . . "

"Hmm. Within limits; | trust. | shdl be there, but we cannot stand together. Stay it out, Marron, that is
al. It is needful. Now eat. | am not accustomed to repesting mysdf.”

Nor was he likdy accustomed to having his servants speak to him with their mouths full, which was
why Marron had been stlanding with his hands hdd rigidly at his sdes. Only his nose was twitching with
anill discipling, dert as dways to any scent of food after a fast, while his mouth ran wet and his words
durred.

"Yes, deur. No, deur ..." Whatever you like, sieur, so long as Marron could tear and chew and
swalow, hite and savour as though the wadlf in his ssomach were arbiter over his head dso, and ruled his
manners.

He heard the knight laughing, and didn't mind that now. Nether was he anxious about what might



come this evening, despite Seur Anton's warnings. He was brother no more; the Order had no direct
authority over him now, only through the authority it had over his master—what authority Sieur Anton
head elected to give it—and it was dways careful in its dedings with the knights. What harm could be
done him, if he stood through another rite? A ceremony of sacrament: that might mean anything. His own
professon had been a sacrament; so was confesson, and a man's last prayer before a priest, and any
number of little rituas between. It was kind of Sieur Anton to be concerned, but not necessary ...

SO HE THOUGHT, young and hungry as he was, young and forgetful. Until he stood in the yard
among the other squires — who were dready nudging and whispering, gving him dishonest words of
welcome then crushing back to make an uncomfortable space for him to stand in—while Seur Anton
was drawn up among the knights, each of them shining in therr white in the torchlight. One man in every
ten held a torch, masters and knights and brothers drawn up in ther ranks; so many shadows flickered
and danced across his eyes it was hard to see anything dearly, but gill Marron could see more than he
liked or wanted.

The Order stood inits order around that mound of wood, the squires and other servants squeezed in
where they could; the preceptor stepped forward from the line of masters and raised his hand for slence.
Every eye was on him, and not Marron aone was holding his breath to hesar.

"Thenight gone" the preceptor said, his voice harsh and carrying, "treachery near handed this fortress
to the enemy. Only the God's grace protected us" And me, Marron thought rebdlioudy, but did not
bregthe. "Those who betrayed us were our own vassds, kept by our kindness, tharr lives within our gift.
Which lives are now forfet by our law, and may the God have mercy upon them, for we shdl not.”

That was dl. The preceptor gestured and stepped back; a brother with an axe took his place in the
light, breaking open the kegs that stood arrayed. He set the axe asde and lifted each keg one by one,
pouring viscous il over the heap of wood and tossing the empty kegs onto the pile.

It was the preceptor himsdf who took a torch and hurled it, setting the oiled wood ablaze.

Two burly brothers came out of the stables, through the only clear path in that crowded yard,
dragging a amdl figure in white between them. One of the Shara lads, Marron saw, his hands bound
behind him.

"No..."

It came out as little more than a groan, inaudible in the sudden murmur of many voices. Marron drew
breath to cry doud, to push forward and shriek againg this savagery; and was suddenly seized from
behind, logt his breath in a sartled gasp and twisted round to see Rudd standing there.

"Don't be afodl," the jongleur hissed in his ear. "You can't stop this. Watch, and remember ..."

MARRON FOUGHT THE man's grip for a moment, usdesdy, and then subsided. Rudd was right,
he would only make more trouble for himsdf and perhaps for Sieur Anton too, and to no effect. Nothing
he could do to stop the Sharal boy being picked up and swung between the two brothers, too numbed it
seemed even to sruggle; nothing to prevent his being thrown through the air and into the roaring flames

Marron sobbed, but that too was logt, this time in the howling as the boy writhed and burned. The
brothers went back to the stables, came out with another boy.



MUSTAR WAS THE fourth. Marron's eyes were not too dazzled by tears and firdight, his mind not
too dazed to know hisfriend. Again he tried to twigt free, and again Rudd hdd him ill; and dl he could
do then was diffen and stare, bear witness and swear a slent revenge.

At leest Mustar struggled and cursed, before he was fed to the fire. Then he screamed, agony and
despair, and that long dying cry seared itsdf into Marron's skull. Remember, Rudd had said, needlesdy;
this could never be forgotten, nor forgiven.

THERE WERE PERHAPS a dozen boys brought out from the stables, a dozen survivors of the night,
though Marron had stopped counting before the boys stopped dying. Some might have been quite
innocent; there had been fewer surdy on the wal with ropes.

When the lagt of them was ill, when only the flames were moving, the Ransomers were dismissed,
by the preceptor's word. They filed back through the narrow way into the castle; Marron barely noticed
that the jodtling throng around him had dispersed also, until Rudd shook him gently back into himsdif.

"Remember that, lad, but don't dwell onit. Thisis a crud country.” These things happen, he was
saying, as though they mug, as though they dways would. He sounded like Seur Anton. Perhaps dl men
sounded that way after some years in this cursed-cruel country; perhaps he would himsdf. "Now, will
you speak with me? Privatdy?"

Secretly, he meant; they were private adready. Marron thought that he didn't want to hear any more
secrets, he hdd too many as it was. He wanted to be new, reborn, he wanted to start again, Seur
Anton's squire and nothing more. "Sir, | ought to . . ." What ought he to do? He didn't know. Seek out
the knight, he supposed, or ese run to his quarters and find work there, sweep or tidy, polish Josette and
seeif Dard's edge were true yet after lagt night's exercise ...

But there was no strength in hislegs to carry him, no srength in hiswill to defy Rudd. It was so much
easer Imply to stand here where the heat of the fire tightened the skin on his brow, where the smdl of
charred meat was dl that was left him of Mugtar, one lagt reminder like a whisper from his spirit, this
they did to me...

Standing meant ligening: the jongleur assumed a consent he had not given. But ligening was easy too,
words were fugitive, he wouldn't have to remember them ...

"Marron, you have been in the penitents cdls, yes? Today and yesterday?"

"Yes" Answering questions wasn't hard, he could do that and il think of Mustar, ill watch for
facesin the flames. All magic was light, it seemed, so dl light should be magic. There should be Sgns, he
wanted Sgns to show one young soul gone to paradise, if the Sharai knew theway to any such . . .

"You remember when we went down the steps that day and turned back, when we heard a man
creaming?'

And went out and down the hill instead, and saw the missing stones and the bead at the man's
throat, and so from there to here and so Mustar burned. "Yes"

"Do you know, did you learn where they are keegping that man? While you were down there?'
Broken hands and blood, all his bones showing, they have been kind to him. "Yes"
"Tdl me where. Tdl medl you can: where they hold him, how they treat him, how often heis—"

Seen? Visted? Treated? Marron could tdl him alot, perhaps, more than the man expected; but, "Tel
mewhy," he said instead.



"Because | want to help him, get im out.” A great confesson but no great surprise, not now.
"Thet's heresy."

"Treason, | think; but yes, it's a capitd offence” and they were taking about it in the light of an
execution-pyre, and each turned his head towards the flames, asif to fed again the heat againg the eye,
the dmogst-pain of it this far away. "For both of usif you help me, if we are taken. Will you?'

The screaming of him, and the hands; Marron's thoughts were blurred, it was hard to remember that
there was a difference, Jonson in the cdl and Mustar in the fire. Both had screamed, both had had hands.
The rope tha bound Mustar's had burned through more quickly than his flesh; Marron had seen him
dretch his ams out in the flames, and his hands were burning claws dutching at the light, and aways
would be.

Marron meant to say yes dready, he thought he must; smply ligening made him guilty, so why not?
So much for being newborn or innocent, sarting afresh; Sieur Anton would condemn him before the
court himsdf, if ever he found out. Secrets and lies aready, oaths as good as broken—I can obey you,
sieur, and | will, but not in this— and him not two hours old yet in his new service ...

Fird, though, "Tdl mewhy," he demanded again. "Why risk so much, what is that man"—Jonson, but
that surdy was not his name, and Marron should have had no chance to hear it in any case—"what is he
to you?'

Rudd smiled, spread his hands. "I am from Surayon,” he said, "and so ishe.”

TWO
Where Sheis Sent

THE GIRLS HAD seen the light and heard the screams, but they'd known what was coming long
since, after a day's hard labour among the wounded.

Blaise had brought their breakfast that morning, and seasoned it with news of armed parties riding out
to scour the country. He'd been grim and hitter, his mouth twisting on the words, a fighting man forbidden
to fight last night and unable even to ride this morning, held back by duty. Julianne had fdt accused and
hadn't resented it, unfair though it was; she knew that sense of being wasted, of being seen as usdess.
Too wdl she knew it dready, and would she thought learn many finer nuancesin her life to come.

Not today, though. She'd been determined on that. As soon as they'd eaten, she and Elisande had
made their way to the infirmary dressed in her plaines gowns, those she could most eeslly sacrifice.
Magter Infirmarer had been in no postion to turn the girls away; he had too many injured men on his
hands. There were dways more men wounded in a night battle, a wicked disproportion; more yet could
be expected, brought back from Master Ricard's expedition; and the Order's drictures adlowed that
caring for the sick and injured was fit work for women, acceptable even to a Ransomer in time of need.
The girls were guests, to be sure, and should not work— but they were needed. Two competent pairs of
hands down below freed two men to stand guard above, lest the Sharai come again.

S0 yes, Jlianne and Elisande had been permitted to help, if not made exactly welcome. The worst of
the wounded had been given what crude trestiment was possible last night, in a hurry and by lamplight;
lesser injuries had recelved a quick binding and short ghrift ese. Now by day was the time for care and
ill and patient examingtion, and while Master Infirmarer and his brethren occupied themsdlves <o,
Julianne and Elisande could go from cot to cot with water for wounded men to drink and more to ease
the unwrapping of last night's bandages, to wash away the caked blood beneath. No one had cared or



even noticed when they pushed their awkward vels aside, except for those few who had refused their aid
atogether, who had turned ther diff heads on giff necks and refused even to look upon them, far less
uffer themsdves to be touched by femde hands.

As the hours had passed, Elisasnde particularly had not been content smply to ferry water and
prepare the injured brothers for other men's minigrations. She had doctored minor wounds hersdf,
goplying salves and bandages, teaching Julianne to do the same. To her obvious frudration, shed been
forbidden to assst in the surgery, which took place in an inner room that was dl lamplight and shadows,
knives and hot irons and screaming. Elisande had tried to bully and then squirm her way in, cdling that
she had some knowledge of such treatments that might benefit them al, surgeons and patients dike; but
thet door was closed firmly againgt her.

When the noon bl sounded even work in the infirmary had dowed and the less grievoudy injured
hed kndlt beside thar cots, to whisper prayers in echo of the master's lead. Elisande had gestured with
her head then, Julianne had nodded; the two of them had dipped outsde and just walked for a while in
the ill shadowed air of the courts before going back to their chamber to shed tharr filthy clothes, wash
the blood and gtink from ther skins and offer their exhaugtion some rest.

Elisande had dept for an hour, Julianne not at dl, only lying staring & the patterns of shadow on the
caling, seeing pictures of the night gone by and the morning that had followed: battle and death, an amy
defiant or else Imply philosophica in defest, a hundred separate hurts in the men she had helped and no
joy even for the hedlthy. She had not thought it would be like that.

There had been no survivors among the invading Sharai, not one. She had asked, once, only to be
certan: were wounded prisoners taken elsawhere, some more secure place of trestment? The man she'd
asked had laughed a her, and shéld read the truth in his laughter, in what he would not say. There were
no prisoners, wounded or otherwise. A knife to the throat, perhaps, as she'd speculated on the wall, or a
cub to the skull to save blunting good sted: war without quarter. They caled themsdaves the Ransomers,
but it was the land they came to ransom, with ther lives if necessary; they offered no ransom to the
Shaa.

When Elisande woke, they'd dressed and eaten quickly and then gone back to the infirmary, teking a
brief detour on the way just to look into the north ward, just to satify a curiodity barely spoken between
them. All the bodies were gone, and brothers were swabbing blood from the flagstones, an hour's
aunlight to dry them and there would be no trace remaining of dl last night's death and terror. Elisande
hed murmured something under her bresth, a last benediction for the Sharai fdlen who would have no
other rites said over them, and then both girls had turned and gone on their way.

THE WOUNDED HAD overflowed the infirmary, filling two dormitories besides. The girls fetched
food and water to them, changed dressings, spent a good dedl of time only stting by one cot or another,
gpesking to the men who lay there or amply ligening while they rambled and drifted in and out of
consciousness. More than once Ju-lianne found hersdf holding a young man's hand, playing sister or
mother as best she could as his injuries overcame him, as he dipped dowly into death, Sheld have
washed and prepared their bodies aso, she had no fear of the dead; but that she was not dlowed to do.
The brothers had their own rituas, it seemed, which were private and not for femade understanding.

Julianne adso had her own private needs. Eventudly she'd dipped away done, and good fortune or
some higher power had brought her shortly to the door of aamdl chapd. Like the great hdll, this too had
agdley; shed dimbed the steps and knelt in the shadows above, not meaning to pray, only to be quiet



for awhile

But her eyes had been distracted by unexpected colour and gleam. Lamps and candles had burned in
the chapd below, showing how the wals were painted; everywhere she'd looked sheld seen images of
the saints and ther deaths, images too of the God's victory here and throughout the Sanctuary Land. The
glory of Ascarid glimmered gold behind the atar, and the vessdls that stood there were certainly Slver
where they were not gold.

Looking and looking, sheld seen at last that she was not after dl done; aman had been kneding close
beside apillar, as far within its shadow as he could come. She'd been doubly glad then that sheld come
up into the gdllery.

Sheld not been able to see him at dl dearly; but even so theréd been something about him, his bare

head and the way he held himsdlf, his dark clothes that were none the less not the habit of a brother.
Sheld been farly certain she could put aname to him.

Then another had come into the chapdl. Again bareheaded, thistimein a habit but again not a brother;
him she'd been certain of.

Hed kndt beside the other man and touched his wrigt, bringing a gasp, a jerk of the head, dmos a
ghrinking away.
"Do you know me, child?’

"Yes Magiger Fulke" Only awhisper, but Julianne had heard it perfectly; there could be no secrets
spoken before the God.

"Good. But you need not cal me so; thet title is reserved for the Order.”

"Please? If | may ... 7'

"Wl but you mugt answer me a question, then. Why did you forsake us? Brother?
"l did not, Magigter. | was, | was cast out.. ."

"No, tdl me true. Why did you forsake us?'

Blase had begun to weep, then. Marshd Fulke had waited, patient as the God Himsdf; it was
Julianne who'd moved, to rise and dip away. There could be no secrets spoken before the God, but this
higtory was not meant for her to hear, and she would not spy.

Sheld dipped soft-footed down the stairs, and gone back to her work among the wounded. It was
only later thet it occurred to her to wonder quite why Marsha Fulke had so deliberatdly sought out her
sergeant, what he might have offered the man in exchange for his story, or what further service he might
demand.

INEVITABLY, SPENDING SO much time among the injured, both girls had heard dl the news of
the day: how, fdlowing the scouts, a amdl amy—hadf the garrison— had ridden out to surprise the
enemy; how it had been the captured stablelads who had let down ropes from the wall to give the raiders
entry; how the surviving boys had been put to cruel question since.

How they had spoken of a new leader among the Sharai, a man who sought to unite dl the tribes
agang Outremer. Hasan, they said was his name.

How they were condemned, out of their own mouths convicted; how they were dl to be put to desth
that night, as justice and the law demanded.



ABOUT MARRON NO brother spoke at dl, nor would speak when they asked; except the one
who cleared his throat and spat wetly onto the flags of the floor, rasped, "Treacher,” and turned his head
the other way. Marron was aworry, but not a great one. They'd seen him last night, free and fighting and
then walking from the ward with dEscrivey, very much like a squire a his master's Sde. That surely
meant that he'd been reprieved, that he would be forgiven his act of rebellion in the village that even the
drictures of the Rule hadn't stopped the brothers gossping about; the girls had had the story from Blaise,
who'd had it from a dozen different men in a dozen forms bt little different one from another.

Julianne had been sure, at least, that Marron was reprieved. Or a least had tried to seem <o, to
hersdf as to her friend. Elisande had grunted, "So whereis he, then? | want to look at his am,” and had
asked again, and had again got no answer.

At close of day, inthet little time of shadows after the sun had sunk below the castle wall but not yet
to the horizons of the guards above, Elisande had taken Julianne by the elbow and tugged her discreetly
out of the infirmary.

"What isit?"

"Before they start that bell ringing, and no one ligens to us. Come on. Put your vell sraight, and look
demure ..."

Through the castle to the kitchens, and from there down a narrow turning sair into darkness, into the
hard bowels of the rock, one hand feding for Elisande and the other for the wal when she could see
neither, only a hand's span from her nose ... Julianne had known what this place was, no need to ask.
And before they reached bottom she'd known why Elisande had brought her here, and why shed
brought also a scrip filled with linen and ointments.

They'd come from darkness into light: a smdl chamber, an ail-lamp, two brothers on guard by
another doorway. Not armed except with staves, but dert; and very surprised to see two women on the
dair and firm of purpose.

"We have come to tend to Fra Marron,”" Elisande had said, brandishing her scrip. "We understand he
was hurt in the fighting last night; his arm will need dressing, at leest. .."

All so convincing, so likdy, so legitimate; and dl so wasted, because both guards had shaken their
heads together, and one had said, "He is not here. Short of snatching up the lamp and pushing their way
past to check every cdl in that dark passage behind the men, there had been little the girls could do but
nod and dimb the gtairs again. Elisande had tried a little more, one more time with the angle smple
question, "Can you tdl me where he is?* and had received no more satisfaction than at any time this day.
The man had shaken his head again, just as the greet bel had thrummed its fird cdling strokes through
the stone above their heads;, held shaken it once more, emphaticdly, touched a finger to his lips and
turned towards his brother. The two of them had knelt, casting their hoods over their heads but facing
each other s0 that, dmogt knocking heads as they bowed, they'd entirdly blocked the way through to the
passage they guarded. No chance to dip by them; Elisande's eyes had spoken her frustration. Even so
sheld lingered a little, squinting in what light there was, peering down the passage as though she thought
she could see through dark and rock and dl to find whom she sought there.

Asthey returned to their chamber Julianne had spoken her conviction again, that the boy was well or
wdl enough. "Not in the infirmary and not in the cdlls, that brother wouldn't have lied to us, he wouldnt
demean himsdf so. Marron's not badly hurt, then, and he's not badly in trouble . .."

And others were, which was why Marron was a worry but not a great one. Others were
death-doomed, irretrievable: their names not known and their faces hardly glimpsed and not
remembered—only stable-boys, after dl, and sheld seen so many through the years, why should she
have made an effort with these lads, how could she have known?—but their trid a great weight on her
regardiess, and on Elisande a0, a crushing weght they'd carried dl the day and could not put down



AND SO THE day and the evening that had followed. Blaise had brought their evening med
himsdf—no spare hands to serve them, held said, that jongleur Rudd scrounging a med with Blaise's
men, and held never known such a thing happen in the Order, that guests should go unattended—and
hed delivered a fierce scolding for seasoning, once held learned why their gowns were smeared with dust
and wetter, deeper dans.

Elisasnde had borne it snarling, Julianne with an unnaturd patience—at least so Elisande had sad
afterwards, when they were aone, that her patience was unnaturd; shed managed a hdf-smile and a
nod, "Yes, it was taught me"—and at last held gone. To be with his men, held said, and left unspoken
the reason why. Y oung men, some of them: were they fretful, cold with the thought of the thing to come,
Julianne had wondered, as she was hersdf but would not say o, or not at least to him? Or did they want
to watch? Young men could be fierce and they were Elessan, dl of them. A hard people, hard to
themsdves and harder dill to others. The Shara were ther enemy and the God's dso, branded so
bone-deep, soul-deep. There would be little mercy intheir heartsin the face of Sharal treachery.

Blaise might even want to watch himsdf, sheld thought. Having missed the opportunity to fight. That
tirade he'd unleashed on Elisande and hersalf had sounded more resentful than anything else. He was a
warrior trained and ready, theréd been a battle, he'd had no part to play init; and what had been his own
clear charge held dearly faled at, to keep Julianne safe and safely digtant from the fighting. BloodH etting
cooled afevered body; for a fevered spirit, someone el sg's blood might be enough.

SO THEY'D KNOWN it was coming, that glow of light reflected from the walls, fierce red on dull;
and fodlighly, stupidly, she'd thought she could smply turn her back to the screened windows and wait,
see nothing and pretend that nothing was dl she knew.

She hadn't thought about the screaming. Certainly she hadn't expected the crudty of how it was
made, a chan of dngle links how one boy had died before the next was burned, and each one's
screaming was the gtory of a life from bright sudden consciousness to exhausted end, and each brief
glence after was the loss of life.

Some man mugt have made that decision, one a atime the preceptor himsdf, mog likdy. For the
cold satifaction of his men, or dse for the added auffering of the boys who must wait; or ese for both.
Sheld tried to think of it as an affirmation, each boy declaring his death to the sky or to his god and not
one being logt in another's agony; sheld tried and falled, it had been too much to ask of her. Shed only
suffered, sobbed with each separate scream and each sudden silence, and her only victory had been that
she had not screamed hersdlf. Unless that had been her father's victory, and not hers at dl. ..

AT LAST, AT long last there had been no more screaming, and the dretching Slence had been
washed over by a hissng whisper. When sheld wiped her wet face and sore eyes — on her val, of
course, and what dse was it for, of what use was it if not for that?—and looked around, she'd seen
Elisande slanding silhouetted againgt the dim red shadows at the window.

Saying that prayer again, she'd guessed, the khalat, spesking the boys souls to whatever paradise
awaited them, if any. If there were any world beyond this, somewhere less savage, if tha was not just a
liefed to the ignorant and unlucky to keep them subservient to their masters unkind law. She doubted it
hersdlf; but in the end she'd done what little she could, sheld walked across to stand beside her friend and
offer her own unspesking respect to the ritud, in the hope that it might mean something a least to



Elisande, though it came too late to help hersdf and was far too smdl, far too late to help the dead.

Standing so, with folded hands and not a movement in her except her gulping throat and gasping
breath, determinedly not dosing her eyes to the fading light of the fire outside, she thought at fird thet it
was only her blurred sght that made the light dance in the pattern of the screens across the window.

Then that it was a sudden flare from one of the lamps, shifting dl the shadows to flickering confusion.

Then that it was an insect's wings battering the air too fast to see, and the body of it invisble in the
intricacies of dark and light that pierced and shaped the screen.

She thought so, or hoped 0 in defiance of what she thought, what she expected from the firg quick
hint of strange, the catch of nothing at her eye. 1t was only when blur and dance and flicker stretched to a
shimmeing worm a finger's length and longer, a finger's width and narrowing like a taper, like an
over-fine image of a finger; only when she saw how it drew spangles of light together to weave itsdf a
body; only then did Julianne take breath and clamp her throat hard around a thin sted wire of a voice that
she bardly recognised as her own. "Djinni Khador. Thisis — an unexpected vistation,” she said, though
she wasn't even sure that it was true. After the tendons and terrors of last night and the long weariness
that had been today, after the monstrousness of the fire that guttered ill in a courtyard too close, out of
sght but not out of hearing, she fdt too exhausted to be surprised by anything.

True for Elisande it was, though, so much at least. That girl gasped and jerked her head around,
needed a moment of blinking to find the hover-and-spin aglitter, the thread of digtortion of light and air
that was the djinni this night; and then needed a moment more to diffen hersdf to the task before she
stepped deliberately between it and Julianne.

"Had | been expected,” the djiinni said, and its voice was as large and as quiet as before, seemingly
quite unaffected by the form it chose to take, "you would have waited in van."

"And to our loss, | am sure" Elisande said, though she sounded as though she meant that not one jot.
Careful, Julianne thought, Julianne's fingers said againg her friend's wrig, just the lightest touch for such a
solemn message; don't let your anger confuse your words. You know these creatures, how subtle
they are, and Julianne was dill a nervous pupil, dumsy and uncertain. Even so there was something she
mug say, something she had to learn, though she wouldn't batter at the djinni with questions as her soul
was crying to.

"Not so, but there would have been no purpose to my coming. You would have known aready whet
| sought.”

"Even s0. People like to be asked, sometimes," and now suddenly Elisande had the voice exactly, as
she had used it before: respectful but not subservient, determined to speak and treat as an equa without
harbouring any delusons that equa she was. "Nether could we have gifted you that thing you seek, had
you not come here to collect it..."

"It lies not in your gift, Lisan of the Dead Waters; neither isit athing to be collected, except that there
isadebt.”

That meant it spoke to Julianne—impossible to tdl with no face turning between them, no clues of
body for even her high-trained eyes to read, and oh, how she resented its immunity—and it wished some
sarvice from her. Again, neither aspect of that was a surprise.

The only possible surprise lay in the answer that she gave; and again, perhaps, the only one surprised
was Elisande.

"A debt unacknowledged,” Julianne said dowly, "isno debt at dl.”

Now it was the turn of Elisande's fingers to speak to Juliannes, careful, careful! You don't know
these creatures, how powerful they are, even asthe djinni replied.



"Thet is true. Smilarly, though, a debt acquired in ignoranceis ill a debt. It may be forgiven, but not
ignored. And those who choose to trespass into a society they do not understand should not seek to
deny the consequences of their choice."

Julianne nodded, bowed dmogt, the point confessed; then she turned her face deliberatdy towards
the dying light beyond the windows and said, "I was wondering just now whether the Sharai were right in
ther beiefs, in the god they worship and their prospects of paradise heresfter. It occurs to me that
though nothing mortal-bound can know, the djinn might have that knowledge.”

"Daughter of the Shadow, the djinn are mortd aso. Of a kind. Timewill not touch us, but gill we can
be dan. And no, we do not know the gods, neither the truths behind their promises. All faith is hope, no
more; | can offer you nothing ese.”

Not true, it had offered her kindness, and she vaued that. Now there was a debt she did
acknowledge; this mugt be what she had wanted; she thought, to have her own reason for saying yes.
Why she should have wanted to, except for some curious sense of honour that the djinni itsdf seemed to
recognise and respond to, she couldn't say. At any rate, she fdt rdief far more than anxiety as she sad,
"Tdl me what you want, spirit, and | will do it if I can.”

Elisande choked, spun round, laid the pam of her hand across Julianneés mouth too late "No! Djinni,
ghe did not mean—Jdulianne, you can't.. "

Julianne reached up, took her friend's hand in both of hers and hed it camly, dmog patted it. "Yes"
she dfirmed. "l did meanit, and | will do it. A blind promise, | know, to a creature of guile and subtlety;
none the less, | make it willingly. Thereis a debt.” Now.

"Go where you are sent, Julianne de Ranee, and marry where you mug.”

That a leadt, at last was unexpected. She bit down hard on any question, steadied her mind and said,
"Wdl, I will; but—"

"I have not yet said where | will send you." It waited then, for a long, dow beat that echoed
unbearably in Juliannés mind; and it was laughing as it went on, "Go to the Sharal, daughter of the
Shadow.”

More than unexpected, this was gartling. Questions teemed on her tongue, and were swalowed with
difficulty. There had to be away to ask without asking; she was too muddled to find it, but Elisande not,
it seemed. Elisande said, "That was the duty you laid on me, at our last meeting.”

IIIt Wml||

"There must be areason,” enunciated oh so carefully, not to have it sound asif she were asking, "why
the djinn would see Julianne and me both among the Sharal.”

"There are many reasons, Lisan, and two that | will tdl you. Human children take the care of ther
friends upon themselves; if 1 send Julianne into lands and among a people that she does not know, it
seems to me likdy that you will travel with her. She cdls me subtle; | do not know if this be subtlety, but
you have not gone done”

" do not wish to go to the Sharal.”
"No, but | wish it, and otherswill be glad if you do.

You can tdl the imams at Rhabat that the khalai was properly said for the dead in their time of
dying.”

"It was said. That is enough.”

"For ther god, perhaps, if god there be. For the comfort of their families and the satisfaction of ther
priests, not so. It should be known. Also, Julianne will find her father there."



Her father! Elisande's nals dug deep into her wrigt; she gasped, wrenched her hand free and said, "l
did, I did not know my father was there.”

"Heis, and he will be; and he will be in great danger. You can save him, though it might be better if
you did not."

"Djinni.. ." This was too much for her; what if said made too much sense and no sense, it Ieft her
reding- "l wish that you would tdl me, sraightly, what it is that you would have me do."

"I have told you that, three times now. Once more | will say it, but not here.”

"At leagt tdl me how to find them, then, where my road should take me . ." That was a plea,
desperate as it began, dmogt shouted; but she let it die, thinking that a demand for information was a
quedion indl but name, and the djinni might treat it so, might assume another debt as far exchange.

All it said, though, was, "Lisan can tdl you that- She can show you, sheis your road if she will be so.
For now, fare wdl."

Thistime no thunderclap, no sparks; it dwindled only as it had grown, to a petty agitetion of ar and
light, to an absence. She wondered briefly what a djinni's body was, how it was made or how many
ways it could make itsdlf, what more it could be. Only briefly, though.

My father. . .

She turned to Elisande and said, "Will you come?’
"l do not want to."

"You sad that."

"l am not free, Jlianne ..."

"No moream |," she said. Duties weighed her down, promises conflicted; she had sworn obedience
to her father, but for her father's sake she would break that oath, and any. "I am going. Alone, if | mus.”

"You cannot. You sad yoursdf, you do not know the road; nor do you know the customs of the
people, nor how to trave in the desert. Y ou would die, long before you saw Rhabat.”

"Bven 0. If my father isin peril. . "

"We are dl in peril.” Elisande's figs were clenched, and her face aso; Julianne could not read her
thoughts. But, "Wdl," she sad at lagt, "I mugt betray someone, it seems. Many people, perhaps, and
disaster may come of it. But | cannot let you go aone. Besides, | might be less welcome here once you
were gone. Doubly so, once for my own sake and once because of you. | do not want to find mysdf in
one of those cdlsthey are so fond of. So yes, if you must go, | will show you the way of it."

Julianne kissed her then, once for love and twice more formaly, on each cheek, another promise
seded and this one not to break.

How they should leave—how to escape might be a better way of putting it—was another question,
and she was out of the practice of asking questions tonight. Morning would be soon enough. Then she
would have other questions too, she would try once again to learn just why Elisande had come here, and
why she was s0 rductant to move on. Two questions with one answer, most likdly, a purpose not
achieved; but what that purpose was, Julianne determined that she would learn. Tomorrow.

For now, she took hersdlf to bed. Elisande aped her, undressng slently, putting out the lamps, lying
down in the dark; but Julianne lay a long time with her eyes wide open, garing at things she could not
see, the vaulted cdling not truly one of them; and she didn't ask but she suspected that Elisande aped her
inthat also.



BOTH GIRLS SLEPT through the bdl next morning, dept through the hour of service and could
have dept later ill. Julianne could have spent hdf the day in bed. Her conscience touched her with a
sharp question, though— was she resting, or hiding?—and the answer had her up in short order.

She nudged Elisande out of bed aso, sweetly amiling to rub the sdt of her virtue in deeper; but they
were both soon glad that she had. Julianne fetched in the cooling ewer of water that waited on the
landing, left by a brother before the bdl; they washed and dressed, and dmost immediady heard
footsteps on the stairs outsde, a cough, afinger scratching at the curtain.

Blase it was who came, which Julianne knew dready; his tread was unmistakable, heavy-booted
agang the soft shuffle of the brothers sandas. This was the second morning running held come with a
tray in his hands, bearing their breakfast; the second morning sheld seen him blushing, fighting to keep his
eyes unfocused as if he trespassed somewhere sanctified, entering his lady's chamber before ever sheld
deigned to leave it. And he nearly did catch us in our beds, she thought, and what would he have
done then, if I'd called him in? Died of shame, most like. . .

"Blaise, good morning. Are you our servant once agan?'

"My lady, | took this from the brother who was bringing it. | have a message for you. His grace the
preceptor would welcome a vist from you this morning, if you are a leisure”

"As he knows perfectly wel how much | am at leisure, | take it that's a summons. Can you tdl me
why?'

"No, my lady," he said gdlidly, meaning, she thought, that he knew perfectly wel and would not tell.
Because held been ordered not to, or because it was not his place to do so; either one would fit.

"Did he mean immediatdy?' she asked, with a hint of the plantive in her throat and her eyes on the
breakfast-tray. She was hungry, after aweary day and a wakeful night. Diplomacy said to hurry, but.. .

"Immediately you have breakfasted, | think, my lady.’

Of course, the preceptor was a diplomat too. She nodded, placated.

"Did he mean me as well?' Elisande asked.

"I could not say, my lady. He asked me to bring the message to the lady Julianne.

Which dearly meant no in Blaisg's mind, but Julianne had a mind of her own, and was determined to
assart it.

"Of course, you as wdl. You are my companion, my chaperone," with a wicked amile, perhaps |
need the protection of a chaperone, perhaps no girl is safe with His Grace the Preceptor. . .

Elisande grinned back over her shoulder, as she took the tray from Blaise.

HE WAITED OUTSIDE the chamber while they ate; neither girl hurried. The bread was good and
the honey swest, the sheep's milk rich and nutty and the preceptor a busy man; he would neither waste
half an hour of histime nor begrudge it to his guests.

When they were ready, Blase led them to a part of the cagtle they had not vidted before, unless
Elisande's private wanderings had brought her here. It was dl new to Julianne.



Another ward, another tower: but here the stone flags were covered with rushes, to mute the sound of
Blaise's boots. A brother on watch opened the door to the preceptor's private apartments and bowed
them in, unless he was averting his eyes from even veled women; it was subtly done if so, and Julianne
couldnt tell.

The room they came into was afine, a classic example of what her father called coslly augterity when
he was feding generous, rdigious hypocrisy when he was not. The furnishings were smple, but of that
ampliaty that cost dear: the chests and chairs were unadorned but of high qudity, made from woods
brought from the homeands, hundreds of miles at great expense. The rugs on the floor were plan,
colours of earth and straw, colours of humility; they were knotted dlk of a syle that Julianne had seen
rardly, traded from Shara who had journeyed in the uttermost east. The wadls had been washed a soft
white and carried no decoration save a pair of woven hangings—Ascarid, they depicted, the golden city
in light and darkness, and even in darkness it lit up the night—and the looped sgn of the God, not
jeweled or chased as she had seen done in Marasson, but beaten with great craft from a weight of solid
gold.

The room was empty. The brother at the door bade them wait, and refresh themsdlves if they would;
goblets of glass and slver stood on a chest, with a flask beside. Elisande sniffed it, and her eyebrows
rose.

"Jereth,” she murmured. "The Shara make it, from herbs and bearies. It's ... uncommon, in
Outremer.”

In Marasson, aso. Julianne had tasted it once, as a andl child, just a Sp from her father's glass. She
remembered the flavour ill.

Elisande lifted the flask and poured, two smdl measures, then she looked to Blaise, and her eyebrows
asked the question.

"Thank you, no, my lady. | was not invited."
He stepped outside, and the brother closed the door.

Julianne took the goblet Elisande passed to her, bent over it, inhded—and was briefly young again,
excited by everything, thrilled to be taking treasure from her father's hand. She tossed her veil asde and
spped, and the taste was exact, a moment of sour herbs that twisted the mouth before sweet fruit
soothed it. Like medicine, shed said thefird time, and her father had laughed at her; but she thought the
same now. There was bitterness there, not quite disguised, and the memory of that lingered longer than
the dulcet. Asthough the asperity were the purpose of it, and the sweetness only there as an dlay. And
yet the baance of the two was unimpeachable, a touch more of either would have done it irreparable
harm. 1t was a drink for adults, she decided, with asgh ingde; and yes, it made her fed achild again.

"Thisis—exceptiond," she said.

"l am glad." It was the preceptor's voice, soft, mdlifluent and at her back, where she had thought
there was only wal behind her.

She turned more sharply than she would have wished, and saw how one of the hangings 4ill billowed,
where he had come through a hidden door. A doorway, a least: not a door, she would surely have heard
the hinges His sandds, on these rags—that she could forgive hersdf for, if hed been trying to wak
slently. Which she was sure of. This man she thought did nothing without thought, without deliberate
intent.

He stood before her now, only a long arm's reach away and he had long ams;, and a mild gaze, a.
benevolent amile, siver hair and a bad crown, the God's own tonsure given to a fathful servant. He was

the image of a peaceable rdigious, and she believed that image not at dl And rightly. This is the man
who ordered all those boys burned alive. And stayed perhaps to see it done, or sat in here and listened



to their screaming ... Or maybe held been reading or praying or degping, maybe held heard not a angle
ary of it, maybe held put it completdy out of hismind. It made not the dightest difference.

She reached to draw her val over her face again, but the preceptor forestaled her. "Please, not while
were private. Primitive customs are for primitive people. We have offered you poor entertainment these
last days, | fear,” he went on, "and it's too late now to improve our reputation in your eyes, but a gesture,
a leadt, atouch of how we'd sooner treat our guests. .."

"You have logt no reputation with me, your grace" she said.

"Meaning that we had none to lose?' His amile, his voice, dl his manner said that he was teasing; but
oh, he was sharp, he struck uncomfortably close. "Come, st down; you worked yoursdves to exhaugtion
yesterday on our behdf, at least you mud rest today.”

His gesture as well as hiswords included Elisande; she said, "May | not pour you some jereth, your
grece?'
"We cdl it monks-wine here, child," and the reproach was so gilded even Julianne was hardly aware

of it, "l suppose because it is not—quite — forbidden by the Rule. But no, | thank you, | do not take it
mysdf. Please, st

She did, they both did, close together on a settle. Like children, she thought again, with a twinge of
irritation, come to be disposed of by their father.

Because that was what was happening here, she redised suddenly, even before the preceptor sad it
directly. He was making dispositions. It was implicit, twice impliat in what he'd said aready. She redly
should wake up or heéld have her dancing to his ddight, only that his voice lulled her so .. .

"There is no way," he said, "properly to thank you both for your labours yesterday, so | an cast
dready as an ungrateful host; and | regret, | deeply regret that | must add to my faluresin that regard.
But your father sent you to us, Lady Julianne, for your protection, to ensure your safety; and the attack
on this castle two nights sSince has thrown that safety into severe question.” He didn't say, he didn't need
to say that it was her own actions that night that drew her into red danger; again, that was impliat. "I
have been conddering the Stuation since, and | am afrad that | have no choice in this. The Shara may
return in greater strength, to invest us or assault again; for your welfare, | must send you forth. | will detail
aparty to accompany you. The road is not perilous, but neither isit invulnerable, and your own men are
no longer enough. There are traders here too, bound for Eless; you can dl travel together. The greater
numbers, the greater sfety.”

Julianne nodded dowly. "How soon, your grace?'
"As soon as may be. Tomorrow, if you can be ready.”

"Your grace, | can be ready today, if you wish it I'm ready now, I'd ride out as | am and never
look back, never see or wish to see your pleasant face again except in nightmare.. . .

"All the better. Shdl we say after the noon heat, then? If that will give you time enough to prepare?
You could be some miles on your way before nightfall, and perhaps a day earlier in Eless "

"Of course. | am sorry if we have caused you worry; your hospitdity has been generosty itsdf.”

"Not a dl. Hospitdity is the heart of the Rule; in sarving you, we have served the God, which is 4l
our purpose.”
And did you serve the God last night, with your fire? Sheld have preferred an easy answer to tha

question, something she could live with, asgh and a sad shrug, asmple "no"; unfortunately, even without
asking, she knew that he would say yes, and mean it.

The preceptor gave orders at the door: knights and troops to be detailed, the traders aerted. Then he



returned to his guests, and they sat and drank and talked of other things. Her life in Marasson, a little of
Eless, though each time he turned the conversation that way she turned it back. When she arrived there
would be soon enough to learn itsways. If ever she did arrive there.. ..

He asked no questions of Elisande, which was some amdl rdief. Julianne dill had her own questions,
but this was no place for her to ask and he no man to hear.

When ther goblets were empty he offered to refill them, and she declined: pure politeness on each
Sde, they both knew the interview was over.

She stood, so did he, so did Elisande. They made their formd farewdlls, he promised to see them on
their way himsdf, she thanked him gracioudy for the courtesy; she adjusted her val and turned towards
the door, which was opened before she reached it, the brother there bowing deeply or dse avoiding the
poison of her gaze, as before. She swept past, Elisande at her back.

Blaise brought them back to their chamber, a watchful escort who made them both mute. As soon as
they were aone, though, Elisande said, "Well. That makesit easer, | suppose.”

Indeed, eadier for ther escape, to fulfil her promise to the djinni and embark on some blind adventure;
but it would be no easier for Elisande to leave this place. The frudration and distress of that was lad
clear and heavy in her voice, denying each one of her words.

THREE
The Corruption in the Blood

ALL NIGHT MARRON had been trying to deep with a deadly secret, to pray with a heresy in his
head.

| am from Surayon.
From Surayon and free, il free because Marron had not denounced him, and would not.

| am from Surayon, and so is he; and the bare announcement was so shocking, Marron hadn't even
recoiled. Hadn't even stared, had only stood numbly while the words settled in his head. Even Jonson
hed not admitted so much; hed had alittle more care for his much-abused body, and alittle lesstrust in a
chance-met boy. Not so Rudel, who had betrayed them both, himsdf and Jonson, given them over into
Marron's hands, and Mar-ron's hands were not strong enough to hold them, and so dl three would
auffer, he was sure.

He had tried to deep, and could not; had tried to pray, and could not. Then he had tried to hide it dl
from Seur Anton, though very much doubting his ahility to do that aso.

"Marron, don't mumble the prayers in future, they're not a lesson for impatient boys to babble
through."

"No, geur."

"You were restless dl night, too. What kept you from degping?’

"Nothing, Seur, | don't know ..."

The knight had 9ghed. "Marron, didn't | tdl you not to lie to me? Show me your am.”

Wi, there had been some truth in that at lesst, though his slence was alie. The am had been painful
dl night, if not as painful as his conscience. As held gazed at it this morning, as Seur Anton had pushed
back the deeve to expose it, they'd both seen how it was swollen on ether sde of the stained bandage,



how the tight skin shone; how benegath the skin darkly vivid and telltae streaks ran out to reach dmogt to
his elbow, dmod to hiswrist. When he'd tried, he couldn't bend hisfingers.

Seur Anton's breath had hissed softly. "Thet's not good.”
"No, seur." It had been frightening, truly.

"It needs care, but not from me. | won't even unwrap it. Take it to Master Infirmarer, Marron, for his
opinion. Right now, | think."

"Oh, please, seur, no!" Being frightened had not seemed so bad, in comparison. "There are, there are
0 many others hurt, worsethanl am . . "

"Perhaps; but even so, someone with more skill than | should look at this. It's been denied the chance
to hed too often, and some poison has got into it. Why do you not want to go to the infirmary?"

"Seur, Master Infirmarer might not want to treat me. | am not a brother now." He had been cast out,
in utter humiligtion; he couldn't have borne that rgection again, so soon.

"He will treat my squire. | am sworn to the Ransomers dill, if you are not. And they are swom to
serve dl those who fight for the God, whether they are of the Order or not." And then, agang Marron's
stubborn slence,

"Would you rather lose the arm? That may happen ye, if we leave this™
"Seur, will you, will you come with me?'

The knight, his master had laughed shortly. "No, | will not. You are not a child, Marron. | will order
you to go, though, if that makes it easier for you. Remember, you have promised me your obedience.”

"Yes, deur.”

Anather laugh, more kindly in the face of his misery; and, "We can wash and dress firg, though. And
edt, | would not send you fading to such atrid. Can you fetch a tray without spilling it, or shdl | send
another lad?'

"l can fetchit, Seur.

AND HAD DONE, had fetched it and carried it away again, had done dl for his master that a squire
should though it had cost agonies of pain, agonies of anxiety; and now at last, too soon was making dow
steps towards the infirmary, curang his am and dl its long history of mistreatment, curang himsdf and
everyone except Seur Anton who'd caused the wound to start with.

Nearly there despite his dawdling, he turned a corner and found Rudd dtting in an embrasure with a
gmd| reed pipe in his mouth, moving his fingers over the holes but not blowing, making no sound &t al.

"Marron, good morning." The gregting was cheerful enough, though the eyes were watchful.
No more so0 than Marron's. | am from Surayon, held said, and little more.

"I have to go to the infirmary. Sir." Sill no easy Rudd. He never would have found that truly easy,
with a man twice his age and many times his experience of the world; he might no longer be a brother
here, but the lord God help him, he wanted some distance today.

"Yes, | thought you might,” a casud amile hinting that there was no mystery at dl in this meeting, only
alittle thought, alittle care and awillingnessto wait. Also no pretence that this was not deliberate. "How
isthe am?’

"Not good, gr." Seur Anton's words, because he could think of none of his own.



"No? Show me"

Wel, that was better than showing Master Infirmarer. Marron eased back his deeve, displayed his
am with its distorted, miscoloured flesh.

No hiss of breath thistime, and no anxiety on Rudd's face as there had been on Seur Anton's only a
thoughtful interest, a dow congderation, and then a finger lifted to touch gently, firgt here and then there.

"Doesthis hurt? And this? How if | press, isthat worse ... ?'

Marron bore it with nods and grunts for answer, trying not to flinch even when that careful finger sent
asurge of pain dl through hisarm and on through every bone of him, making him dizzy and shaky on his
feet.

"Steady, lad." Rudd's strong hand gripped his shoulder, hed him 4ill until his head cleared. Then the
jongleur's head lowered to the bandage, and Marron heard him sniff deeply, once and then again.

Ilgr?l

"Youve amdase in there, lad, it's been too long left unheding. And Master Infirmarer will do little
enough for it; he can't stop the sickness, only wait till it's ench-ing bad and then cut it off. At the elbow
maybe, a the shoulder more like, if he waits."

Marron didn't question Rudd's judgement. Blindly believing, his fird impulse was to ask again for
company. "Sir, would you come and talk to hm? He won't ligen to me, but..."

"No more to me, lad. I'm a jongleur, remember, and he's a proud man. What do | know of men's
bodies, or the poisons that corrupt them? What could | possibly know, that he does not? But in any case,
theré's no need. That's what Master Infirmarer would do for you, he'd leave you with a paddle or a
sump. | can do better. Come with me"

He walked off dong the passage, away from the infirmary; Marron hestated only a moment before
falowing, though he breathed doubt as much as hope. What indeed could a jongleur know, that the
Masgter Infirmarer of the Society of Ransom did not?

| am from Surayon. There was only that, the ultimate declaration of sorcery, heresy and treason. It
wasn't much, to build a hope upon.

But no, in honesty, that wasn't dl. There was the man himsdf, and the confidence of him: lagt night the
confidence to trugt, this moming it seemed the confidence to hed. To diagnose, and then to hea—and
Marron hadn't doubted the diagnos's, so why doubt him now?

Because he's a jongleur, because he's from Surayon, because he's the Order's enemy and my
master's enemy and must be mine also . . .

But gill Marron followed him to a smdl windowless chamber that stood dark and empty, a storeroom
lacking stores. Rudel pushed the door to behind them; it grated dong the floor and its hinges squeaked,
and when it was closed there was no light at dl.

"Now," his voice said in the shadows, "we need a least a glow to work by. Dont be scared, boy.
You asked me onceif I'd seen magic, do you remember? The true answer to that is, never in the dark ..

A soft-shining bdl of light floated between them, above their heads. Marron glanced at it briefly, then
gazed levdly at Rudd.

"Wadl," the jongleur said, "I see that you're not scared. Of course, you've seen the King's Eye, havent
you? No reason why you should be, then; but I've known men twice your age who pissed themsdves
when | conjured alittle light, and then refused to admit it after. Refused to admit ether part of it, the light
or the piss ..."



He'd seen more than the King's Eye, though that was enough and more, far more than this He'd seen
the preceptor cdl forth the Sgn of the God in flowing blue light every night before service, and set torches
dlame with it after. And, more nearly, "Sir, | have seen this before.”

"What?' Rudd was very dill suddenly, and his little light burned brighter, burned hard into Marron's
eyes.

"Thislight, ar. | have seen another man do this™ and was not gpologizing for it, sanding squardly to
the truth and glad for the chance of it, for the change.

"When have you—Wait." Rudd reached for his shoulder—wrong shoulder, but Marron wasnt
going to say 0, certanly wasn't going to show how much that fierce grip hurt him, even so high on his
bad arm—and said, demanded, "Y ou saw him, didn't you? Y ou saw Redmond!”

"l don't know, Sr," more truth, "but | saw the man in the cdls. He wouldn't tdl me his true name."

"And no more should | have done. Forget it, if you can,” though he must have known that Marron
could not. Any name would have been hard to lose; that one, not possible. "Only tdl me how it
happened, that you saw him. Y ou mug have caught him unawares, surdly, if he made a light like this. He
wouldn't have known to trugt you..."

There were other questions there, how Rudd knew to trust Marron, and whether he was right; but al
Marron said was, "Yes, dr," and then briefly the story of hislagt afternoon.

"So0. Two from Surayon, and you have met them both now. And betrayed nether. That's your life
forfeit, Marron, if not your soul.”

"My soul too, gSr," he sad, stubbornly inggtent. All his life he had known this that the God
condemned black heresy and dl who harboured it. The death that came firg., in the fire or otherwise, the
judtice of the Church was only a forerunner.

"l don't think so, lad. Truly, | don't. But never mind now, eh? You've given us your Slence | don't
ask for your faith too. Let's see what | can do for you insteed, shdl we? Give me your hand.”

The hurting one, he meant, the one that dready looked swollen and discoloured as the am above it
was, worse than an hour ago. Marron held it out, though even so much movement was panful and only
the pain said that it was dill something of his, so diff and awkward it fdt, like a length of wood dumdly
grafted onto living flesh. Rudd took the weight of it in one hand while his other unpicked the knot of the
bandage and pedled that away, pulling sharply when it stuck to itsdf and to the open wound benesth.
Marron let out a hissng whisle, the best he could manage for a scream; the jongleur gpologized
distractedly.

The arm looked very bad. Even the muted light of Rudel's magic couldn't hide the streaking in the
flesh, even the pain that blurred Marron's eyes and made his head svim couldn't stop him seeing creamy
ydlow pus in the gaping wound. No bam, no horseliniment would cure this now. Hot knives, he
thought, were dl his future held; and would Seur Anton keep a one-armed squire?

Rudd's thumb stroked down dl the length of his forearm, and left a numbing coolness where it
touched. Again, the other hand, the other sde; Marron sghed softly, as the pain receded.

Agan, this time with dl the fingers spread, spanning the open mouth of the wound. Rudd said, "My
friend in the cell below could do this better."

Not with those hands, Marron thought, remembering. And opened his mouth to say so, and gasped
ingtead; not with pain thistime, nor the fear of it, but only with surprise as a warmth flowed from Rudd's
fingers, flooding through his arm like water, soothing, cleansing.

He closed his eyes againg the prick of tears, and turned his head aside. And condemned himsdf for
cowardice, turned back, looked down ddiberately to see how those damning streaks receded as he



watched, how the skin of hisarm paled from purple-red to pink.
"Sr, what are you—" No, that was foolish, he knew what; but, "How are you doing this?'

"We have a certain ill, with living flesh," Ruded said. "'l cannot knit the wound together, time must do
that, and your own strength of body; but | can drive the poison out, and subdue the pain of it for awhile”

"Isit megic?'
"I supposeitis. Or knowledge, rather; but that's what magic is. An undersanding of what lies under

the surface of the world. | can see more dearly, or deeper than you do; my eyes are not defeated by the
surface of athing, when | choose to see beneath it. And what | can see, | can work upon.”

All this time his hands were working, touching, stroking; more than Marron's am was tingling now
with the warmth that ran from the jongleur's fingers. All his body pulsed with it.

"There. That's as much as | can manage” and indeed Rudel was swedting, seeming to shiver as he
released Marron's am, as he stepped back and pushed his big hands through his damp hair.

"Sr, thank you . .." Marron's turn now to touch that arm, in wonder at the lack of pain. The wound
was there dill, like a dark hole ripped unkindly and gaping red a the edges; but the sckly dint of pus had
dried to a colourless crugt, and the streaks that had warned of evil working within had reduced to a litile
redness, alittle locd swdling.

"Others could have done more. If you're careful, though, it should hed now. Come, let's put that
bandage back. Fresh ar would be better, but we don't want your master asking questions.”

"No, gr," fervently. "Please, what am | to tdl Seur Anton? He told me to see the Magter Infirmarer ..

"Lieto him, Marron. I'm sorry, but you mug.”

Marron nodded unhappily. It was a amdl deception next to the great secret that Rudd had burdened
himwith, but dill it hung upon him, souring the wonder.

Senang that, perhaps, Rudd said, "Marron, let metdl you something about Surayon.”
"8, | don't want to—"

"If you are to hdp me—no, that's too fast, | won't assumeit, but if | am to ask for your help, you
have to know alittle, at least. A little of the truth. There have been a great many lies told about us. Lies
that judify what has been done to my friend below, and worse things done to others” Rudd settled
himsdf on the floor, and gestured to Marron to do the same. He sank down cautioudy agang the
opposite wal, cradling hisarm againg a pain that didn't come.

"When Outremer was won," Rudd began dowly, "when the Ekhed were overrun in the south and the
Shara driven back into the desert, it was the King's voice—the Duc de Charelles he was then, before he
took the Kingship—it was his voice that divided up the land. His voice againg the Church, largdy. He
hed led the army, dl the separate armies; he was overlord, he had kept the commanders focused on the
great god, Ascarid. Without him they would have broken apart long before, warred between
themsdlves, saized what land they could and likdy logt it dl within a year or two as the Shara tribes
picked them off, one by one. A rotten fruit will fal to ruin. But de Charelles held them dl together, with
the great aid of hisfriend, the Duc d' Albéry.

"Then he seized Ascarid, and the Church Fathers daimed it for ther own as soon as the news
reached them. If they had been given the Holy City, they would have taken dl Outremer.”

"Would that have been so bad, Sr?' It seemed to Marron that the Church Fathers had hegemony
over the homelands, in despite of kings and courts. Pomp belonged to the princes, power to the priests.
That was the way of things; even his uncl€s lord, the Baron Thivers, deferred to the presbytery whenever



his tenants looked to him for judgement. No one protested overmuch beyond a little ritua grumbling
when a decison went againg them. It worked, he thought; why worry?

"Imagine your preceptor and his like, ruling the Sanetuary Land as they rule this Order. It would have
been catastrophe.”

Marron thought about it briefly — and nodded. He'd seen little of Outremer yet, but he had seen Fra
Fet lead his troop againg a heretic village, and he had seen the preceptor's judice just last night. This
was not, after dl, the homelands. He knew that many, perhaps most of the people in this country did not
hold to the true faith, as the Order defined it; but the very ground here was il haly to them, as it was to
the Church. They 4ill ingsted on their right to worship ther gods in thar way. How long would the
preceptor have tolerated that? There had been massacres enough in the early years, before and after the
fdl of Ascaridl; under the rule of the Order, which at this distance was the rule of the Church, there would
be massacres 4ill, and many of them. Barren villages, razed temples, deserted towns.. . .

"De Chardles had been fighting the bishops dl through the campaign, as much as held been fighting
the Ekhed or the Sharal. There were plenty riding in his train, and they wanted to burn every unbdiever
thet they passed. He kept them in check until Ascarid, but even so much wasn't easy. Afterwards would
have been impossible, if they had been ceded the authority they sought.

"Technicdly, though, they weren't there as emissaries of the Church Fathers, only as vassds of thar
tempord lords, so de Chardlles summoned a conclave and divided up the territory, without inviting any of
the bishops in. By the time the Fathers heard about it, they were far too late to react. The thing was done:
de Charelles was King by acclamation, the states of Outremer were established and they none of them
belonged to the Church.”

Tdlis and Eless, the northernmogt states, the head of the hammer—and Rog de Rangon on the
northernmost border between the two: the pivat, the stronghold, the nail thet gripped the head.

Bdow Tdlis, Less Arvon; below that Ascariel the state, with Ascarid the city at its heart. Rudd was
right, who held Ascariel hed Outremer, thar hand it was that gripped the hammer. The King's hand it
was, and dways had been.

Between those two, though, between Less Arvon and Ascarid lay arange of mountains, thrudting like
an ebow towards the coast; and in those mountains lay hidden Surayon, the Folded Land, which must
have been dl but hidden even before it was Folded: buried inits valeys, atiny sate so unlike its ssters,
S0 wesk, arunt, agedure ...

"He had to placate the Fathers somehow, or they'd have been fomenting rebellion among the fathful
just when he needed to look to his borders. He was King; he gave the dukedom of Ascarid to his son
Rame, which was amog as good as giving it to the Church. A pious man, even then he lisened to his
priests more than to his father. Since then, with the King in secluson—wedl. There are few Catari
remaning in Ascaridl, despite dl the amnesties, and every temple follows your order of service. Other,
older traditions have been denounced, and none would dare revive them.

"The King knew, | think, that this would happen; and he knew tha thered be trouble with Less
Arvon. The Duke of Arvon was a fiery man then, and his son the Little Duke is worse. They give no
credence to the Church, and little respect to Ascaridl. That's why the King created Surayon, and gave the
principdity to the Duc dAlbéry: to act as a buffer between them, a cool head and a cool voice. Rank
without strength, a mean both sides could ligen to without distrust.

"The Duc d'/Albéry had been firg squire, then friend, then counsdlor to the Duc de Charelles. But de
Chardles became the King and went immediatdy into his secluson, without warning or explanation;
d'Albéry became Princip of Surayon, which brings its own seclusion. Time passes, and men change.

"The Princip was dways a curious man. More probing than prayerful, he has been caled. Not good
a taking things on faith, and dways interested in what was new, dways asking why. Which might be



another reason the King gave him Surayon, to make an uncomfortable neighbour both north and south.
Arvonians are great traditiondists, as the Ascari are rdligious, perhaps the King thought d'Albéry could
be both a peacemaker between them and a thorn in their Sdes. It makes little sense to my eyes, but the
King'smind is a mystery, and not only to me.

"The Princip might have been a bishop himsdlf, if he hadn't been born to land and high position; he
had the indination as a child, he spent some years of his youth in a monastery. He might have been a
Church Father himsdf by now, if it hadn't been for that questioning mind.

"It was that brought him to Outremer, I'm sure, more than loydty to his friend or service to his God.
Especidly not service to the God. He made a good soldier, but he hated the war with a passon; he
pushed for the amnesty at Conclave, and was firs and most thorough in its implementation.

"So Surayon became a haven for displaced Catari, a place of refuge. Fird State to trade with the
Sharal, too. And the Princip talked to dl these people: bdiever, unbdiever or heretic, there were no
questions asked at the borders but plenty in the palace. He brought in scholars and friends from the
homeands to talk to them aso. When the Fathers protested, flirting with heresy they cdled it, he brought
in bishops and priests too—but they were modtly friends of his before they were ordained or acquired
rank, and his habits of question are infectious. They were none of them blindly obedient to the commands
of the Fathers, nor to the teachings of the Church.

"That was along generation since. We are anathema to the Church now, and to our neighbours, north
and south; but the Princip protects us, and we go on learning. We are heretics, Marron, by your Order's
definition: you must understand that. We don't worship your God in your way. Neither any god of the
Caari: we are heretics d o to the devouts of the Sharal, of the Ekhed, of them dl. But the Sharal treat us
more kindly than our own people do. We share knowledge, we share trust, we share our children even;
and s0 we can do such as you have seen this morning, some of us. Some can do a great ded more. It's
not evil, it's only underganding; and that's Surayon, that's what we are. We will not shy from any
question, so long as it leads us towards truth.”

This was the man, Marron sruggled to remind himsdf, who only ten minutes snce was urging or
ordering Marron to lie for his own protection. Truth must be a flexible concept, in Surayon as e sewhere.

But he thought Rudel was mogtly spesking true here. What held said was not so different from what
the priests said about Surayon, only that they thundered it as blagphemy. The bones a least were the
same, though the living pirit they described could not have been more opposite.

And it didn't matter, anyway. True or fase, neither image was redl, not to Marron, not therein aroom
a the Roq that day. What was red was his arm, rotten with corruption an hour since, hdfway to hedthy
now; what was red was the man Redmond who cdled himsdf Jonson, who lay in blood and filth with
broken hands in the cels below; what was red was the ashes of a great fire, the burned bones of
children.

Rudd was quiet now, seemingly waiting for him to speak. Marron hesitated, opened his mouth and
found his lips unaccountably dry, had to pause to lick them before he tried again.

"You sad," he began, knowing that he damned himsdf with every word he said and meant to say,
"ledt night you said that you wanted to rescue your friend.”

IIYSIII

"How can | hdp?'

* % %



IT WASNT DIFFICULT to collect black habits for disguise. Marron had been ready with excuses,
with lies hot on his tongue, but there was no need; the vestry was so busy no one had time to ask
questions. Men from severd troops were dl drawing fresh clothes a once; Marron Smply picked three
habits from a pile and walked out with them. Rudd lingered, taking to one of the brothers briefly before
he followed, back to that convenient storeroom.

With habits thrown on over ther other clothes and a spare thrust under Marron's girdle, giving him a
shape held never owned, with hoods drawn up to hide ther faces they waked through the castle, through
the courts, through the kitchens quite unstayed.

There was dill no guard at the head of the narrow dair, no interest from the brothers a work by the
ovens. Marron hdd his breeth a little as they dipped into the shadows of the stairwell, but this time no
screams rose up to meet them. Fingers brushed the curve of rock on ether sde, soft boots made little
noise on cautious feet beneath ther habits, none the less Marron found himsdf longing for sandals.
Treachers, he thought, should tread more softly than they knew.

At the lagt turning before the chamber below, just where a little fugitive lamplight made a vishle
shadow of Rudd, he stopped. One hand retreated ingide the habit, dipping free of the deeve adtogether;
Marron guessed it must be fumbling for something Rudd carried ingde his everyday clothes.

After aminute, the empty deeve filled and the hand reappeared. 1t hdd something clenched within the
fingers now; something that began to glow, to pulse with light as Marron watched, to beat clear and blue
with the steady rhythm of what might be Rudd's heartbest, was far too dow and steady to be his own.

Rudd opened his hand, and it was a blue stone that lay there on his pdm, an ayar-sone Marron
thought, though he had to squint to see. Whether Rudd invested it with that light, or whether he used his
illssmply to draw out the stone's own subtleties, Marron couldn't tell. A stone that shone, that was
he knew, something obvioudy far greater than adgn of fath.

A gtone that fdl, as Rudd tossed it; but it dmogt flew, it fdl more dowly than it ought, as though the
ar were honey-thick around it. Struck a step and bounced, higher than a stone should; and the stone
sang asit struck, unlessit was the stone of the step that was Snging.

It rose and fdl, struck and bounced and sang again, a different note this time, high and bright and
resonating sweetly with the firg asit lingered. Marron fdt athrill in his bones at that music, he fdt dmost
trangparent in the pulsing light; it was an effort to remember that there were guards below if none above,
that they must be aerted, wondering, suspicious. That this sudden, unexpected touch of wonder hed
made a nonsense of the cregping so quiglly down thisfar . . .

He reached to touch Rudd's deeve, an unspoken question. The older man raised an arm in response,
wait, and trust; then, as the glowing stone vanished around the curve of the dtair, leaving only its Snging
light behind as a guide, that same arm gestured dowly, forward now.

Marron followed Rudd, his nervousness overridden by the summoning music. Down the last steep
steps and into the chamber below, and yes, there were the guards: two brothers standing rapt, entranced,
their eyes wide and unblinking, gazing at the stone as it hung impossibly in the airr, as the light of it flared
and faded and flared again, as the musc throbbed and echoed in that smdl space.

It wasn't only shock or wonder that held them so lill. Ther faces were quite vacant; it was as though
their spirits had been snatched from them, leaving only coarse and empty flesh to occupy ther habits as
they stood. They seemed to notice nothing when Rudd walked casudly between them, into the passage
beyond. Marron stared at the stone, as they were saring; and he too fdt the cdl of it, fdt his own will
drawn forth, draining his muscles and his mind till he was lost dmost in the beat and rhythm of the light, of
thesong . ..



"Marron!" A hand gripped his neck, and shook him gently. He startled, shuddering; turned his head to
find Rudd. There was a gmile on the man's face but tengon beneath, some urgency in his voice as he
whispered, "Come, | need you to show me where my friend lies. Close your eyes, if the ayar is too
grong foryou . .."

"Yes gr," uncertainly. He could close his eyes, but what about his ears? The musc cdled to him, as
keenly as the light. He pulled his hood lower over his face for what smdl protection that could offer and
took a step, two difficult steps towards the passage.

And checked, turned, went back; fighting againg the summons of the stone, he waked tight-legged
and determined to where the oil-lamp burned unregarded in its niche, its gentle yelow light quite logt in
the fierce glare of blue.

Marron picked it up, gazingin at its pale flame, usng that as a shidd againg the pervasive, seductive
pulse in the room around him.

"Good lad," Rudd cdled, his voice soft, bardly audible above the high wordless chant of the
ayar-stone's song. Marron didn't know why he was bothering to be quiet ill; he thought thunderclaps
and lightning would not cal those men back from wherever their lost souls wandered. "Youre not as
mazed as you seem, are you?'

Yes, | am, he thought, dl but sumbling over the hem of his habit as he tried to wak with his eyes il
fixed in the lamp's flane. The stone's song rang in his skull, a chord congtantly changing as if it sought, as
if it reached to find and draw him back into its Spdll again. He struggled to focus his swvimming mind as his
eyes were focused, feding his way, glad when Rudd's big hand closed on his deeve and tugged him into
the shadows of the passage.

Thelight and music followed them, but less overpow-eringly now; after a dozen paces he risked lifting
his eyes from the lamp and saw Rudd laughing a him. There was a kindness in the laughter, though, and
something close to admiration in the nod that followed.

"Wdl done. And I'm sorry, I'd forgotten that you would be as vulnerable as they. It takes a strong
mind to fight off the lure of an gjar-stone awoken.”

"What of the penitents?' Marron asked in a whisper, his anxious eyes darting to the doors of the cdls.

"There are none. They were dl released yesterday: a specid dispensation, by order of the preceptor.
They were lucky; his need for men overruled the need for discipline”

It was true, the cdls were empty. Or their doors were closed, a least; he didn't open any, to check
ingde
Only at the end of the passage was the one door 4ill bolted, spesking of its prisoner within. Marron

reached for the bolt with his free hand, forgetful for a moment, remembering his injury only when Rudd
forestaled him with a touch.

"I told you to be careful with that arm.”
"It doesn't hurt, Sr." Not any more.

"Even 0, you should rest it. And keep it hidden for a few days, if you can. Don't let your master see
how much improved it is. Now, the stone will hold those men till | release them and they'll remember
nothing, they'll only be surprised how quickly the morming has passed them by; but someone dse may
come, S0 fagt as we can, lad, though | fear thatll not be fadt. . ."

Rudd worked the bolt as he spoke, easing it back from its bracket. He pulled the door open and
grunted in surprise, facing a black blankness.

"Whet... 7'



"It'sjud acurtain, gr."

"Oh." Rudd pushed through, with Marron following. The cdl was in darkness, no witchlight from the
prisoner today; Marron raised the lamp high, and the flickering glow showed them dl the wdls of the cdll,
lined with the ingruments of question.

Agan, Rudd grunted. "Where—?"

"Over there, ar." Jugt a pile of rags, it was hard to see that there was a man among them. Rudd
muttered something under his breath, which might have been a curse or a pdl; when he touched the
lamp it flared far brighter, an unnatura white light driving sharp-edged shadows around the cell.

Then the big man moved, crossng the cdl in quick strides to fdl on his knees beside the dirring
prisoner.

"Redmond.” No hiding the name now, no point to it; Marron was as committed, as guilty as he.
"Redmond, how bad—?"

The man on the mattress pushed himsdf up dowly onto one elbow, with adink of chain. The rags fell
away, answer enough; Marron heard Rudd's breath hiss from his mouth, metching the prisoner's own
harsh, effortful breathing.

"You, isit? And my little friend." His voice was weaker than yesterday, even;, Marron put the lamp
down, making shadows dance, and poured water into the goblet that had been set again just out of
reach.

Rudd took the goblet, and held it for the man to drink; shaking, Redmond spilt as much as he
swalowed. Then, "Thisis foolish, Rudd," he said.

"No. This is necessary. What, should | leave you to the tender brethren's care? Should | grall
contentedly about my business overhead, and give never athought to dl your pains? Or to your future?'

"I have no future. Which being true, the more reason why you should not risk yoursdlf. Nor strangers,
who don't know what they chance," with a glance across at Marron.

"He knows enough. Enough to choose. Y oung men were dways idiots. Remember? But you have as
much future as any of us, Redmond.”

"Or aslittle" dryly snorted.
"That, too. If we're not here, though, they can do uslittle harm.”
"And how will you remove us, shdl we just walk out through the gate?!

"Better than that, we can ride. You and |, in brothers garb. A party leaves this afternoon for Eless. A
mixed party, knights and brothers and private men-at-arms, to guard a pair of girls The Shadow's
daughter, and her companion. Had you heard?*

"I heard she was on her way. Not here"

"Wdl, here she is and sent away now, since the Sharal raided two nights snce.”
"Did they?" That struck home, it seemed, far sharper than the other news. "Hasan?"
"It'ssad so, yes"

"Wdl. Hefaled, | presume.”

"Thistime. Thanks to Marron."

"Indeed?" Ancther glance, and this time the hint of a amile to follow, in so far as his twisted mouth
could manage that. "But this is palitics, and young Marron is impatient. | am sorry, Rudd, you were
explaning your plan, | think?"



"Tha'sit. This party is put together hurriedly; the talk earlier was that it would leave tomorrow. Now
it is today. There will be a ded of confusion; it will not be hard for you and | to hide ourseves among
them. Then we ride out, we dip away a firg camp, and no one here knows that you have gone; not il
tomorrow at least, and | will leave something that should confound them for aday or two longer.”

"A smulacrum. Good. Rudd, that is an attractively Smple plan.”
"BUt?

"But | cannot walk."

"Ah. Your fedt, isit?'

"Asmy hands are. Neither can | ride.”

"Wdl, | can do something for those. For the moment . . ."

"Not for aday's ride, Rudd. Nor even hdf a day. Nor for the flight after that. | am dead, boy, | have
accepted that and so should you. The best kindness you could do me now would be to hep me cheat
their questioners.”

"No! Itisnat, it cannot be that bleak . . ." Rudd thought scowlingly; Marron watched him, watched
the prisoner, watched the door. And took a moment's pleasure, though only a moment's, to hear Rude
cdled "boy."

Then, "We will dill make the atempt,” Rudd declared. "I can help you out of here, to a place of
hiding. Then, thisgirl is Julianne de Ranee, she mud have baggage; she must have a baggage-wagon. So
will the knights, those lordlings are fussy about ther dress. Or there are traders traveling with the escort,
wagons again. One way or another, we will find away to move you. In a box, if need be."

"You're afool, Rudd. Better to leave me, I'm quite prepared to die
"I'm not prepared to let you."

"Stupid. 1t will happen; it will be here if you leave me, it may yet be here if you try to take me. Then
like as not it would be you too, and you mugt not risk yoursdf.”

"Il be careful,” Rudd promised, laughing. Huent liars they were, Marron thought, these men from
Surayon.

"Sr," he murmured, too soft for either man to hear. Tried again more loudly, more boldly. "Sr ..."
"Yes, Maron?'
"Someone will see us and ask questions, if we carry him through the kitchens.”

"We won't need to carry him. As with your arm, so with his feet; | can hed somewhat, and hide the
pan awhile"

"Yes, gr," because hed known that aready, he only wanted to have the man about it.

"Ah. You think | should stop arguing with my stubborn friend here and do what good | can, is that
right?’

Of course it was right, and of course he could not say so directly, except by a fierce flush. "There is,
there is danger, dr, aslong aswe are here. Yousad so0 . ."

"The questioners came early today,” the man Redmond said from his pallet. "That's why I'm so weak.
| couldn't light afirefly just now, Marron. But they won't be back till tomorrow, and no one ese vidts me.
They probably won't be back," correcting himsdf swiftly. "Even so, the boy's right. Set on, Rudd. Don't
worry with the most of me, just work on my feet. Therest | can bear.”

For how long was a question Marron dared not ask aoud, and neither he thought did Rudd. The man



looked in no condition to be stowed in a box or hidden on a baggage-wagon; but men could endure
much, when death was the dternative. Even a man who screamed so much whereit could do no harm to
scream, might bear the same pain in sllence where that might save hislife

Rudd pulled the rags away from Redmond's body. The ankles were shackled as well as the wridts,
Marron saw. That would stop prisoners reeching the water with their feet, he supposed; then he saw the
feet themsdves, and thought the shackles quite unnecessary.

Crud boots, that man must have been wearing. He wondered what even Rudd's magic could do,
agang crushed and twisted bones and mangled flesh. Not much, had to be the answer. It hadn't heded
his own wound, after dl, only sapped the poison. If there were poison in those fedt, it was the least of Al
the harm done to them.

Even so, Rudd took them into his Iap, held them in soothing, smoothing hands and began to croon
under his bresth. The fierce light dimmed, Ietting dull yedlow lamplight fill the cdl again. All Rudd's focus,
Marron redlised, dl his atention was on hiswork; there was nothing to spare now for better seeing, and
no need to see more than he had aready.

Marron let his eyes drift around the walls, trying at fird to make out what each separate instrument
was for and how it worked. Learning too much, understanding too well—there, that wooden box with
the wedges, that must be the boot that wrecked those feet. One at a time, too, that's worse. Take
it apart, build it afresh around each foot in turn. Let the man see, show him how it works. Then
adjust to fit. Adjust the foot, that is. With those wedges, driven home by hammering, look, there's
the hammer. . .

Enough of that, very quickly. He dipped over to the curtain and beyond it, to stand with the door
haf-shut and his head peering around, watching the passage.

Waiching the end of the passage, if he was honest; where blue light il besat to the rhythm of Rudd's
blood, from where music ill sounded, thin at this distance but dill digtinct, dill griking home. The stone
a leest was not weakened by Rudd's didtraction. Perhaps its power was inherent, then, and not
endowed . ..

HOW LONG HE stood there, he had no idea. Time was impossible of judgment anyway, here
where they were buried so far from sunlight; and he logt the touch of his own body, even, knowing
nothing but the pulang cal, the song's high summons until there was again a hand on his shoulder, shaking
him, jerking him back into himsdif.

"Marron," Rudd said softly, "I can use your hep now."

"l was" | was caught by the stone again, not so strong as you named me after all, "l was
watching, in case anyone came .. ." He could lie too, why not?

"I know." | know what you were doing, Rudd's amile said, or what was being done to you.

Marron went back into the cdl at Rudd's hedls to find Redmond gtting up on his mattress, gaunt and
pae dill but looking better by far than he had, when? When Marron |eft the cdll: ten minutes ago, an hour
ago, Whenever.

"We need to make a smulacrum,” Rudd said, "something to confuse whoever comes, so that for a
day or two they think they dill have Redmond in their chains. | can do this but first | mugt open those
shackles, without breaking them. | can do that too, but it will take time. What | want you to do, Marron,
is collect whatever you can find in the cdll here that could be man-shaped, or any part of a man. Meta or
wood or rag, it doesn't matter; | can cloak the truth of it, but | need something to work on. Pretend
you're making a poppet, for your sster to play with. It needn't look red, or anything close to red.



Man-sze, that's dl that counts. Y ou know how children pretend.”
"B, yes gr..."

Hed never had asigter, but Aldo did; they'd made toys for her, figures scratched together from twigs
and straw that had ddlighted her past reason.

This was different, though, hugdy so. He looked around, trying not to see purposes now but only
shape; and 4ill fdt stupid, expected the men's laughter as he reached for giant tongs that were hanging on
one wall.

A brazier stood below them. Heated, they could tear a man's flesh from his bones, Redmond might
know that too wdl, by the fresh bubbled scars on his chest. But never mind knowing. They were an
arm's length or longer, and jointed; they might make a pair of legs for afoolish figure.

There were wooden gtaves for arms, so much was easy, and a great iron bal so heavy he could
bardy lift it, that could be a head. A body to join them dl together, that was not so Smple; he gazed,
thought, findly scooped up a double amful of the rags tha made Redmond's bedding and his dothing
both. He laid out the largest, heaped the rest atop it and sat down to knot them dl together.

A glance across as he worked showed that neither man was watching. Rude had wrapped both
hands around one of the shackles that held Redmond's wrists, Marron thought he was garing at it, Saring
through his own fingers a the crude iron ring. Except that his eyes were closed, he could be seeing
nothing. It was Redmond who was saring, at the top of hisfriend's head. Could these men see into each
other's skulls, to read their thoughts? Marron turned back to his own task, something he could do and
was determined to do wdl. At least let them not laugh, not that...

KNOTS AND TWISTS of rag: he bound the tongs to the loose body hed tied together, and then
eech of the two staves that were to be itsarms. The iron bal was harder, he couldn't see how to fix that
to the rest so that even a child could pretend the figure was whole: this poppet's been beheaded, he
thought, and swallowed atight little giggle

And shook the supidity out of his head, and looked around again; and saw rope, a thin cail of it in
one corner. Fetched that and set about weaving a smple net, looking up only when a metdlic dick
snaiched at his attention.

That shackle was open, he saw, though he couldn't see or guess how. Locked or riveted, either way
it should have resisted the force of a man's hands, and Rudd hadn't even been trying to forceit.

Magic, he thought, without even a shiver of wonder any more, and turned back to his weaving and
knotting.

WHEN HE WAS done, he wrapped the net around the bal—hair and a beard, he thought, stupid
again, close to giggling again—and tied dl the ends to the rag body of his grotesque poppet. He couldn't
play with it, he couldn't so much as make it St up, the iron bal was far too heavy; but lying down as it
was, it looked—well, actudly it looked ridiculous and nothing remotely like a man, but hed done what
hed been asked of him. That, at leadt. ..

There had been other sounds from the corner where the pdlet lay, where the men were: dlicks and
rattles, murmuring voices. When he looked, he saw that Redmond was free at lagt of his chains. More, he
was moving with Rude's help, struggling dowly to his fet.

That should not be possible, even on this most impossible of days. The man's feet were dill wrenched
far from human shape; Marron ached in sympathy, just looking. He couldn't imegine the crippling agony



of such ruin, far less the agony of ganding on them.

But Redmond was standing, and showing no pain. He did lean on Rudd's arm, but Marron thought
that was only for balance, for support againg a dizzying weakness.

"Good," Rudd said to him. "How does it fed?"
"It doesn't fed at dl," sad softly, said dmost with a chuckle.

"Wil, youll suffer for that later; but it should see you out of here now, and on your own feet. Now,
Marron. Good," again, as his eyes ran over Marron's cregtion where it lay on the floor. "That's perfect.
Can you lift it over onto the mattress?"

"Yes gr." Or not lift, exactly, but lift and drag, dowly, with great care againg the fraglity of the knots.
One stave-arm did dip free of its bindings, Marron flushed, muttered, gathered it up and forced it further
into the mess of rags, tied it in more tightly.

"Marron, | sad to rest that arm, remember?’

"Sr, you sad to make a man-szed poppet for you." Remember ?—but he wasn't up to insolence of
that degree. Not yet.

"All right. But be careful. If it bleeds again, it could poison again. Now come here and take my place,
hdp to keep Redmond on his feet.”

NOT A HEAVY task, tha: the man was lighter than the poppet without its head or fet so,
bird-hollow bones and no flesh.

"Your am?' Redmond asked, and there was more strength in his voice than anywhere in his body,
and his voice was thread-thin and empty.

"A wound, dr," and Marron shook back his deeve to show the bandage; he had seen so much of this
man's pain, he owed that much a least. "It won't hed...”

"It's not been given a chance to hed,” Rudd grunted from where he hunched across the figure on the
mattress, looping shackles over staves and tongs as though they were wrists and ankles, as though the
dack iron gripped tightly. "Torn open, ripped open again and again, at least once deliberately, not to let it

"You, uh, he, uh, Rudd has made it better, though . . -"

"For the moment. Like Redmond, you will pay later; and both of you deserve it. How could you let
this happen to you, old fool ?*

"Some busy steward knew me. Can you credit it? Forty years on, | was playing trader with wagon
and ribbons and no beard to my chin and 4ill the idiot stands there sammering, The Red Earl, Redmond
of Corbonne, oh, gr, cdl out your guard . . ." What could | do?’

"You could have killed them dl," Rudd murmured, in a tone that denied his own words, of course
you couldn't.

Marron believed both, that the old man was capable of it but never would. Marron, frankly, knew
himsdf to be gaping. Redmond of Corbonne? The Red Earl, the hero of the great war declared heretic,
renegade ten years later, one of the few Surayonnaise anathematised by name and known by name even
back in the homdands—the Red Earl, this patchwork sarveling cresture?

Marron held alegend in hisarms and did not, could not believeit.
Which Redmond knew, could clearly read on his face. The dull eyes glittered for a moment, as he



whispered, "Never mind, lad. All dreams die. Now watch, this might amuse you. Don't be scared . . ."

He nodded towards Rudd and the figures Marron wrenched his head that way, though not his giddy
thoughts, not yet. This was the Red Eal: a magter, a monger in battle, who had ridden his horse
knee-deep in blood through the streets of Ascariel, who had shidlded the King himsdf from the spear of
the High Imam on the steps of the great temple and then hewn the Imam's head from his shoulders, a
great and heretical mongter fit to frighten children with, who had been corrupted by his overlord in the
Folded Land, who had with his own hands killed every lagt true priest trapped in that unhappy land when
the evil Princip closed it off from the world by hiswicked charms. . .

Scared? Why would he be scared, who had seen so much magic done today and other days?
Marron frowned, and watched more closdy what Rudd was doing.

Rudd was kneding with the figure, that absurd poppet in his arms like an overgrown child or a sck
companion. He had the great head of the thing cradled againg his neck, somehow holding the weight of
thet iron bal between shoulder and chin; he was whispering to it, while his hands stroked dl over,
wooden arms and body of rags and the long meta legs of it.

As Marron watched, he spat onto the rough iron and rope of its head; and then he let it go, he pulled
himsdf away and stood up.

The figure stayed gtting as he had |€ft it, a mockery in chains. The head should have fdlen then, the
whole thing should have toppled over and torn itsdf apart, and did not. It sat like a man, leaning its
weight on one arm; and when it did moveit tried to stand, it tried to follow Rudd.

And was stopped by its shackles, which should have fdlen from its limbs and did not, though they had
no flesh to cleave to.

Marron gasped. Only Redmond's grip on his am kept him from stepping back, only the Red Earl's
whigper of a chuckle stopped him from pulling free and running. See? | knew you 'd be scared, the
chuckle said. Marron shuddered and stood firm.

"WdI?' That was Rude, and the question was amed at him.

"Sr, you said, you said it was to fool whoever came. It does not,” his voice dried, so that he had to
cough and lick his lips and try again, "it does not look like the Earl Redmond to me . .." Nor like any
living thing, human or otherwise.

"No. Not yet, and not to you. Neither will it. But bring him close, Marron, hep him over here.”

The lagt thing Marron wanted to do was to get any closer to that animated thing, where it was
ganding hunched over, at the limits of its chains and pulling. But Rude's eyes were on him, and the echo
of the Red Earl's chuckle was in his head yet; he forced his rductant feet forward, while a cold rank
swest prickled dl his kin.

Closer and closer, dower and dower but closer dill, dmost to touching distance; if it weren't for the
shackles, the thing could reach and touch him. Not that, but Redmond did reach out and touch it, lightly
on what should have been its ebow; then he drew his hand back, spat on his fingers and reached to
touch again.

"Now," Rudd said softly.

And now the thing changed, or seemed to. Marron could dill see tongs and staves, but he could see
aso ashimmer around them, a glassy transparent flesh. The soft and greasy padding of its body acquired
hard ridges of ribs and a gimmer of skin, though that was dl seeming, it was rags yet. Rags and illuson.
Even the head, that impossible weight balanced on what could not possibly hold it, even that cold iron
hed the image of a face acrossits net of rope, hints of hair and beard. And yes, that might be Redmond's
face, if anyone's. . .



But it wasn't, not anyone's a dl; this was a thin and useless magic, it couldn't fool a blind man in the
dark. Marron opened his mouth to say so, if more politdy, and was forestaled.

"You see what you expect to see, Marron lad," Rudd told him. "You made it, you know what it is.
You see ahint of the charm, but only a hint because your mind knows whet lies beneath. Everyone sees
what they expect to see. The guards, the questioners expect to see Redmond, and they will. For a while,
they will. Even when they gpply thar indruments, they'll see and hear what they expect, because nothing
eseispossble to them. They know they have him here, they know they burn and mutilate a man; and so
they will.

"Now. Two brothers came down here; | don't believe anyone was watching, but dill three should not
wak out together. You go up fird, Marron. Give me that spare habit, go back to the storeroom and
leave yours there, and then be about your duties. And thank you."

"Yes, gr. Er, wha happens next?'

"For you? Nothing. You are your mager's squire, nothing more than that. Say nothing, try to
remember nothing. Pray for us, perhaps, if you do pray, if you must. Otherwise, | hope that the next you
know is gossip in the servants hdl, when at last they notice that one or other of usis missng. There will
be a ded of disruption in the cadtle after that, and | suppose they will think to track dong the road to
Eless, but | don't believe they'll find us once we're gone.™

"Eal Redmond won't go far, gr, not on his feet. . ." Even with two days grace, say. Mounted men
would catch them in a spare hour, Marron thought.

"No; but if we can't run, we can hide. The men of Surayon are well-practised in evason, Marron.”
We have hidden our whole country, remember?

REALLY MARRON DIDNT want to leave, he fdt he was being cut out of the story half-told. Rude
was right, though; he shouldn't linger with the men like a conspirator. Let them go, let them get away,
forget he was ever a part of their escape. Otherwise it might be himsdlf taking aturn in this cdll, fading the
questioners, naked and afraid. He thought he would do more than scream; he thought he would betray
them dl, if any one of those indruments were used on him.

He kept his head low and held his breath as he sdled through the kitchens, but no man showed any
interest. Asfar as he could tdl, he wasn't seen ether going into the storeroom as a monk or coming out
asaguire; and as a squire, agan he attracted no notice at dl until he reached Sieur Anton's chamber.

Where he was greeted with a bellow of righteous fury, "Where in dl the hdlls on this earth have you
been, Marron?'

"Seur, you sent me to the infirmary." Quite true, he did.
"That was hours ago!"

"Yes, deur. There are many men there, hurt worse than me . . ." Also true, and equdly as deceptive;
and then quickly, before the knight asked a question he couldn't misdirect, he said, "Have you been
looking for something, Sr?"

The travelling-chest stood open and haf-empty, with heaps of dothing scattered across the bed and
the floor.

"Yes, I've been looking for you. Pack for me, Marron. For us both.”
"Seur?'
"The lady Julianne rides to Eless today—"



"Yes geur.”
"You knew?'
"Gossip, seur. Among the squires.”

"I thought you'd been to the infirmary? Wel, néer mind. Word moves fagter than the wind, in this
place. Did the gossip say who escorts her?!

"Her own men, Seur,” repeeting Rude's words while his mind raced, "and a troop of brothers, and
knights beside ... 7'

"Knights and ther squires” Sieur Anton said briskly. "Pack; then run down to the stables. It will be a
dreadful scrimmeage, especidly with the lack of stable-boys to help. Every knight's man will be out to see
his master's needs are serviced, firs and best. Be sure that you succeed. | shdl want one of the dedtriers,
Alembert | think, ready an hour after prayers, and you will need a mule. There will be a wagon for the
chest. If you can't carry it one—and don't, don't even try—ask another squire to help you. That's dl.”

"Yes, seur. Uh, should | pack the mall shirt, or—?"
"Dont be afool, Marron. Thisian't ajaunting-party. | shdl wear the mail."

FOUR
A Snarein Shadow and Sun

JULIANNE HAD COME one lagt time to the midday prayers, and had indsted that Elisande come
too: "Weve got to look good. Virtuous young women, obedient to the God, the Church and our
parents.” That had won her no more than a snort, but sheld gone on determinedly, "We don't want to
gve them any reason to doubt us, anything that would make them watch more carefully than they will in

"They will inany case," Elisande had iterated. "No matter how pure and good we seem to be. They're
adivering the young baron's wife, the countess-to-be; youll have his men about you and dl these sworn
brothers, dl of them with the scent of Sharal blood hat in their nodrils Sill; what else are they going to be
but watchful ? That's what they're for. Going to service today won't make them any less s0."

"Wadl, it might,”" Julianne had said, knowing the weakness of her own arguments but convinced none
the less that she was right, that any amdl dlaying gesture would help. She il didn't see how they would
ever dip away; there she mud rely on Elisande, who was amilingly relaxed about it, not a worry, don't
trouble yourself, they'll all be looking the wrong way as we pass. You wouldn't believe how many
wrong ways there are, that a man could be looking . . .

"Please, Elisande?' Julianne had said at last. "Maybe it's unnecessary—"

"Absolutdy it's unnecessary,” from her friend, which was when she knew that she had won.

"—But please? Because | ask it, if you can't see any better reason? Because | think | ought to go,
and | don't want to go done ... 7'

That was indggtence, cloaked by diplomacy; and at that appeal, Elisande had findly subsided with a
nod.

SO THEY HAD come, and had found Blaise dso in the gdlery, dready on his knees with his bare



head bowed; he'd looked as though he had been there some time, as though he had come to pray
privately before ever the bell had called the brothers and ther vigtors to worship.

Elisande had stretched out a hand to brush imaginary dust from his shoulders, see how long this
good man's been at his prayers?

A nudge, a gern glare that had threatened to dissolve into a giggle Julianne had grabbed her friend's
shoulder, gripped it tightly, tried to pretend that she was Smply pushing Elisande into her place. And had
falled utterly, to judge by the sparkling grin she received in return; and had given up, and bitten down on
the back of her own hand hard enough to leave white marks behind, until the resurgent giggles subsided.
And then had wanted to take Elisande's hand, Smply to do the same to her; but that decaiving girl hed
been dready kneding at the balustrade, as pious-seeming as Blase himsdf, this is what you wanted,
isn't it?, and there had been nothing Julianne could do but join her.

* % %

AFTERWARDS, BLAISE STOOD when they stood, and stepped aside to let them leave fird.
Seaing his cap gripped tightly in his hands, thinking how many of the brothers and knights below had
kndlt and prayed with their hoods thrown back, she wondered vagudy what had come of Master Fulke's
great misson; she'd heard no more of it, Snce that first thundering sermon.

Well, thundering sermons had that effect more often than not, especidly on young and bullish men. A
surge in the soul, an answering cry, a fire that burned for a night—and then the cool blesk light of
morning, the drudgeries of duty and the fire burned down to ash. Preaching rardy lasted. Even the
famous sermons that had ultimady led to dl of this, the great cdl to ams in the homeands a lifetime
since, even those had been only the key that opened the gate to let the people loose. According to her
father, a least. Too many younger sons landless, ambitious and bored, he'd said: they'd seized the priests
sermons for their own excuse, as a chance for rewards far greater than the God's content. Not fine
words that had kept them marching and fighting through scorch and freeze, disaster, starvation and
disease.

Hot enthusasm had faded, perhaps, or ese was being turned to cold and careful plans, or had been
forgotten dtogether, perhaps, with the Sharai raiding and the countryside to scour, hersdf to be escorted
saey on. An order such as the Ransomers needed an enemy; perhaps that had been Fulkes true
misson, to give them unity and purpose, and this sudden rising of the old enemy had driven out any need
of anew. Surayon might be safe for another generation, if the Sharal came back . ..

"Not so long a rest as we had thought, sergeant,” she sad. "l trust your men are not too
disappointed?’ The cadtle likdy offered little in the way of recreation, but more a least of comfort than
the dugty road. If she knew soldiers, they'd have been glad of that.

"My men have not been resting, my lady," he answered, with a touch dmost of outrage in hisvoice, as
though she had offered interference and inault both. "I have had them drilling with the brothers, every day
snce we arrived.”

"Of course you have" If he wanted an gpology, he could look for it in her tone; she would not give
him the words. But if she thought she knew soldiers, she should remember that they had sergeants too. In
this case a sergeant who was blatantly disappointed, who would have liked to respond to Master Fulke's
cdl and go riding againg the heretics of the Folded Land; who would be doubly disappointed—if she
knew sergeants, if she knew Blase a dl—that hed had no chance dther to fight agangt the Sharal.
"W, at least they'll see Eless sooner than we expected yesterday. Well dl be glad of that," she said,
sowing more seeds of deception.



"Yes my lady. Shdl | send someone to help you with your packing?'

"No need for that. Elisande and | have seen to it." Blaise had been shocked from the firg day, that
sheld brought no femae servants with her. Thered been women dong the way, happy to do her laundry
for the sake of a few amdl coins, but it had dill offended his sense of what was right. Hed been
condantly anxious, she thought, that she might ask some unsuiteble service of his men. Shed amost
yielded to the temptation atime or two, just for the pleasure of seaing his face. "I'm sure the brothers will
bring my chests down, when the wagon is ready for them.”

One of her chests was actudly a little lighter than it should be. The gowns she and Elisande wore
yesterday had been given to the village women to be washed, and were not yet returned. It was no greet
loss, they'd have been spotted ill, most likdly; it took the hand of a midiress launderer to wash blood
from linen without leaving a stain. And she had gowns enough and to spare. Let the village girls have the
good of them, if they could find an occasion to wear such things or a market to sl themiin.

SHE AND ELISANDE went back to the guest chamber one lagt time, where they found the usud
light midday med set out for them. After they'd eaten they rested, or Ju-lianne did, or a leest she lay
down and pretended. Elisande stood at the window, diff and slent; facing her falure, Julianne thought,
dill without knowing where the falure lay. For hersdf, she was preoccupied with what lay ahead. The
desert, the Sharal, her father: dl daunting, and such a vel of confuson obscuring the journey and the
point of it. Her father in danger, and she could save him, the djinni had said—though it might be better
if you did not, it had said that also—but that foreteling had been granted her only as an inducement,
encouragement to go. It was not the purpose. Marry where you must— but it was the Baron Imber she
mus marry, and she would not find him among the Sharal.

She didn't understand, she could make no sense of it; but she would go, for her father's sake, as much
to defy as to obey the djinni. If she, if they could dip away from ther escort unnoticed, and evade the
search tha mug follow. They'd stand a better chance on horseback, Merissas speed would serve
Julianne wdl; but she couldn't outpace even the heavy destriers of the knights if she were double-loaded,
and they had no mount for Elisande. Besides, taking a horse from the lines would make the escape far
more difficult, wel-nigh impossble. No, best to go afoot, cover what ground they could and then hide
up, hide and hope. Elisande knew the hills and the ways of the hills that was to ther advantage. And it
would be hard territory for trackers, worse with the dust in the wind. They had a chance, a least.
Perhaps the djinni would watch over them, it was so keen to see them on ther way . . .

SO SHE LAY and pondered, and had little rest; then a brother came, hunched and puffing heavily
from the dairs, to say tha the wagon was ready for their baggage, and the litter was ready for
themsdves—your gracious presences he said, but the baggage of your bodies he meant or seemed to
mean, from the way he kept his hood up and his face down, avoiding the corruption of any exchange of
eyes—and the preceptor himsdf was there to bid them farewell, and would they please hurry?

Not that he said that last either, but it was very much impliat in his bowing and ushering motions.

On the landing outside another brother waited to help with the chests, again he hid his face, but he
was a scrawny figure of aman, she thought he had been leening againgt the wall for support the moment
before she emerged. Well, let him struggle with the weight of her goods, it would be fit retribution for his
prgudice ...



Down the gair and across the court with Elisande, down the long narrow ramp to the stable-yard;
and here indeed was the preceptor as promised, and the much-cursed paanquin with her faithful bearers
ganding by, and remembering the steep and tarrifying drop to the plain she was glad to see them there.

"Your grace, thisiskind of you, when you must have so much ese on your mind.”

"Nothing supersedes the proper courtesies to guests, Lady Julianne. | would dlow nothing to do so in
any case, when they have been so thoughtful and generous as yoursdf."

Proper courtesies indeed; dl this was second nature to them both. As they exchanged good wishes
with gently mannered tongues, her eyes above her val were busy surveying dl the activity in the cobbled
yard: the traders who were taking advantage of the escort to accompany her to Eless, as they thought;
thet escort itsdlf, brothers and knights and their squires, their horses and their baggage-train. Chaos it
could have been, in Marasson it would have been; here it was disciplined chaos at least, noisy but
organised.

At lagt the formdlities of her leave-taking were satisfied, on both sides. She curtseyed onefind time to
the preceptor, he bowed and handed her into the paanquin; Elisande followed with a minimd curtsey of
her own, and pulled the curtain down at her back.

The noise flowed up around them, horses and men passing, heading towards the gate; Julianne heard
d'E-scrivey suddenly bellow above the clamour, sounding at the very end of his patience.

"Marron! Where have you been skulking?'

"Seur," into that sudden silence that aways fdls around a furious man in public, "a brother asked me
to help carry the ladies baggage ..."

"Indeed? And did | not ask you, command you even, to give that am rest? Are you stupid, as wel
aswilful... 7'

Any further exchange was logt to her, in a sudden rattle of hooves. The boy Marron was never out of
trouble, it seemed. Those brothers must have grabbed him as he passed; he was too young, too new to
hisrole as squire to refuse politely, even despite his wounded arm. Well, held learn. Under d'Escrivey's
scathing tongue, doubtless heldd learn quickly.

The litter jerked and lifted; Julianne settled back againg the cushions, finding hersdlf glad that those
two were in the escort. The knight was a knowing charmer, the boy an innocent one; she enjoyed the
company of both.

Then she remembered she'd have little enough time to enjoy that company, and might have sunk into
anxiely again except that Elisasnde beside her picked up a flask, uncorked it, doshed, sniffed and
unexpectedly beamed.

"Surdy not?'

"Yes, indeed. A parting gift, from the preceptor who will missyou so very much. But thisredly iskind
of him"

No, not that; merdly practised. Sheld have done as much hersdf. She was extremdy glad, though,
thet he had done it.

"My lady," Elisande a her mogt gracioudy subservient, "may | pour you a morsd of monks-wine, as
we know it here?"

"Are there goblets?'
"There are. Two."

"Then yes, thank you. And will you join me?'



"Lady, | will, by your esteemed favour.”

AS THE CURTAINS masked the drop itdf, the jereth helped to mask her fear of it; but only
somewhat, and only from hersdf. The litter rocked and swayed, they struggled to keep their goblets
levd, not to Saill the precious little that tipped and ran within the bowls, and as the curtains svung away
sometimes from the litter's Sde to remind her of the fdl, how far it was, how little held her back, so
Elisande's laughter and the bittersweet taste on her lips and tongue were gill not aways enough,
sometimesit dl peded back to leave her naked.

Before they'd reached bottom Elisande had an arm round her shoulders, tighter than friendship, and
was saying, "What isit, Julianne, why are you so afrad?’

"Afrad? I'm not afraid, don't be stupid, | don't know whéat you mean .. ."
"Of course not; but why?'
A sgh, and "Give me some more jereth, and I'll tdl you."

"Hnish what you have fird, your hand is shaking. I'll not have you salling this, you don't appreciate
how rareitis”

Not so. She appreciated how rare it tasted, and more: the power of it to draw her mind down to this
ample act of 9p and swalow, how the flavour of it filled her and possessed her so that for long moments
from the firg sharp touch on the tongue to the dow fading sweetnessiin the throat there was nothing else,
nothing that mattered, only this. Now there was rare indeed, anything that could make her forget hersdf,
her father, thisfoul descent. ..

She swalowed obediently, and fdt the hot gold-andgreen of it dl the way down to her somach.
Elisande dlowed her a dribble more, which she only gazed into: blood-dark it was and flecked with
darkness, the colours of the herbs long logt in the berries juices.

Then, "I fdl from a roof, once" she said shortly, to Elisande's expectant slence. "High places, long
drops— they've scared me ever since. Nothing feds solid, when you can see whét lies beneath.”

After amoment, Elisande laughed. "Don't go to the Sharai, Julianne. They won't welcome you, not if
that's your idea of a story told."

" don't like to talk about it." Nor to remember the fdling in the dark, how she hadn't screamed even
then, how sheld bitten her tongue so deep to stop it; how the stars had spun about her, each of them
wanting to watch her downcoming.

And after, how sheld never dimbed again: how sheld tunndled rather, how sheld become a creature
of streams and cellars, turning her back on the light and ar of the high wals and the rooftops. That
epecidly, she didnt like to tak or think abouit.

Elisande sighed. "W, come to the Sharal, then, Julianne. No towers, no roofs. No heights, except at
Rha-bat; and you mugt go there, but you needn't dimb, except indde. Just don't look out of the windows.
Andif they can't teach you to be comfortable up high, perhaps they'll teach you how to be comfortable
ingde atae, whether it's your own or someone else's. Then I'll ask you what you were doing on the roof,
who you were with and who you were chasing, or who was chasing you."

"l won' tdl you. I'm sorry, but—Elisande, 1've never even told my father . . ."

For a moment, the other girl's eyebrows said she was impressed, as she was supposed to be; then
gelod it, her face diffening suddenly. "Julianne, I've never told my father anything important, not since |
was a child. No one does, do they? No one should, a any rate. Fathers are for hiding things from.
Friends are for sharing with, at least the Stories after.”



Julianne shook her head; sheld never had that kind of friend. Nor that kind of father, she thought,
aurprisng hersdf with just a hint of regret. Daughter of the King's Shadow was a role, a postion for
which her father had made the rules and sheld grown into them like a well-trained sapling, bending to
order and yidding as much fruit as she could bear. Sheld never thought of keeping secrets from her
father, until she had to do it; ever since it had been a burden of guilt to her, a dlent betrayd and an extra
reason for obedience theresfter.

ON LEVEL GROUND at lagt, where dusty track merged with dusty plain, Elisande recorked the
flask oijereth just as they heard hooves, a sngle horse cantering up to the palanquin, dowing down.

"A secret,” Elisande said. "Practise with your sergeant, pretend he's your father; he stands in his place,
does he not?"

He had before, when they were on the road to the Rog; now she thought not. She thought that
whoever commanded the contingent of Ransomers commanded the caravan, which meant he
commanded her and Blaise dso.

"My lady?"
"Yes, sergeant.”

"I have spoken with Master Sharrol. He believes we might make eight miles today, if we pushed on
till dark; but there is a convenient village a Sx miles distance, where you can be decently housed and the
men may camp. Thereiswater and perhaps alittle forage for the cattle dso. He beieves we should stop
when we arive there, and | agree with him."

"Magter Sharrol commands, does he?'

"Yes my lady,” with reproach in his voice, as though she should have known that. "He is deputy
weapons master to Master Ricard.”

Which meant a lat, dearly, to Blase, and carried some little of the same weight with her. Everyone
who knew the history of Outremer knew the name of Ricard; no guarantee that his deputy would be an
equa man to him, but &t least alikdlihood that he would be of the same type. A certainty, surely, that he
would be more than fit to see a caravan such as this safe to its detination. Alas. ..

"Very wdl. Thank you,” and she didn't even pretend to give her own consent to the arrangement. Let
them think, oh, please let them think that she was content to have dl ordered for her, no hint of rebelion,
not a trace, not a question of it in their self-contented minds .. .

THE DUST ROSE and the sun sank, in the world outsde their curtains Julianne fdt cocooned in
swathing softness but no, not safe, not that. She was not. She had to break out of this and fly, like any
imago: that was the opposite of safe.

"How will we ever—?"
"Wewill. Trust me. | have some craft in moving quietly, unseen.”

So in truth did she hersdlf, though dity streets and palaces were her habitat. Out there, sheld follow
Elisande's lead. For that at least she could be grateful, that she didn't haveto go dore. . .

Unexpectedly, the gentle swaying of the paanquin was stayed; after a moment, the bearers st it
down. Elisande kndt forward and peered through the gauze, then shook her head.

"Wherever it is we're stopping for the night, thisisn't it. Just a pass. But no one€'s moving ..."



Julianne nudged her aside, to look hersdf. A wide pass or a narrow vdley: hills rose on ether side.
The traders with their ox-wagons were dl at the rear; as the dust-cloud cleared she saw Blaisg's men on
foot ahead of her, and beyond them a column of black and white on horseback, brothers and knights.
There was confuson at the head of the column, but she couldn't see what had caused it. Not trouble, she
thought, not an ambush. She couldn't imagine what else would hdt them, though. Not the djinni again,
aurdly; other traffic, perhaps, causng an obstruction if the road narrowed further?

Here was arider, neither black nor white, headed back towards them: Blaise again, coming to report.
"My lady?" He sounded hoarse, more from excitement than dust, she thought.

"Y es, sergeant. Is there a problem?”

"A messenger, my lady. An Elessan, from the Baron Imber's party ..."

Sartlement robbed her of breath; she took a moment to steady hersdlf, glad of Elisande's sudden grip
on her am, before she said, "What party?' What baron? she wanted to ask aso, but could not.

"They are only afew milesfrom here, my lady, on their way to fetch you. This man was riding ahead,
to warn the castle of their coming; Master Sharral is sending him back, to say tha we are on the road
aready. We will meet them at the village where we intended to halt."”

That made sense; men on horseback might reach the Roq before nightfal, but this dow caravan could
not. There was no point, in any case, in returning, except to greet her promised husband—or his uncle, it
might very well be the other Baron Imber, inggting on dl the proprieties—in more suitable surroundings
than amilitary encampment .. .

It was only her father's rigorous training that alowed her even so much judgement. For the rest, her
mind was a whirl of muddled emotion. In dl her anxieties, dl her darkest imaginings she had never
anticipated this. She'd not forgotten but had dlowed hersdf to overlook the messages sent to Eless by
her father and the preceptor both. They might miscarry, they would surely be delayed; the count would
be in no hurry to send for her, knowing her safein Rog de Rancon ...

But sheld been wrong, it seemed, three times over; or dse shed asmply been hopeful, where no red
hope existed. Dduding hersdf, pretending like a child that bad things, the worst thing Smply would not

happen . ..

W, it had happened. One Baron Imber, or very likdy the other, would be waiting for her an hour's
travel down the road. Where did that leave their secret intentions, how could they possibly hope to dip
avay now?

"It changes nathing," Elisande murmured, her words no more use than her hand that stroked Julianné's
am, trying to soothe away the tensons that made her tremble, trying and failing. "There will be more
men, that's dl. Tripping over each other, chalenging, arguing, jumping at shadows ..."

Julianne nodded, grateful for her friend's effort, but she believed none of it. Thiswas disaster, this was
the end of her promise to the djinni. It meant her father's lethd danger, though she didn't know how; and
it meant her own life taken from her, forced into a pattern of others deciding. Marry where you must,
she remembered hitterly, and could have laughed except that she fdt so empty. Hollow, nathing left even
to rattle and ring indde her, to make her body sound.

WELL, LET IT be, then. Others had worse lives—and shorter, flames and cries in the night and
both died dowly, dower dill in her memory — and she was wel trained for this, for her loss of joy. She
didn't need even contentment; she could be ruthless with hersdlf, as she mus.

She dilled her trembling by a conscious effort of will; she sat cool and upright on her cushions,



swaying only as the litter swayed as the bearers picked it up, as the column moved ahead.

"Julianne, are you—Are you thirsty?" Elisande asked after awhile, meaning something else atogether.
"Thereisdill some jereth It and it's good for more than thirst, her voice was saying.

"No, keep what remains. Well keep it for my husband,” and here was a wonder, she could say even
that without bitterness, without any feding at al. "It will make a fitting greeting, don't you think? A
betrothal-cup, adrink of something rare,”" and if it's his uncle meets us welll keep it yet, | think. ..

"The Baron Imber," Elisande said thoughtfully, "is being given something more rare than jereth. 1 only
hope he knows its true vaue."

And she followed that with a kiss on the cheek, sudden and impulsve Julianne amiled a her, sad
nothing and fet nothing, or persuaded hersdf so.

THERE WAS A lulling, a soothing in the motion of the litter; it took her back to the days of her
amdlness, when nurses were big and rocked her againg their shoulders, or set her in arocking cradle.

Her father was enormous then, those times he came to see her. He would swoop without warning,
throw her in the air and make her squeal. He was enormous dill, she thought; and dill he threw her about
with little warning beyond what she had known dl her life, that this was what he did. This time, she
thought, she would not squedl. Neither would she scream, nor sulk. She would run away, if she could,;
the djinni, she thought, was bigger even than her father, and so could throw her further.

If it were not frustrated, if the dead weight of the Baron Imber, ether one, did not hold her heavy a
hissde ...

LULLED, SOOTHED, SHE could amogt lose hersdf in dreaming despite the prick of such thoughts;,
time flowed by her and she was little aware of it, with Elisande slent at her sde.

At lagt, though, the pdanquin was set down again, and this time there were buildings dl about them,
ample huts of sun-baked mud. And here was Blaise again, dismounted now, saying, "My lady, thisis the
best shelter we can find for you. Thereisabed a least, and | have men drawing water."

"Thank you, sergeant.” She stepped out, with Elisande a her back; looked around, saw groups of
peasants sanding, staring. Wondered which had been displaced to give her this roof for the night, and
did not ask. Said only, "Where is the baron's party?"

"Jud ahead, to the east of the village Master Sharrol has said that we will camp to the west. The
baron will vist you, | am sure, when you have refreshed yoursdf.”

Yes. She was sure of that, too. And with men weatching the road both east and west she thought they
would be more than lucky, they must needs be blessed if they were to escape tonight.

"Wl you bring up my luggage, please, sergeant? We should change our dress before the baron cdls,
| had sooner not meet iminmy dust.”

"Of course, my lady. It may take alittletime”

She nodded. The more time the better; she was in no hurry to face this medting, whichever Baron
Imber it might be.

THE HUT WAS bare indeed, four rough walls of mud bricks and a roof of maiting overlad with
mud, dl of it cracked and gaping under the hard sun's weight; she redlly didn't trust that roof a dl. Ran



mug fal sometime in this godforsaken country, ese why the dried-up river beds? When it did, she
thought this hut and dl this village would, must mdt away in arun of filthy water.

It wouldn't be tonight, she was clear on that; but she could see skylight through the glimmering cracks,
and she was not clear at dl that the roof's own weight of dust and dryness might not drag it down atop
her as she dept.. .

Only that she hoped not to be deeping, of course, she hoped to be dipping secretly away from Blase
and the baron both. She gave her hopes no credence, no stamp of redlity; no true vison, they were
nothing to be dung to, only wisps and vapours in her mind's eye. But 4ill, it was a Smple choice. She
could try escape, or she could lie here like a good gifl and have the roof fdl in on her, now and forever
after . ..

There was one smdl window in the hut, set in the wal opposite the doorway, letting in light enough to
lift the gloom of shadowsiif not her own gloom: light enough to show the sSmple bed, a straw palet on a
timber frame that was probably an expresson of great wedth in such a place as this. Lacking anything
dse to look at, she looked out of the window and saw how the ground dropped away to another of
those winding dust-trap gullies that would be arunning river in its season, if that season ever came agan.
Beyond was a gentler dope flecked green and ydlow, the villagers sarveling gardens.

Footsteps and a grunt at the doorway, which might or might not have been asking permission to enter:
when she turned around they were coming in aready, two men carrying her biggest chest. It had taken no
time at dl, she thought, regretfully. Then the men set their load down and straightened dowly, black habit
and white tunic, and she recognised firg one and then the other.

Not a man, the one in white, little more than a boy: "Marron,” she said, "should you not be sarving
your master?"

"He has ridden ahead with some of the other knights, my lady. He left me no orders . .."

So the squire had made himsdf useful, hdping the brother hump her chest dong. Both parts of that
were strange, she thought. Marron had helped with the loading aso, back at the castle, and had been
berated for it. And why was it a brother a the other end, when Blaise would presumably have given
orders to his own men to see to her comfort?

She found an answer, part of an answer, Imply by looking. The brother had his hood up and the rim
of it hanging low across his face; but he forgot to keep his head down as he stretched and grunted, easing
his back as though the weight of the chest had been too great for im comfortably to bear. Light fdl in to
deny the hood's shadows, she saw nose and mouth and an unlikdy beard, the glitter of immodest eyes,
and—

"You!" Elisande gasped beside her.

"l indeed,” he agreed, bowing to her; and then he turned and walked out of the hut, and only then did
Jurlianne manage to see through the habit to the true man beneath. No brother he, that was Rudd the

jongleur . ..

Elisande had been quicker, and as ever she was quicker aso to confront. Julianne would have thought
about it, wondered, sought the chance to ask a private question later; true to her father's teaching, never
act in haste, never show impatience or surprise. Elisasnde lacked such a father, so much was clear: she
was draight out after Rude, through the doorway before his shadow had cleared it.

Julianne followed, to find the two of them gill moving awvay from her. Rudd had remembered his
guise and was waking like a brother, specificdly like one of those brothers who would not look a
women; he crabbed dong the roadway, his head twisted awry and his shoulders turned to his amdl
companion. Who stalked a his sde like an angry bird, her hands matching her voice, gesture and tone
both stabbing, accusing.



"... fdlowing me, isthat it? Creeping a my tall, firgt in one shape, now another? Thisis ridiculousV

"If it were true, it would be." At least his voice wasn't cringing, as his body was. He sounded dmost
as angry as she did, though very much more under control. Julianne gazed about, as casud-seeming as
ghe could, and saw no man close enough to overhear. Anyone might be lurking in this building or tht,
though, or following close behind. There was no swifter way to declare that you had something to hide,
than by twigting to look over your shoulder; she wouldn't do that. Elisande might be careless enough to
gve hersdf away—hersdf and the jongleur: they both had their secrets, manifely, and it seemed that
each knew the other's—but Julianne at least would be more cautious.

"Oh, and is it not true?' Elisande hissed now, loud enough for hdf the village to hear if it were
ligening. "I was there, and so were you; | am here, and behold ..."

"You overvaue yoursdf," Rudd replied: deiberatdy soft, Julianne thought, an obvious rebuke that
could only make Elisande the angrier. "'l had a reason to go to the Rog, and | have a reason to join this
party, and you are neither of them.”

Elisande seethed, but at least she did it dlently, giving Julianne her chance to catch up. She dipped her
am through her friend's, trying to disguise the sharp grip she took of the smdler girl's ebow, the little
warmning shake she gave it; then, loudly, she said, "Brother, thank you for bringing my chest. Elisande, will
you come and hep me? We mug find fit dress to greet the baron when he comes, and | fear the gowns
will need a good begting before we can wear them, this road has been so dusty ..."

That earned her such a glare, she had to swdlow a bubble of laughter for diplomacy's sake. Rudd
bowed to her, and moved away; and now she could look back, turning Elisande as she did so. She saw
no danger, no eavesdropper: only Marron waking off in the distance with another brother, too far digant
to have heard anything.

Elisande fdl diffly into step beside her, dill twitching with fury. Julianne wanted to learn what it was
that lay between those two, how they knew each other and what their secrets were; very badly she
wanted it, but this was not the time to ask.

She steered her friend quietly back into the hut, and lifted the lid of the chest. Blinked a little to see
how crushed her dresses were, she hadn't thought herself so bad a packer; but the road had been rough
and no doubt the men had been careless, tossing and bumping the chest as they heaved it on and off the
wagon. She sghed and stooped, lifted out the topmost robe and gave it arough shake, said, "You should
wear this, the colour will suit you admirably..."

AN HOUR LATER they had washed, more or less, in cool and cooling water; they had stood like
peasants behind the hut, draping their chosen dresses across dry thorn-bushes and beating them with
twigstill the swirling breeze carried no more dust away than it brought with it; they had come in coughing,
gritty, laughing at their own foolishness, having to wash again.

Now they sat, washed and dressed and veiled with virtue, primly side by side on the bed, leaving the
chest for ther awaited vistor the baron; now they heard voices, footfals heavy men in heavy boots
approaching, and for once Julianne couldn't tel at dl what her friend was thinking but for hersdf she was
thinking dread, cold and darkly private thoughts.

Shadow in the doorway, atdl man stooping low, cdling before he entered: "My lady Julianne?"

Both girls stood; she replied, "Come in, dr. | am Julianne de Ranee. Thisis my companion, the lady
Elisande™

Gracefully, he turned that stoop under the lintd into a low bow. "Kard auf Karlheim, my lady, ladies
both. Cousin to the baron-harr.”



Ah, was that how they managed it, then, how they drew the difference? The baron, and the
baron-heir? That dill was not to say which one led this reception-party, but al knowledge was useful.
"You are welcome, gr." Which he was, she decided, as he straightened—cautioudy, wary of the roof not
a hand's-breadth above his head— and the light fdl full on his face. A chearful young man he seemed,
which was one characteristic she had definitely not learned to expect of an Elessan. Neither in repute nor
in her experience did they amile overmuch, but this Karel was grinning widdy, relaxed and easy as he
gazed about him.

At fird his eyebrow spoke his thoughts, quirking humoroudy; then, "My lady, there are some few of
us come to make our bows to you, and Master Sharrol too; | think perhaps this is too amdl a court.
Forgive the discourtesy, but if you would honour us by stepping outside ... 7'

"Too lae" A growling voice and another shadow made another man: one who stood a full hand
shorter, who did not need to duck this doorway, though his shoulders were broad enough that dmost he
hed to sdle through it.

Thejaunty Kard logt hissmilein amoment, or put it aside, rather; diffened and set his face and voice
to duty, named the newcomer to her like a sentry cut from stone: "My lady, the Baron Imber von und zu
Karlheim, brother-heir to the Count of Eless.”

Thismuch she knew, they had met before; though whatever dse her father had made of her she had
been a child dill, and like a child what she had seen most of, what she best remembered was the scar like
alivid red rope, like aliving scarlet worm that hung on his cheek with its head buried behind his ear and
itstal winding down into his beard. His head was shaved, and his eyes seemed too smdl in his face, too
grdl for the mass of im generdly.

Like Karel, he wore formd robes as if this were indeed a court; unlike Karel, his strong fingers
plucked at them to lift the hems above the mud floor. That much she saw as shefdl into a full and courtly
curtsey, heedless of her own dress that had seemed apt before and did not now, seemed dmogt an inault
to his sense of what wasfit for this meeting.

Her heart sank with her, that it was this baron and not the other; she hoped she was schooled enough
to hide her fedings as she rose again.

"My lord baron, you do us honour . . ."

"l do my duty,” he interrupted her, his voice as heavy and indgtent as his body. He gazed scowlingly
about him, and no, she could not ask him to St on the chest as she had meant to; but she had no time to
think of any other arrangement, because a third man appeared in the doorway and Kardl named him too,
amog a repetition and a great surprise.

"Lady Julianne, the Baron Imber von und zu Karl-heim, son and har to the Count of Eless.”

What, both the barons? Automaicaly she hid her sarflement beneath the practice of good manners,
flowing down into another curtsey, perhaps a little deeper this time and held a little longer, as befitted a
womean gregting her promised husband, a future subject greeting her future lord.

He was no more than a shadow to her yet, a name without a frame, a figure glimpsed haf-hidden
behind his uncles bulk in that ill-built, ill-lit and increesngly cramped hut. As she rose, keeping her eyes
submissvey lowered againg her rebellious curiogity, she let one brief prayer flicker across her mind, that
he would be made more in his cousin's mould, lessin hisuncles,

He spoke her name and more, he said, "Lady Julianne, thisis a kindness from the God, that we meet
even an hour sooner than | had looked and hoped for." His voice was nether the cousin's nor the unclé€'s,
younger and huskier than the one, less aborasive than the other; she lifted her head and saw that his face
aso was entirdly his own. He stood tdler than his uncle, an inch or two shorter than his cousin. The last
of the sunlight touched him where he stood in the doorway, meking his blond hair shine, and his soft short



beard. She knew his age, of course, from her father: he was twenty years old, a son come late to his
parents after many daughters. His smile dill held the shyness of a boy's.

For a moment they held each other's gaze. In dl her wondering, her imagining of this encounter, she
hed never expected to fed athrill course through her, a physicd jolt that made her nearly cry doud; but it
was there and there it was, it happened, and she could have wept for the wonder of it. She could have
kndt and gabbled her gratitude to the God and her father both for their mutud care of her, this gift quite
unforeseen.

She gasped behind her vell, reached desperately for some politeness to return to him—and was
granted no time to find it, because his uncle the elder Baron Imber shifted impatiently and rasped, "Thisis
ridiculous. Out, dl, why do we exchange courtesesin ahove? A sy?'

He chivied them with great waving mations of his ams, as though they were a gaggle of geese or
servants, and lost his own dignity in doing so. Elisande clutched suddenly at Julianne's arm, and her face
and her fingers between them said, this shouldn't be funny. | know what this means to you and |
shouldn't even be close to laughing, but oh ...

Except that Elisande didn't know, she appeared not to have registered any least little part of the
epiphany that had swept through Julianne like a summer fire on a mountain, unpredictable and deadly. It
scorched her ill, quiescent but hot yet; confuson clouded her, as ash might fill the sky from that burning
mountain. And yes, it was ridiculous, as dl this scene was ridiculous, and like her friend she should have
been fighting laughter, and was not. All she fought was the desire, the need, the hunger to look at him
agan; she was dizzy with it, and she would not.

His unde gave her the excuse she needed, a reason to resst the haunting question, is he looking at
me yet, looking again, is he strong like me, can | be stronger? His uncle, she thought, had probably
been in a temper dl the long ride from Eless, a having to collect what should have been ddivered,
catanly he wasin adiff fury now, and directing it a the man in a master's robe who stood outside.

Used as she was to the subtleties of Marasson, where even the daves dedt in soft words and hidden
meanings, this was fascinating; it held her eyes, her ears and dmogt her atention, amost drowned the
intense and crucid murmur, is he watching, what is he seeing, do | give myself away ?

She thought this might be a feature now, from here to the end of her days an ever-seeking after his
atention, never satisfied by congtant awareness that she had it dl already.

She thought she might not mind that, proved it so.

".. . Il send to my camp, and have the lady's tent erected there" Baron Imber, the wrong Baron
Imber was saying, not bothering even to lower his voice, while every musde of his body shouted outrage.
"Shewill be mother to the heirs of Eless, if the God grants her grace; how could you think to house her in
apit?’

"Better quartersin avillage than atent in the Order's camp,” Master Sharrol replied smoothly, with no
hint of offence taken. "My brothers have forgone the company of women, baron; some would fed
themselves forsworn, to have one degp among them.”

"But not if she degpsin shit, to save thar precious senghilities? How if she came to harm in the night,
how then, would they not be forsworn then dso? What of your oaths to safeguard and protect?’

"The Order will be watching the village dl night, baron.”
"Youll watch an empty village. I'll take the girl into my own custody, dr, where | can be sure of her."
"No, my lord baron.”

That last came not from Master Sharrol, it came from Julianne surprised her nearly with the speed
and the force of it, never mind the impertinence. He spun around, glaring; she dragged in a hard breath



and tried to pdliate her refusd, too late. "Forgive me, Sr, but my father sent me into the care of the
Ransomers, and their preceptor set mein Master Sharrol's shadow. It is dill for him to make digposition
of me, unless he choose to rdinquish me formdly tonight?'

She sad it soft as soap, and dill saw the barb snk home. Master Sharral twitched, even, before he
replied. "The morning will be soon enough, | think. We have dready made our dispositions, as you say.
Bdieve me, baron, the lady Julianne will be quite adequately guarded, if not quite bedded down in the
comforts to which sheis accustomed.”

Julianne thanked him, rewarded him with a gentle laugh. "I am a soldier's daughter, sr, though it is a
long time since my father went to war with a sword in his hand.” It would not hurt, she thought, to remind
them not only of her father's past, but his current position also. Think on that, and quarrel no more, she
was saying, as she sad, "I find no hardship in degping more roughly than | am used to; | can enjoy it,
with my friends around me. Certainly | anticipate no danger,” except from him, that lingering tall boy |
will not look at, I'll have him look at me and look and look. . .

"Youll do as you're told, girl."

"And as | have said, my lord baron, my father told me to put mysdf in the hands of the Society of
Ransom. Where | lie ill, until they give me up.”

"Yes, your faher," and here it was a her back, that young man's hoarseness that might sharpen or
blur further, depending on mood and moment; and gill she would not look, not yet, not quite, though she
blessed him for the interruption. "How did it come that your father left you to make your way done to
Roq de Rangon? We had heard him more careful than that.”

"The King summoned him, my lord baron,” my lord baron she wanted to say, and did
not—quite—dare. Besides, the man should declare himsdf firgt, and with more than his bright eyesin a
dm room. What colour were they? Green, she thought, but light played games in shadow, and her mind
hed been greatly shadowed when he came.

"BEven s0, a dday of afew days to see his daughter safe; the King would not have begrudged him,
urdy ... 7'

And now she did turn suddenly, to let him see that her laughter was teasing only, no mdice in the
world; and his eyes were green or grey, the sun was behind him and she couldn't be sure, but she said, "l
know nothing of the King's grudges, gr, but the King's summons | do know," though in dl honesty this
was the firg time she had seen it. She would not tel him that. "When the world tears open, a fool would
not speak to it of dday.”

"My lady?"

"l saw the wind rip the road apart,” and she would show Elisande how she could tdll a story, when
ghe chose to, "and the sun'slight burn in the guif it made, as though al we see and touch were tissue lad
over liquid gold. The horses were terrified,” and her bearers too, the only time those solid, laughing men
hed let her down; not set her down but dropped her, and cowered wailing in the dust, and she had been
terrified hersdf dso, though she would not say thet either. "There was no voice, but my father lisened to
it; and then he spoke to my sergeant,” quickly, roughly, making plans for her without wadting the time it
would take to explain them to her. "He calmed his mount,” with an old soldier's exemplary horsemanship
that she could never match though he had taught her dl her life to ride, "and I€ft his baggage with us, left
us there; he rode into that flaming light, and it sealed itsdf behind him and was gone, with not a Sgn
remaning,” except the chaos of ther party that had taken an hour to recover.

"Say it plainly, girl," from the other Baron Imber, the unde of her man.

"My lord, that is as plain as | can make it. The King opened a strange path that day, and my father
took it. I know no more than that."



One thing ese she did know, as the younger baron, her own Imber reached to touch her for the firg
time, laying his hand lightly on her shoulder like a token and a promise both: that it would be hard, much
harder now to run away tonight, dthough she must.

FIVE
Speaking True

THE ORDER'S DISCIPLINE was its grestest strength, Marron had heard that and heard it. He had
seen it for himsdf two nights since, when the Sharai attacked the cadtle: it was discipline in battle that had
driven the invaders back, not his sounding the darm. He could have cdled forth as many men and seen
them daughtered, if their obedience and training had been weaker or lessingrained.

But that selfsame discipline was a danger dso, it made the Order dangerous to itsdf. That he saw
tonight, when he saw how easy it was for two strangers to hide themsdves among the brothers. Dress a
men in a habit, and it was the habit that men saw. An unknown face meant only a man from another
troop, it raised no questions where severd troops travelled together; a man with his hood thrown over his
face was a modest man or aman a prayer, to be made way for or stepped around. One brother might
have ridden dl day beside Rudd and never asked a question. In fact Rude had moved around, a little
time here and a little there, alot on his own beside the wagons, giving no man the chance; but chances
were that he could have sat in state on my lady's chest dl the way and Hill no man would have chalenged
him.

And if one man, two men—two Surayonnaise, yet, one a prisoner fleeng and one whose face had
been seen and seen around the castle in other dress than this— if two meninagamdl party could St over
afire apart and never be approached, then so could two dozen, more. If Marron were Sharal, held have
hiswomen weave black cloth and sew habits by the hundred . . .

But Shara he was not, nor brother now. Squire, yes, and dready atraitor to his master as to his God,
holding secrets that broke every oath hed ever made; and he tried not to stare at Rudd's fire as he saw
to Seur Anton's horse and his med and his errands, and he tried not even to remember what he knew,
and hefaled of course & every turn.

Faled dso to fed quilty. Regretful he fdt, and anxious, but guilty not. It was no just way to treat a
man, what Redmond had been put to in that cdl; whatever the laws said or the priests taught, the place
hed stunk of wrongness and this rescue was a virtue.

Marron was to have no further hand in it. "Forget us now," Rudd had told him, after Marron had
freed Redmond from his cramping nest among the lady's gowns and helped him to the camp. Tha had
been a nervous wak for both of them, but again no one had questioned it. A squire lending an am to an
aling brother: not a common sight, perhaps, but nothing disturbing.

"Forget us now,” Rudd had said, driking sparks to light his solitary little fire. "See to your master's
needs, and your own. WEell be away once the camp is settled; nobody will see us leave or miss us once
were gone."

"Which way will you go, Sr?'

"Down that dry gully, | think, that runs by the village. | can mask men's eyes, so that they do not see
us but those banks run high, they'll give us extra cover. It's not your concern, though, lad. We're grateful
for your help,” and a grunt of agreement from the exhausted, trembling Redmond, "more than grateful, but
your part is over now. Let us go, and see to your own content.”



Wadl, he would, or he would try to, but not he thought until this nignt was over. His duties were
finished for the evening; Sieur Anton had esten, had waiched Marron egt, and had then walked over to
the Elessans camp.

"No," he had said, "you may not come with me. The young baron was a companion of my brother's
for atime | an—shdl we say uncertain of my reception? | will not cower in the camp here, though, and
avoid them. They will think what they will think, but | had rather let them see my face and think it. | doubt
muchwill be said, if | am there and in my white. The elder baron may have a few rough words for me,
but he is rough with everyone.”

"Seur, | should—"

"You should not. Amuse yoursdf, Marron; play with the other boys if they will have you, but don't
play a dice with the sergeant's men, or youll lose every penny in your purse and your purse besides."

"Seur, | have none"

"No? Oh—no, of course not. Here," and a amdl leather pouch had flown into the ar between them,
gving him no choice but to snatch at it one-handed.

He didn't dare throw it back, but tried to giveit. "I wasn't begging, Seur ..."

"l know. That's why you have it. Don't be difficult, Marron. It's a knight's duty to see to his squir€'s
wants, and a boy in camp wants money. Gamble if you like that, but only with my confreres lads, they
won't strip you unless you're stupid; and vigt the traders firg, let them have the best of it. A sword you
have, but you could use a good knife to match it. Don't wear Dard, by the way. No one will touch it
here"

And s0 he was gone. The purse-dtrings were knotted, but loosdly; Marron picked them apart,
worked the mouth wide and dipped a finger in. Eyes and finger both told him there was mixed Slver and
copper in there, thin coins with nipped and broken edges, fit wedth for a young squire's purse but not a
knight's. Sieur Anton had been ready for this.

ONE CAMP THEY might cdl it, but in truth it was three. Outermost were the brothers cooking-fires
and ther horse-lines, and the hard ground between where they would lie in their habits, in thar troops,
and deep sword to hand till they mugt rise for prayer or guard or other duty in the night. Then came the
knights with their tents and chests and servants—though Sieur Anton had no tent, only a blanket-roll and
another for Marron to spread a his master's fest—and ladly, closest to the village, the traders had set
their wagonsin a cirde and a bright fire to burn at the heart of it, invitation to all.

The dour brothers were poverty-sworn, the knights wedthy but well-equipped dready; the villagers,
the natives would have little to spare. But the habit makes the man, one of his uncle's sayings and too
true he thought to be funny; the habit had near broken Marron in its efforts to make a brother of him. Any
busness was better than none, he supposed; and likdy the traders lit thar fire in any case, whatever
company it brought them.

Fire, and food: he could andl what he hadn't amdled in weeks, hot mesets roasting over an open
flane Hed eaten judt, but Sieeur Anton's notion of a necessary supper was little improvement on the
Order's, only hard bread and harder cheese. Marron's nose would have dravn him closer even if he
hadn't had money in his hand and his master's injunction at his back to push him on. There was a gap like
agaeway left between two of the wagons, Marron waked through into the fire's welcome.

AND WAS GREETED by a gud of laughter that made him check, until he redised that it wasn't



amed a him. He wasnt the firg to have been summoned by lignt and smdls far from it; there was a
clugter of young men and boys dressed as he was and standing with their backs to him, dl ther attention
focused on something he couldn't see. Squires from the knights camp: some he knew by sght, a few by
name, though none by any gesture of kindness. Seur Anton's warning had proved true thus far, thet the
mester he served might bring him enemies through no fault of his own, but would certainly bring him no
friends

He moved forward less eagerly, dretching to peer over the press of heads and shoulders. A sudden
ghill screaming sound was followed by another ripple of laughter and movement, nudging elbows and a
brief surge; he was ill too far back to make out what so amused them. One of the tdler lads glanced
round at him, though; recognition fetched another laugh, a short bark with no hint of welcome in it. A
hand gripped his tunic, rough enough to jerk his arm—aching once more after the weaght of the lady's
chest with Redmond in it—and hard enough to make him yelp-Again the same laugh, and, "Here, make
room, boys. D'Escrivey’s monkey has sniffed his brother out. . "

Blushing, struggling, trying hopelessly to protect hisarmin the jostle, Marron was pushed through the
crowd; his eyes were smarting when they thrust him out into clear space again, which only made him
blush the more. He cupped his elbow in his other hand, trying to look as though he only crossed his arms,
and blinked rgpidly to clear his gaze.

"Dont cry, little monkey," a voice advised him, crudly cheerful. " See, your brother's here .. "

What Marron saw was a boy his own size, his own age, one of those few he could put a name to.
Lucan thiswas, squire to Sieur Merivd, but far from the dignity of his service now; he was choked with
laughter, painfully doubled over, and he seemed to have aamdl black cat on hisleg.

No, not a cat. It turned its head; Marron saw a little wrinkled face, dmaost human and inconsolably
sad. Its mouth opened and it screamed again, provoking a chorus of laughter and further advice. "Greet
your brother, Marron, he greets you. Has he been watching you with your master, pretty monkey?'

Marron was only confused by that last, until he saw how the animd's paws—like hands they were,
tiny but fuly formed, fingers not claws—were clenched in Lucan's breeches, how its hindquarters
worked againg the cloth. Then he understood. He had seen dogs act so in their excitement, urtil they
were kicked away.

No one kicked this creature, but a man's hand reached over and plucked it up; a man's voice sad,
"Enough. There's meat over yonder, if you lads are hungry and have a copper or two to pay for it... ?'

If they were hungry? They were young, dl, and had probably not fed so much better than Marron;
their masters might be less abstemious than his, but were likdy less generous aso. At any rate, ther
sudden rush away sad that they were hungry, and that they had coppers to pay. Marron was |eft done
this Sde of the fire, done with the man and his creature.

The man was a trader, that much was dear: the rich fabrics of his dothing said so, as did their
condition, faded and patched, stained and ingrained with the dust and the swest of the road. His creature
perched on his shoulder, chittering and playing with a leash that was knotted one end around its neck and
the other around its owner's belt.

"No appetite, boy, or no coins?'

Marron lacked neither, only the others urgency and any desire for their company. Besides, curiosity
was burning a question in histhroat. "Sr, what—whét is tha?'

"Haven't you seen a monkey before?"

He had not. He had heard the word, as he had heard of gryphons and oliphants and harpies, he
thought he had seen a picturein a bestiary at the abbey, but this looked nothing like that.



"Wdl," the man said, "now that howling pack has dispersed, perhaps hell be a little cAmer. St
yoursdf here, and take him."

Sitting was awkward, trying neither to jar his arm nor to make a show of it; the effort drew a grunt
from him, though no more. The man placed the monkey in his lap, but it legped indantly onto his
shoulder. Warm fur he fdlt, then sharp little fingers gripping his ear; its face peered a him, liquid eyes and
sorrow and so very like a brother, he thought, dl in black and only its suffering face to show. He fdt
more twinship than kinship, far more than the brotherhood the boys had mocked him with, and he was
very aware of the purse clutched dill in his hand. If the man had suggested a price, hed have given it dl,
right then.

If hed givenitdl or any of it, held have had Seur Anton to face later. "I gave you money for a knife,
boy, and you bought a monkey... ?' It didn't bear thinking about, but he'd have done it anyway.

"His name is Caspius," the man said, reading Mar-ron's thoughts on his face, which couldn't have
been difficult, "and he is not for sale. Don't waste your breath in asking."

"No, gr."
"And mineis Almet; and yours is—?'

"Oh, Marron ..." absently, as he offered the monkey a finger to dutch at like a baby, except that the
kin on its pams was quite dry.

"Marron. And you serve aknight caled dEscrivey, did they say?'

They had said so, he remembered, though not draightly. Where a trader gleans, there are no
secrets worth the picking after.

"Anton dEscrivey, would that be?"

"Seur Anton," he replied sharply, ingant defence of his master's honour; then, "Yes, dr," quietly,
turning his eyes to the monkey again.

"Wdl, he was sure to surface, sooner or later. A man like that can't stay buried, he's too good to lose.
Here, boy, that monk's taken afancy to you; and you to him, | can see that. Keep a hold of this, would
you?' He untied the monkey's leash from his belt and looped the end around Marron's wrig, his bad
wrig, but did it so light-fingered that there was no pain, only a moment's surprise that the man had
noticed and remembered and cared enough to be careful.

The trader Almet walked out of the circle of firdight, and was gone; the monkey Caspius screamed
its anxiety at the dark, and tried to scamper after. Marron drew it back by the leash, as gently as he
could manage, and soothed and stroked and tickled until the agitated little creature quieted, relaxed, a
last curled itsdf contentedly cat-like in his lap, dutching at his hand with dl four paws.

Marron's purse lay on the ground beside him. He didn't remember setting it down; he mugt have done
that quite unthinkingly, playing with the monkey.

And Almet mugt have seen it. Indeed, Almet had probably seen through the lesther and counted
evay coininit. If a trader refuses to sdl to you, watch your purse. One of his uncleés more sour
sayings, Marron grinned a himsdf, at his own fally. Of course the monkey was for sde. This was part of
the bargaining. Leave the boy done, let him fal absolutely in love with the creature; hell pay more, hell
pay anything ...

Only he wouldnt, not now. The trader had misread him, for a wonder, had not known enough. In that
firg moment, yes, but the immediate bond had proved too fragile, it had been snapped by wha came
after. Caspius was only a monkey now, worth agmile and a stroke but no more. The surge of sympathy
hed been logt; Marron didn't wear the habit of a brother any longer and had no brothers among them, or
none that loved him. He served another master now, and burned to learn his story.



WHEN ALMET CAME back, he brought a wooden platter piled high with seaming hacks of mest,
and a bunch of grapesin his other hand.

"Would you rather feed yoursdlf, lad, or the monk? | doubt you can do both one-handed.”

Indeed. Caspius was dready capering from knee to shoulder, dhilling for food; Manon held the leash
out mutdy. Almet took it with no 9gn of disappointment or surprise, only agrin and, "That hungry, huh?'

"Uh, no, gr." Yes, sir, but he was having doubts suddenly, how far that purse would run. He must buy
aknife, and a good one; best to curb his appetite, and be sure.

"Meaning yes, Sr, but you want to save your coppers? Eat, boy, you did me a favour. Gossip carries
vaue, more than a mouthful of meet is worth."

MORE THAN A mouthful of meat was what Marron took, in the end; more than a handful, a
bellyful. And then licked fat and juices from his fingers, wiped them on dusty grass and took Caspius
back, and did feed him grapestill the litle monkey fdl adeep.

As though that were a Sgn, time for business, Almet said, "That's not a thin purse, Marron, for a
squire sent off to play. Y our master cares more for you than for your clothes, seemingly?'

Marron blushed in the darkness, though he thought Almet was poorly placed to criticise anyone's
dress. "These clothes were begged for me, sr; | wore ... another style, two days ago.”

Almet laughed. "I guessed it, lad. | was joking. But for a boy taken up, as you must have been, who
I'd guess had no coin of his own—and only two days ago, wasiit?

Those others are quick, then, to make mock of you—I ill say that's akind purse to play with."

Seur Anton is generous, he wanted to say, and those others are liars, but this was swamp, dl
swamp about him, and he was uncertain of his path. So, "Therés no gold in it," that was response
enough.

"Even s0. Come, Marron, what did he send you for? Not a monkey, so much is obvious; | redly
wouldn't sl you Caspius, if it meant the wrath of your master on your head. So what, then?”

"Sr," with a sweet Sgh of rdief because he took no pleasure in these games, nor did he play them
well, "do you have knives?'

"Do | have knives? I'm bound for Eless, and the boy asksif | have knives?'
"They might meke dl ther own . . "

"True, they might; but they do not. And just as well, for their own hedth and mine adso. They have
craft in Eless, and no art. A good blade needs more than strength, it needs some beauty. Wait one short
minute, Squire Marron, and I'll show you such knives as will make your heart weep foT longing . . ."

AND SO HE might have done, but that he knew dready the weight of Marron's purse. He fetched
out no jewelled hafts, and no chased sted; arack of plain daggers and poniards he brought, old and new
and dl of them wdll-made, sturdy in the grip and needle-sharp.

Marron knew that, for he tried them al. Only one he tried twice, though, only one he came back to
for a second look. That was the oldest in the rack, itsivory handle cracked and streaked with use.

"A fine knife once, and afine blade ill," Almet murmured, at his Sde. "These others are its inferiors,



only that the grip isas you see it, past repair. | should replace it, but a knifeis awhole thing, and never so
good patched. | wouldn't have said this, lad, but stay with that one, if you stay with me. There are other
men here who would have knivesto show . . ."

"No. Thisis for me" if we can agree he should have said, his uncle would have, he did not. "How
much do you want for it?'

"No more than you can afford, boy. I'll not rob you. | can't sl it for the blade's worth, so throw that
purse over and let's see. It needs a good sword to metch it, mind,” as he tipped coins into his pam and
fingered through them.

"l have a sword."
"A good one?'

Two: one good enough, one dartling. He could smply have nodded the question away, but he
thought he owed the trader more; was sure of it when he saw what coins Almet kept, and what he put
back in the purse. Cracked handle or not, the knife was a bargain at that price.

"Seur Anton gave it me, it was his brother's . . ."

Almet dtiffened, his eyes widened for a moment; then, "You should probably not boast of thet, lad.
Oh, I know, you did not mean to boast; but it were better not said at all, for your master's sake and your

Marron looked down, petted the desping monkey in his Iap, then lifted his head again with sudden
determination. "Sir? Can you tdl me the truth, about Sieur Anton and his brother?”

"Marron, anyone who knows Outremer can tdl you the story that Outremer knows. Whether it's the
truth, that's for the God to judge. Do you truly not know the story?!

"I am new-come here, dr. | only know what my master has told me, and he tdls it harshly agangt
himsdf.”

"S0 does everyone. Thisis a harsh country.”
"Please, 9r?'

"Wdl. You should know the facts, at least, and they are quickly told. They were close brothers,
Anton and Charol, they loved each other better than many brothers do, when there's only one edtate to
share between them. But there came a day when both of them went missng; their father sent his men to
search, and they found Charol's body, killed with a sngle stroke, and his sword gone. His brother, too.
Duke Rame put word out to find Anton, to have him answer to this; but when he was discovered, he had
dready sworn himsdf to the Ransomers. He admitted his brother's desth, but his life belonged to the
Order and could not be forfeited. Rumour says that Charol caught Anton with a boy, and Anton killed
him to keep that dishonour secret. 1t's only rumour, but if ever he denied it, I've not heard. That'll be why
your friends are so unfriendly; Sieur Anton's squire must be Sieur Anton's boy."

And it seemed he Ieft a question hanging, tell me the truth of that? Whatever Marron owed him,
though, he owed him not so much. Not even a denid. Whatever passed between his master and himsdf
was private to them, and not for roadside gossip.

S0 he said nothing, and at last Almet asked, "Where is your master tonight, then? If I'd known | rode
with Anton d'Escrivey, 1'd have sought a glimpse of him before this”

"He's gone to the Elessan camp,” Marron answered shortly.

"Has he, though? He's a bold man; hell find few friends there, | fancy. Or anywhere, even so far from

hishome estate. The name dEscrivey carries a heavy weight these days; his kind will forgive much, but
not this. I'l be interested to see how wdl he bearsiit."



"Youwill find, gr, that he bearsit very wdl," and Marron was sailling the shrieking monkey and up on
his feet and the knife was there in his hand, his fingers clenched about that cracked haft dmost hard
enough to crack it further. The blade glittered in the light, but dl the movement on it was the fire's dance.

"Ah. Your pardon, lad; you are swvorn to him, of course. | spoke unthinkingly."
"You spoke with your heart, | think, gr.”
"Aye, that | did—but don't make a quarrd of it, boy.

| have asked pardon; and you're hdf my sze™" and he stood himsdf to prove it, bending as he did to
scoop the monkey up onto his shoulder, "and hurt besides. | won't fight a one-handed child. Nor would
your master want you to fight me"

That was true enough. The noise across the fire was ebbing, people were turning to stare; Marron
took a deep breath, turned the knifein his hand and thrust it into his belt.

"That's better. How bad is your aam? There are people here with some ill at mending wounds.”

"Thank you, gr, it has been treated dready.” Treated and treated, and mistrested too; it was aching
badly now.

"Far enough. Don't go cold on me, lad, for a careless thought; I'm a careless man. I've seen most
things and most people in these lands. It's curiogity keeps me moving. | admit it, I'm curious to see your
Seur Anton; istheat so bad?"

Marron hesitated, then shrugged awkwardly, one-shouldered. "No. | suppose not."

"Good. We recover some ground, at least. How were you hurt?'

Another hestation, then the twitch of a amile, and, "Sieur Anton cut me, at sword-practice.”
"Did he, though? | should have guessed it."
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"You have dl the 9gns, lad, of a boy cut by his master. Even to trying to hide the hurt of it. Now
come, theré's money yet in this purse of yours” and he stooped again, retrieved it from where it lay
forgotten on the thin grass, tossed it to Marron. "Will you spend it with me? | have other goods that might
interest a youngdter.”

"No. Ancther night, perhaps,”" but Marron was remembering that there was more than a trader's
wagon to interest him just now. "I think I'l walk for awhile™

"Asyou wish. Don't go seeking your master with the Elessans, though. Leave that meeting for cooler
heads™"

The trader turned away, caressng his monkey as he went; Marron nodded a belated thanks for his
wisdom, fdt a moment's pang for the loss of the monkey—so easy a rlaionship, defined by grapes and
affection; that sadness an illuson, only the naturd fdls of its face, no more—and looked for the nearest
way out of the circle of wagons.

THE KNIGHTS CAMP was deserted, save for a few servants gathered around the lagt of the
cooking-fires. Seur Anton would find most of his confréres dso vigting the Elessans, Marron guessed,
and doubtless glad of new faces, old friends to talk with. He paused briefly to check that no one had
disturbed his magter's things—and his own, his one thing, the sword Dard; his fingers touched its haft
lightly, I've a brother-blade for you now—and again a the horse-lines, to be sure that their mounts
were settled and content.



Glad to have no other duties there, he hurried on to where the brothers were camped, and saw
before he came to it that Rudd's little fire had been scuffed out, and that the two men were gone.

That was good, that was truly dl he needed; but in itsdf it was only information, not reassurance. And
he knew which way they meant to go, and he had nothing else to occupy his mind. There was no reason
why he shouldnt wander back towards the village, a young squire at a loose end with his master
elsewhere and neither friends nor chores to dam histime.. . .

He tried to wak dowly in the darlight, not to be obvioudy seeking. Back past the horses and the
knights comfortable camp, past the traders cirde and the laughter of young men a play; before he
reached the village, he found the dry and sunken watercourse.

Stars were brighter or more fierce, here in the Sanctuary Land; they seemed bigger somehow, as the
moon did also. Though it lay atdl man's height below where he stood, Marron could see dearly how the
absent river's bed was crazed, st baked hard under the sun and only softened by the overlay of a
season's dust. The banks were steep, and tangled with thorn and scrub which cast their own confusing
shadows down. A man would have to stand where he was, right on the edge, to see dearly if anyone
moved dong it.

Marron himsdf could see no movement, but the watercourse turned and twisted sharply, following the
lie of the land. There was security in that, too; no one could watch more than a short stretch. Smilarly,
though, no one in the gully would see a watcher on the bank until they were close, too close, coming
round a sudden corner to be caught...

Rudd might need him after dl, he thought, to strike ahead and warn of trouble waiting. He stepped
out fagter, finding atrack that ran straighter than the watercourse but touched its bank often enough that
he shouldn't miss the two men. They ought not to be so far ahead; Redmond would be iff and dow, ill
carying the pains of the cdll on broken feet, despite Rudd's heding magic. Marron's am told him the
truth of that.

He scanned the track as far as he could see, and made out no figures on it; whenever he was close
enough he peered down into the gully, forward and back, and saw no one.

He strained his ears as wdl as his eyes, as he came below the quiet of the village The rowdiness of
the traders circle was behind him; was that the murmur of mae voices ahead, or only the low whisper of
abreeze in the bushes?

Voices, or the sound of a spring weling up in the watercourse, undefeated by the summer sun?

Voices it was, he was sure. He left the path to follow the bank and there they were, two black robes
and two paler faces gazing up, gazing directly a him.

For a moment the picture of them seemed to smudge somewhere behind his eyes, a mig fdling ingde
his head, atingling touch that tilled him where he stood; then there was a sough of bresth released and
Rudd's voice rigng to greet him, more exasperated than pleased despite his good intentions.

"Marron. What are you doing here?
"Sr, | came to see you safe away. | thought there might be guards on the bank, up ahead . .."

"If there are guards,” the soft voice came back to him, "we can ded with them. We can wak draight
past, and they'll never know that we were here. The trouble that we face now, there is someone ahead of
us but not guards and not on the bank, down hereinthe auily .. ."

"Who isit?" meening redly, how can you tell?
"Thet | can't say, | cannot read so much; but two, and not moving.”

" could go and see, Sr.”



"You could. | shouldnt let you, but—well, you do have a knack for meking yoursdf convenient,
Marron. When you're not meking a stupid nuisance of yoursdlf. Can you act the innocent squire?”

"Yes, gr." Been doing that all day. And will do, all my service ill to come .. .
"Go, then. Quiet as you can, but don't creep. And don't peer, and don't come directly back .. ."

MARRON STROLLED THE bank like any boy excused to idleness, and it wasn't he who crouched
and tried to hide in darkness. Scrub shadows fdl confusngly across the river's bed, and it was hard to
see without staring, but he spotted them at last, two thin figures hunched under a thorn-bush—

Or thought he did. He blinked and squinted sidelong, trying to be certain of them; and the longer he
gazed the harder it was to see clearly, to find clothes or faces among those shifting, blurring shadows.

It was making him dizzy, so much wasted effort, as it seemed to hm suddenly, trying to outstare a
thorn. There was no one there, it was only atrick of the dark; and oh, he was giddy with it, he needed to
gt down ...

AND DID, AND lad his head on his good arm where it folded itsdf across his knees, and when he
closed his eyes the prickling in his skin died away and his mind steadied, a little. Though it was ill hard
to find any one thought that didn't dip and dissolve when he touched it except for that one strong, forceful
shout of a thought, nobody there, there wasn't anybody there, only the light and the shadows and
the earth beneath . ..

And s0 he sat, and didn't move again until some harsh whisper cut through the web of bafflement that
hed him. The ground was suddenly solid again and his mind was clear and he had seen them, two of
them, local lads by their dress, ample robes and lengths of dirty cloth wound around their heads ...

He stood up, cautioudy for his arm's sake and the more so for fear of that dizziness returning; and
heard the low sounds of voices in the gully, tight with a barely leashed anger, and one of them was a
full-grown man's for sure and he rather thought Rudd's.

So he went to see, moving dow and shy and wary. There were four people sanding in the
watercourse below him now, two in black robes and two in dusty dun. Rudd and Redmond, yes, and
that pair of lads—except that no village lad would outface armed brothers as one of them was doing,
ganding hands on hips and glaring, hissing, spitting in a whisper.

No lad a dl, indeed. That was the lady Elisande, under those coarse rags, and the other, when he
rubbed his eyes and squinnied, the other was the lady Julianne, with her long hair coiled up and hidden
benegth the turban that she wore.

"... Why should | tdl you?'
"Not tel. Ask, | sad.”
"Worse. You of dl men, what right have you to order my comings and goings?'

"Wewill discuss my rights later,” Rudd said, and it was a wonder to Marron that he kept his voice so
quiet, so much passion wasiiniit. "For now, we will all leave this place, and we will do so together.”

"Before we do," Julianne said, cold and clear and with an edge like a diamond, "may | know who my
companions are? Truly? Y ou are something e se than ajongleur, Rudel, and | think neither one of you isa
Ransomer.”

"Later," he sad again, with a gesture of sheer impaience. That might not have been enough for
Julianne, by the way she diffened; but he turned away from her, glanced up and said, "Marron, are you



dill fuddled?'
"No, gr," though the truth was, yes, sr, all this fuddies me.
"Good. Thisis farewdl, then; take our thanks, and go back to—"

Back to your camp, back to your master, back to your life, but none of that was said. Redmond
tugged urgently at Rudd's deeve, Rudd's head jerked around, Elisande gasped and twisted, dl three of
them reacting to something Marron could neither see nor hear; but whatever sense it was that warned
them, thistime it came too late.

"Who's that?' The voice besat at them from the dark, from the far side of the gully. "You there, boy .

Marron froze; hiswhite tunic betrayed him and betrayed them al, making an easy target of him under
these bright stars. Now he could see his chdlengers, three men emerging from the night in disguising
black, brothers on patrol. They strode to the gully's rim, il fixed on him but no chance that they would
not see the others down below.

Unless he ran, unless he drew them off. . .

He spun around and legped away, winning a belowing shout that was echoed on this sde of the
watercourse. Some man unseen among the huts of the village above him: twisting his head to look back
as he ran, he cursed himsdf. If those three were to follow him, of course they mug cross the gully; of
course they would do it here where they were closest, before another of its sudden turns could force
them further back. So there they were, stood right on the edge now and not saring after him but down
into its shadows. At Rudd and Redmond and the ladies and dl Marron had done was bring more
trouble to them.

He saw that, he saw another party of men come from the village, and then he fdt his foot snagged by
athorn and he saw the world tumble.

Indinct thrugt his hands out, both his hands, to catch his weight as he hit ground; a moment after the
jar of contact, he fdt the legping pain released in hisam as that thrice-cursed wound Split open yet again.

For the space of two breaths—one gasp, and one sob—he lay 4ill; and through dl the shouting and
the throbbing and the blurring shock of his fdl he heard one voice clear, Rudd's. "Go on, go on! | can
hold these, we can turn back but yougo .. . !"

And then he was up again with a thrust and a stagger and a yelp of pain as he used, as he had to use
that damned arm to get himsdf moving; and the three men on the gully's bank were not so much dimbing
or legping down, more dipping and diding and in their minds as much as their bodies so, he thought,
seeing how their heads rolled and ther limbs hung dackly. Dizzy and cut loose he thought they were,
seaing nothing, caught in a brutd maze . ..

No time to wonder &t it, though. Nor to worry about the others in the gully, whether that mazement
would be enough to see them away and free or ese back in camp but undetected, if that was what Rudel
had meant. The patrol from the village was coming after him; they either hadn't noticed wha was
heppening below them, or ese they weren't concerned. They wore dark tunics, but not the brothers
black.

And Marron wore white and was easy, too easy to spot; and was dow, too dow after that fdl, not
destined to escape.

So he drew hisknife and waved it high above his head, glanced back again and cried them on, "This
way! They went thisway . .." and plunged forward headlong, trying to seem hound and not hare.

There were lights beyond the village, tents and bright fires burning; more men, many more men
gathering and gazing at the noise, sarting to run. That must be the Elessans camp. He picked a path



between that and the gully, trying to come not too close to ether.

It was a race, but not for him to win: only to see who caught him first, the men who followed or those
who came down to intercept. A hand snatched at his shoulder, missed its grip and grabbed again,
sending another jarring pain down his arm to wake his wound to fire, he gasped, ssumbled, dmogt fell.
Turned his eyes upward to the bearded face of the man who had run him down, who was bardy
breething hard despite the chase, and panted, "Sir, dr, they went that way," gesturing onward with his
knife

"Who did? | saw no one. Who are you?'

"Marron, gSr, squire to Seur Anton dEscrivey.” That checked the man's scowling disodief, at least for
a moment, though by the way his face changed it had not made hm Marron's friend. Marron went on
urgently, "There were men here, Sharai perhaps, | do not know; they wore Catari dress. | came on them
back there, below the village, and they drew knives on me. | think | wounded one, see.. . ."

He showed the men his knife, with blood dearly on the blade; the man grunted, and peered ahead
into the dark.

"How many?'
"Threethat | saw, gr .. "

Ancther grunt, and then a gesture that brought his own men closer. Those from the camp had reached
them aso, big men, dl bearded, dl suspicious.

"Catari, three, the boy says. Snesk assassins, Sharai, by the sound of them. One is bleeding,
perhaps.”

Blood was dripping from Marron's fingers, but he kept that arm down at his side and hoped, prayed
amog that no one would notice in the dark.

"Three Sharai? Why is the boy not dead?

"They fled, gr. Not from me, | think," in swift response to ther scornful laughter, three Sharai
assassins to run from one bare-chinned boy? We think not. . . "Perhaps they heard you coming, 9r?"

"Perhaps they did. Well, wewill pursue, you will go to the camp,” and he was passed from that man's
strong and painful grip to another's, "with Barad to escort you, to have your own hurt dressed. There is
blood on your deeve

"Yes dr," and a cut in the fabric dso, though hed made that himsdf as he ran. Anyone looking
closdly would see that the cut did not match the wound, that the wound bled independently, that there
was dill a blood-soaked bandage between the two to prove it. Thet didn't redly matter, as hedd made no
dams about it—"no, gr, | was hurt before, the Catari's knife didn't cut me'—but he hoped to keep
anyone from seaeing so much. Blood on his clothes and a fresh bandage, he hoped that would be enough
even when the searchers returned with no Sharai.

They might of course return with the ladies, or with Rudd and Redmond, or with both; that was out of
Marron's hands.

His escort was a tough Eless of middle years keeping a watchful grip on his good arm, mking little
pretence of assistance. Lord, but they were a suspicious people ...
In through the circle of watch-fires that contained the camp, to where the tents were ordered in nest

lines a suspicious and disciplined people. Marron sagged a little againgt his escort's hold, though not with
any fixed purpose in mind. The man's hand tightened in response, ill more guard than help.

Then, for the second time tonight, the same question flung a him from the dark, and with amost the
same exasperated tone: "Marron, what are you doing here?"



The voice this time was Seur Anton's. So was the shadow, the walk, the body that stood before
them: making no chdlenge, but obstructing the way so that Mar-ron's escort had perforce to stand ill,
and Marron dso. It was a precise gambit perfectly executed, and again was dl Sieur Anton.

"You know this boy, seur?’

"Indeed. He ismine own.”

"Your name, Seur?'

"Anton dEscrivey, of the Knights Ransomers. What has happened, why ismy squire bleeding?’

The man's fingers dipped from Marron's a'm, his tongue sumbled and dipped on his words; he said,
"The boy surprised men in the village, seur, Seur Anton ... He says he saw them off, we are searching
now ... By your leave, seur .. "

A bow and a sharp turn, and he was off without waiting for Sieur Anton's casud wave of digmiss.
Marron thought he saw the man make a surreptitious Sgn as he dl but ran away from them, the sgn of
the God but as the peasants, as the superdtitious used it, a ward to fend off evil.

"You will become used to that,” Seur Anton said, sounding a little weary, a little amused, nothing
more. "Now, Marron. Men?"

"Catari, Seur. Three of them, they might have been Sharal. . "

"They might have been locd here, and of the faith. People do live in this village, though they seem to
have mdted tonight.”

"Yes, Seur, but these carried knives drawn. Before they saw me, even . . " He regretted the lie
bitterly, but it must be complete, one story told to dl and stood by regardless of who came to chdlenge
it.

"Ah. Hence dl the fuss, | takeit," because fuss there was and spreading through the camp now, sngle
men and squads of men hurrying east and west. "You there!™

"Seur?' A young sergeant diffened, dmost saluted; it seemed that Sieur Anton had more reputations
then one.

"Has anyone thought to check on the safety of the ladies?!
It was an order, palitdy disguised; thistime the sergeant did sdute. "I will do so immediatdy, Seur.”

"Good. Take some men,” just in case. This might be a feint to draw us out, to draw our eyes
away . . .

Marron flinched. Those men would find no Sharal, no threat—and no ladies ether. They'd scour the
village, rouse every camp, search the night by torchlight. Two girls afoot could nether flee nor hide from

SO many men.
Nor could Marron do anything more to aid them; they must face their own reckoning, as he must his

The sergeant hurried off, leaving Sieur Anton frowning a his back. "I ought to go mysdf," he
murmured. "But the Elessans wouldn't welcome me, unless it came to a fight. And as usud, someone has
to see to you, Marron. Are you aways going to be this much trouble?’

"Seur, | can see to mysdf. . "
"I don't think so. Did they cut your arm, these men of yours?'
"No, seur." Here a least he couldn't lie, not even by misdirection.

"The old hurt once more, isit? Come with me, then. Even Elessans mug travel with a surgeon, for dl
that they vaue ther scars so much. He won't make it pretty, but | fear that am never will be pretty now.



WEIl have it stitched again, a any rate, if it's clean enough within. | am tired of seeing blood on your
deave”

STITCHED IT WAS, after it had been bathed with something caudtic, a liquid that burned on firgt
touch and burned hotter as it bit deeper. The surgeon was a sour man who scorned Marron's firg
dartled gasp and sneered at the trickling tears that came after; as he threaded his needle with coarse gut,
he tossed over a pad of foul-smdling leather. "Bite on that, puppy, if you can't hush your ydping. I've no
patience with the weak."

Seur Anton took it from him, though, with a brief shake of the head. "You don't need a gag, lad.
Here, give me your hand — no, the other, fool. Hold onto mine, that's right, and squeeze when you mus.
Astight as you need to, you can't hurt me. ."

By the time the stitching was done, Marron had his face buried in Seur Anton's shoulder and his teeth
clenched in the knight's dothing, a gag after dl. HE'd not made a sound, though, nor moved his wounded
am from the surgeon's table; he thought he deserved credit for that, till he opened his wet eyes and saw
how the surgeon's free hand dill clamped his wrist, Seur Anton's his elbow. Marron hadn't fdt ther
weight at dl, for feding the fine slver fire of the needle bite and flow around the duller burning of his
weeping wound.

When it had been bandaged one more time, and this time strapped tightly to his chest at Seur Anton's
indstence s0 that he could naither move nor use it, the two of them headed back towards their own
camp. Marron at least yearned for his blanket-roll and deep without dreaming, a black hand to ease pan
and anxiety both, some short rdief from this long night's work.

"Can you wak, or mugt | carry you agan?'
"Of course | can wak, seur! Or you mugt leave me, if | cant. . ."
"Of course.”

And he could wak: though before long his incompetent feet were sumbling, mided by his deceived
and stupid eyes, and it was or it seemed to be only Seur Anton's hand laid on his neck that kept him
upright. So light a touch and so much drength to be taken from it, there was magic in this, surdy ... ?

Lights and men moved about them in the dark, voices called, low and harsh and guttural. Three times
they were chdlenged by patrols with weapons drawn; the third time was among the huts of the village,
and the man who cdled them to a hdt was that same young sergeant Sieur Anton had sent to check on
the ladies wefare.

"Oh—beg pardon, Seur Anton, but.. ."

"Not at dl, you do right; you should let no one walk these sireets untested. | take it the ladies are safe
and unharmed?’

"Segping soundly, Seur—at least, | hope so. One woke when | went in to check on them, and she's
atongue like a blisering hogweed."

Seur Anton laughed. "May she be blessed with a complaisant husband, then. But do your work
quietly, sergeant, to save yoursdlf further abuse. The lady Ju-lianne is no Elessan yet, and she may have
more drictures saved up for you if you disturb her deep agan.”

"My men are sworn to slence, seur,” and he himsdf was speaking in a mutter, sanding close. Sieur
Anton laughed again, but softly, before he steered Marron on with a touch more pressure from that hand
a his nape.

Marron didn't at dl understand the sergeant. How could he think the lady Julianne had sworn a him,



when the lady Julianne—Marron knew—uwas not in that hut or anywhere near the village now?

Unless she and her companion had after dl not fled. He didn't know where or why they wanted to go,
but the danger of discovery might have driven them back. Though he thought held heard Rudd cry the
opposite, that the ladies leave while he and Redmond stayed . ..

There dill wasn't anything he could do, to learn the truth or affect it. Neither did there seem a need,
for tonight at least. His body only fdt the heavier, with one anxiety lifted from him. He was hdf-adeep
aready when they came to their encampment, and Seur Anton's hand was actively propelling him aong.

Not for the firg time, what was proper was quite reversed between them; squire stood idle, dazed by
weariness, while his master unrolled his bedding for him and advised him at least to take his boots off
before he went to deep.

Marron only blinked.
"Oh, for mercy's sake ... Sit down, then, boy. Easy now, don't jolt that am ..."

And the master pulled off the squire's boots, unbuckled his belt, set it asde and saw the lad rolled into
his blanket and drifting into deep, though he grumbled under his breath dl the while.

THAT WAS THE firg thing Marron remembered in the morning, the low monotone that had seen
him off to deep: "... and how | am to haul my own boots off | am not entirely clear, thisis what | keep a
boy for, or | thought so. Marron, infant, how can you be so young ... 7'

The monotone, and then the kiss. That was the second thing Marron remembered, a touch of dry lips
and the brush of stubble, second and last before the welcome topple into nothing.

He thought about that briefly, before the other events of the night came back to him. There was
confuson then and fear for himsdf and others, too many possible consequences; he opened his eyes and
sat up with a jerk, too fast, waking his throbbing, singing arm to fierce life,

Seur Anton's place was empty, his blanket thrown aside. Marron struggled to his feet and gazed
about him, saw the camp aflurry of squires and servants packing up and thought he'd best do the same,
though his mouth was dry and his somach grumbled with hunger.

HE WAS STRUGGLING to rdll his master's blanket one-handed when he heard his name called.
His magter's voice: he looked up to see Sieur Anton griding urgently towards him, with a deep frown on
hisface.

"Marron, leave that. You are sent for. Come."
"Seur, where—?"
"The baron wishes to speak with you. Make haste.”

Seur Anton had aready turned away; Marron hurried to catch up to him. Had he thought his mouth
dry before? Not so; now it was dust-dry, desert-dry, and dl his fear was for himsdf.

For aminute, it seemed he was to be told no more. But Seur Anton dowed his pace briefly, glanced
down and said, "The Elessans found no trace of your Catari, boy, ether lagt night or this morning when
they looked again. Nor could the dogs find any trail of blood beyond your own. The baron will question
you; be sure you do not lie to him. He has a truth-speaker with him.'

His voice was cold, heavy with suspicion, griking a chill deep into Marron's bones. Worse dmost
then his news, and that was fearful enough.



It was a shorter wak than Marron expected or hoped for, not hdf so far as the Elessans camp. At
the near edge of the village, a group of men was danding; just as Marron spotted them, Seeur Anton

paused.
"Here. Drink amouthful of this"

He held out a flask; Marron took it with gratitude, tipped it to his mouth and choked vidlently. Not
water, some fiery spirit that coursed through him, burning.

"The lady Julianne and her companion have vanished,” Sieur Anton told him softly. "You will be
questioned vigoroudy. Be prepared; and, Marron, tell the truthl”

No more then: only a hand on his shoulder, driving him forward, that might look to others as though it
were a guard againd his fleaing, that in truth—he hoped— was meant to encourage, to resssure. He
could find no other reassurance.

Certainly there was nonein the men's faces that greeted him, nor in the one woman's. The haf-dozen
men, dressed in codtly, sombre audterity, gazed a him as though he were a fdon convicted aready,
brought for sentence. One stood dightly forward, shaven-headed, scarred and scowling, gripping his
sword's hilt as though he would willingly carry out that sentence himsdf. Perhaps he would.

The woman stood to the side, with them but not of them, not dlowed so much licence; and she was
the surprise here, and the cause of Marron's most dread. She was robed as a Catari, bronze-skinned and
black-haired as a Catari, but her face was unveiled; her face was terrible. He thought at firdt that she was
diseased, a leper or worse. Coming closer, he saw tha the sains didfiguring her cheeks and jaw were
mede of man, an intricate pattern of tattoo; and the mark on her brow, that was man's work aso, the Sgn
of the God set there with a hot iron, branded bone-deep. All her skin was puckered around it and her
eyes were sunk beneath, glimmers of bluein pits of shadow.

Her face was terrible, but it was not her face that scared him so. It was her cdling. He had heard tales
of Catari truth-speakers. They had a magic, the stories said, to cry alie whenever they heard one; and he
could not, he dared not tdl truth here.

"Thisisthe boy?"

"Yes, my lord." Seur Anton nudged Marron down onto his knees, with a discreet hand under his am
to hdp againg the jolt of it.

"Very wdl. You, boy, you will tdl us exactly what you know of last night's events."

"Yes, dr. Seur. My lord." Did he mean now, this moment? Apparently he did; no one ese spoke or
moved, & any rate, SO Marron took a breath and began. He told his tae again, his spur-of-the-moment
invention that seemed less and less plausible each time he repeated it, that had had men running and
ghouting in the darkness but was only a ghogt in daylight. Wise like any grown boy in the ways of
lying—lessons learned hard, under his uncles rod—he added nothing and dtered nothing, though he
could surdy have made a more convincing story of it if he'd been free to think again.

Unrevised, it was atde soon told, and greeted in slence. By thair faces, when he dared to look, not
one of these men had believed aword of it. And rightly so — but no, he had to forget the truth and focus
onthelie if he didn't bieve himsdf, how could he make anyone dse bdieve him? He didn't so much as
glance towards the truth-speaker, for fear of seeing hislie writ as large as her life upon that dreadful skin.

Kneding, waiting for the next demand, he heard instead a sharp hoarse scream come from the village,
followed by a low eerie wall that sounded barely human, those few moments before it was cut off.
Marron shuddered; no man dse reacted, except for a hint of digpleasure that twisted the baron's mouth,
contempt for the weakness of the one who screamed.

"My nephew's bride," the baron said at lagt, "has run away in the night. Do you know aught of that?'



"Nothing, my lord."

"Strange. You cry an invishble enemy, what time the girl disappears; you throw dl into confusion, and
you wish us to believe there was no colluson between you?!

"My lord, the lady Julianne was seen and spoken to by your own man, a hdf-hour after 1 was
attacked . ."

That dissembling protest won him a glare from the baron and a cuff from Seur Anton behind him,
hard enough to make his skull ang. Punishment or warning, don't try this man too far.

"That man had a conversation with moppets,” the baron growled, "with rags and ropes, it seems. Are
you some man's moppet adso, boy? My woman here will try the truth of you. Imber, you stay. Your
honour is entangled here, and it gainsmy soul to wetch this”

The tal young man behind hm nodded a blond head dowly, though mine also was written on his
face. Another at his Sde—tdler yet, and darker—touched hisarm, I'll stay with you.

Marron watched the elder baron leave with othersin histrain, the younger remain and his friend aso,
and cared nothing for any of that. All he cared for was the rugtie of the woman's skirts beside him,
drawing near; the touch of her hand on the nape of his neck, cold and hard her fingers and so unlike his
master's last night. Chill doom, he thought they spelled. They would pick truth from the gtrings of his body
as ajongleur picked atune from the drings of his mandora, and there would be no more mercy in these
young men when they heard it than there had been in their senior when he demanded it.

Moppets, hed said. Moppets were children's toys, but they were dso—rags and ropes—the tools
that Rudd used to make his amulacra, poppets held caled them, his devil-dolls that sat and moved and
he said looked like the people they pretended to be. Perhaps they talked so too, or seemed to . . .

Marron was making more sense of this morning's news, dowly, dowly, and just when he didn't want
to, when he needed to stay bewildered. Rudd and Redmond must have gone to the ladies lodging and
et their poppets there to foal the guard; which meant thet yes, truly, the ladies were gone. And he could
sy dl that, he could be forced to, betray himsdf and the ladies and the two men too and so die,
usdedy, too late. . .

Cold and hard her fingers, cold and hard her grip; she laid her other hand atop his head, pressng
down. Hismind spun, as though he were dizzy-drunk and sick with it. He closed his eyes, but that was
worse: colours he had no name for oozed and pulsed behind his eyes, spread and shrank and left
lingaring shadows in their wake.

Even so, it was an effort to force his eyes to open again, a greater effort to make them focus on a
pebble on the ground before him, to see at least one thing dearly and ding to that.

It would have been a greater effort ill, an impossble effort to focus his mind dso on her voice, on
the questions she thrugt at him in a limpid, liquid, lilting, ligoing voice where even the words seemed to
change shape indde his head. He heard them, yes, he knew they were there; but he could not ligen to
them, nor keep his thoughts even a beat ahead of hisvoice asit durred in answer.

"Marron, do you hear?'

"Wes"

"Doyou lie, ever?'

"es"

"Will you lie to me?'

"No."

He heard himsdf and was conscious of what hed said, but dways that little too late. Whatever this



was that she did to him, however it was done it bore out dl the stories that hed heard. She could ask hm
anything and held tdl her true, he couldn't hep himsdif.

"Did you see three men, strangers, outside the village last night?

"Yes" he said, he heard himsdf reply; and was briefly amazed until he caught his own thought a
moment later, a picture-memory of three men indeed and dl of them strange to him, not of his troop, the
patrol of brothers diding down into the gully.

"Were they Catari men?'

"l don't know." Well, and that was true too, he hadn't been close enough. It was most unlikdly, there
were no Catari brethren: he could say that, he could assert it, he could swear it, even, but he couldn't
know for certain about these. There should be no Surayonnaise either in the Order's robes, but two had
stood in that same gully last night.

"What of the blood on your knife, did you cut your own am to dam the blood Catari?'

"No." No, he hadn't cut hisarm, he hadn't needed to; only did the blade up his deeve and smeared it
with what oozed freshly from his much-abused flesh. He'd been proud of that, pleased with himsdf even
inthe heart-pounding frenzy of the chase.

"Did the lady Julianne ask you to aid her escape?’
"No." She'd said not aword to him.
"Did her companion do s0?"

"No." She nether, only worked her dirty little spdll in his mind to muddle him as this woman was now,
leading his thoughtsin a dow dance, invading what should be private beyond any spying .. .

"Do you know where they are gone?'
"No."
"Ak himif he truly fought last night, if he truly wounded any man.”

But that was not her subtle voice, invested with her magic. It was a man's, blunt and brutd; and like a
great sone heaved into a dill pooal it shattered what el the woman had woven, what bound Marron's
tongue to her quest. She gasped, and he fdt a tearing pain as she lifted her hands suddenly from his head
and neck. He toppled sdeways asif there were nathing now to hold him upright, hit the ground hard and
lay there retching, curling up around his railing ssomach as his mind plunged sck-eningly toward a
oinning darkness.

Dimly, digantly he heard the man again, "Ask him!"

" cannot, now," she said above him, and she too sounded sick and hurt, her voice no liquid binding
now, only a sammering stranger. “See him, he could not speak again. You have broken it."

"Enough." That was Seur Anton, no question of it, one word was plenty; and these were Seur
Anton's hands on his shoulders, lifting him gently back onto his knees, holding him steady, drawing him
back from that dreadful abyss. "He has answered enough. He spoke the truth."

"Perhaps. | would have liked more” That was another, not the firs man to speak. "My lady Julianne
ismissng—"
"—And this boy knows nathing of it, he said as much. Or do you doubt your woman's talents?'

"No, only her wisdom in the questioning. But you are right, Seur Anton; my disgppointment makes
me harsher than | like. Is the boy unwel?!

"l do not know. Heis hurt and frightened, shocked ..."



"Hewill recover." That was the woman again. "We are both hurt. None should speak, save | done.
He needs rest.”

"As ever; which, as ever, he may not have. Set your men to searching, my lord baron, cdl out your
dogs to find your lady'stral; | will see to my squire.”

His arms shifted, ready to lift. Marron squirmed, wriggled, amost fought to push his master from him.
"No, geur, lee mebe. ."

Startled perhaps by this unexpected rebellion, Seur Anton made no further move. Marron reached
his one free hand blindly back towards the knight, gripped his deeve and pulled himsdf cautioudy,
waobblingly to his feet. Swallowed againgt hisriang bile, and squinted into the light until his eyes found the
young Baron Imber.

"My lord," he said fdteringly, "I am sorry, but | do not know where your lady is gone.”

"Eagy, lad. | believe you, though my uncle may not."

"Then let me help you search, let me show ..."

"Thereisno need,”" the baron said, with the hint of a amile in his voice; and Seur Anton rigng beside
hm sad, "No, Marron. A one-armed boy would be of little use, even on muleback, and you have
nothing more to prove. Come, make your bow to the baron,” and his hand on Marron's neck did that for
him, bending him low to his somach's great danger, "and let be. You would likdy fdl from your mule in

any case, and lose yoursdlf also. Wewill go back to the camp, and then to the Roq again; it is decided.
This party goes no further, until the ladies are discovered.”

"Seur. "
"No, Marron. Obedience, Marron. Y es? God's truth, | wonder how you have lived so long ..."

THE SICKNESS PASSED, though not the dizzy memory of it; the wak back to camp helped, as
did his fumbling efforts to pack his master's goods, though Seur Anton did more to help than his rank
properly required. They were reaedy to ride before the other knights, in the delay, Marron said, "Sieur,
someone should check that the ladies baggage has been collected from the village™

"No doubt someone has. It is hardly my responghbility, nor yours.

"No, seur, but everyone might think thus. Whose responshility is it, with her ladyship's companion
mising ds0?'

"I do not know. Do you want me to run and find out?'

"No, deur. Let me go. One look is dl it needs, and the wak would help my head. | fed better,
waking . .."

"Oh, go, then. But don't linger, | won't wait. You could find yoursdf with a longer wak than you
fancy.”

"No, deur,” pretending that meant, no, | won't linger, when they both knew that in truth it meant, no,
seur, you wouldn 't leave me to walk.

HE DIDNT HURRY neither hislegs nor his bdly would dlow it; and so much was true, that walking
was better than being ill.

The traders circle was broken, the oxen harnessed and the wagons drawn up in line. The village
beyond was empty, asit had been dmaost snce ther arrival. Of the faith the people might be; trugting they



were naot.

Then he came around a corner to find the headman's hut, where the ladies should have dept the night.
He was genuindy looking to seeif their baggage had been forgotten, in case Redmond had sought to hide
once more within that awkward chest; he thought he might perhaps find Rudd here.

Instead, he found the young sergeant who had reported speaking with the lady Julianne lagt night.

He found the man naked and spread-eagled, crucified across the doorway to the hut: his ams high
and hislegs wide, wrists and ankles nailed to the wooden frame. He was gagged with a belt, perhaps his
own; Marron remembered that walling cry so quickly silenced.

Marron took the baggage on fath, dong with Redmond's absence and Rudd's. He wanted only to
turn and walk away, but the man's eyes hed him, wide and white and agonised.

His body was dl blood; it ran down his arms and down his chest and legs, it pooled around his fedt,
too much to soak the dust and disappear.

| spoke to her, hiseyes sad, | did...
Marron nodded.

The man's ankles had been shattered by the dull metal spikes driven through them—iron tent-pegs,
Marron thought, perhaps — so that he sagged againgt those that pinned his wrists and screamed behind
his gag, screamed dl but slently; and arched upward to put his weight on broken feet and screamed
agan, sagged again until he could neither bear the pain of that nor breathe, and so he arched again.

Help me, his eyes demanded, thisis too much, too crud. ..

Marron's hand moved to his belt, where his knife lay couched. His fingers gripped the hilt; the man's
eyes focused on them, with unbearable intensty.

Sowly, dowly Marron uncurled his fingers, moved his hand away and shook his head. He couldn't
speak, he couldnt possbly explain; but he had to be so careful. Hed been incredibly lucky this
morning—and yes, incredibly lucky, he didn't believe in so much luck and he wished he could see into
that woman's mind, because he thought the truth-spesker had deliberately helped him lie—but he daren't
risk any more questions, not so much as a sngle further doubt. He'd have been seen for sure, coming into
the deserted village aone. Let the Elessans only return to find a body with a knifewound to the heart
where they had left aman dive to suffer for his fault, and Redmond's life and Rudd's were forfat again,
as was Marron's own.

S0 he turned and waked away, trading one stranger’'s life for three he valued more, if little more.

SX
Where She Must

THERE WERE LESSONS in humiliation, lessons and lessons; Julianne thought she might never now
be free of learning this.

THE NIGHT HAD been dl breathless adventure at fird, ddiberately so: wings over time to make a
child of her once more, those days and nights sheld dipped off with unsuitable friends to scout the
rooftops of Marasson, later the cdlars and sewers. So long as she focused on that and played the
irresponsible girl again, she could do this and enjoy it, dmogt. So long as she kept afierce grip on hersdf,



her trembling fingers, her torn and treacherous mind...

Taking dmogt nothing with them—the flask of jereth and a blanket each, knives and food and water,
siver and gold and little else; Elisande told her that dl her clothes would be usdess, so why carry the
weight? They could go dirty till they found something clean—they had dressed to confuse, to look like
boys from any distance, and dipped out of the hut by the window a the back. There was no guard a
their door, Julianne had insgted on that. With friends to the east and friends to the west, sheld said, with
men weatching to the north and the south and the village deserted, she needed no further protection; she
would not be treated like a prisoner, she'd said, to be guarded night and day. Besides, she was entitled to
some privecy, shed sad, rugling her skirts in a way intended— and successfully so—to make her
auditors blush.

So, no man a the door. But there would be men none the lessin the Streets, or rather the Sngle street
and the few dleys that made this hamlet; they were likdy compromising their agreement by wetching the
door from a distance, men at every corner.

Out of the window they'd gone, then, she and Elisande; a quick scramble over the sll and a drop to
ground and then a low-bending shuffle, dmost a crawl sometimes as they'd used their hands to find their
way through stones and scrub till they came to the dry river bed.

More scrub and thorns on the steep bank down; Elisande had tried to run through them, dipped and
fdl and rolled to the bottom with a muted squawk. Julianne, ever practical, had sat down and did like a
child, lying flat to let the bushes pass above her and laughing breathlesdy, slently in the moon-made
shadows.

Laughter that had died quickly, with a touch and a motion of Elisande's hand, a whisper no louder
than a breeze: "There are menin the gully. Be ill."

Sill sheld been, a moment of chill terror before sheld remembered who and what she was no child
but daughter of the King's Shadow, and what was there, who was there here that she should fear? To be
discovered and detained would be a concern certainly, an inconvenience, a problem; with her father's life
a risk—if she could trust the djinni, and she mus—it was a problem she would drive to avoid. But not
fromfear,no. ..

Sheld turned her face to Elisande, shaped words on a gentle breath of arr. "I don't hear them.”

Elisande had shaken her head, neither do |, or dse, that doesn't matter, perhaps both. "Two," shed
murmured. "They were coming; now they've stopped.”

"Guards?" Julianne had asked, pointlesdy: how could Elisande know, and what else could the men
be?

But sheld asked anyway, and, "No. Not guards. | don't know, they mask themsdves . . . Hush, here
comes ancother, on the bank ..."

Her tugging hand had drawn Julianne down, deep into the shadows beneeth the scrub; and so Marron
hed found them and then seemed to lose them again, but the men had come dong the gully regardless and
Elisande had gasped softly, and then risen up to meet them.

And one had been Rudd and the other was gpparently cdled Redmond, a name tha resonated
through this land's history but must, surdy mugt be coincidence because held been old and weak and
shuffling, no kind of legend.

Hard words theréd been, between her friend and the jongleur—though that style was no more the
truth than the brother's robes he wore that night; shed chdlenged hm on that, and not been
satisfied—and then there'd been the guards finding them and faling dackly unconscious before they could
do more than cry an darm; and that had been Rudd's work somehow and he'd done his own shouting
then, to set them running as Marron had run aready.



EVEN THEN, SHE hadn't wanted to flee. But theréd been more than her pride at stake suddenly,
more even than her pride and her father's life. Whoever Rudd and Redmond redly were, they'd brought
another dement to the night's adventure, a sense of greater danger which Elissnde at least had
recognised. Whoever Elisande redly was, to know them wel enough to cursethem asshe had . ..

So when Elisande's hand had snagged hers and tugged, sheld run with her friend dong the guily. At
least the blanket-roll roped to her back had been light and the peasant's robe easy to run in, though
they'd kicked up choking clouds of dust and her boots had kept catching in cracks in the mud below the
dust, so that she'd sumbled often and nearly falen more than once.

For awhile they'd run with the sounds of pursuit in their ears, though not pursuit of them. The twids
and turns of the absent river's bed had led them away from that, away from the village and the Elessans
camp both; only once had Elisande pulled her urgently to a hdt and then whispered a warning, guards
ahead on the gully's bank. For aminute they'd stood dill, slent except for her own panting breath and her
friend's, irritatingly easier to her ears; then Elisande had gestured her on again at a dow walk. She could
see the men who watched, slanding shadowed againg the stars, somehow, despite the bright sky, the
men had not seen them.

Once past, they'd jogged on again until sheld amply had to rest, jerking at Elisandes arm to tdl her
s0; she hadn't had the bregth to say it. Her friend had nodded, gestured her to St and crouched beside
her, patient for alittle while. Then sheld murmured, "We should get out of this gully anyway, it's leading us
off our path. We need to head more northerly.”

They'd clambered up the bank and found themsdves in a wide bare vdley, high dry hills dl around
them. Elissnde had picked the direction, north and east, and set the pace, a dow wak at firg that
Julianne could match with comfort.

THEY'D FOUND THE road again, and crossed it: "I wish this were the other sde of the guily,”
Elisande had murmured. "Thisis how theyll come, looking for us. But we had to come back to it; north
and around, it's further but that's the only safe way from here. 1'd never get you through the mountains,
not on foot and in high summer.”

There was an unspoken implication there, that done she might have taken the mountain route and
survived it. Julianne had been resentful, briefly—sorry to hold you back, Elisande—before sheld
remembered that she owed the other girl a greater debt than this. If alittle condescension was dl the levy
that her friend demanded, then she was getting guide and companion a a chegp cost indeed.

Besides, Elisande was probably right on both counts. She was hardy and experienced, very likdy she
could cross a mountain range afoot; Julianne was certain that she hersdf could not. Sheld been having
trouble enough in dl honesty smply keeping up on the flat, now that the sght of the road had spurred
Elisande to set a faster pace, arapid wak that broke amog into a jog wherever the ground oped even
margindly downhill.

It was the sky, she'd thought, that wore her down. More than the thought of what she left, dl she was
running away from—a reluctant promise and a dreaded life, dl thrown into question and confusion by her
firg meeting with that man, young man, tal man, heart-geding thief of a man from whom she was dso
running away, though it rived her to do it—or the anticipation of what she ran towards, a mydery that
might prove a mongrous betrayd if the djinni were fase more than dl of that, it had been the sheer
weight of sky that had dragged at her muscles and starved her of breath. So broad, so cold a canopy, the
gars like chill candles and mind-sickeningly far away; her head had been bowed, she'd only watched her
feet but ill shed fdt it, gill sheld hauled the great compass of it with every weary, aching step she took.



The hills had been no hdp. Black shadows or grey-glittering dopes of rock, either way they'd hed
themselves apart, they'd left it dl to her. Elisande, too. She was wise, she was kilful, she had the knack
to walk beneath the sky and not be touched by it; she was mean, she was sdfish, sheld chosen to let her
friend, her poor suffering bewildered friend drag dl thisweight done ...

W, no further. She was going to sit, she had sat; the sky could drape itsdf about her like a robe,
like a tent fdlen in on itsdf, it could do as it willed but she would carry it no further, nor follow clever,
crud Elisande . ..

"Jlianne — Oh, I'm s0 sorry. You're exhausted, | should have seen it sooner. You're right, we mugt
rest. Not here, though. We must find some kind of shdter; if they search this way, well need a place to
lie unseen. See tha next hill, can you make it just to there? The night lies about distance, it's not as far as
it looks. And you've done redly wel, itll be dawn in a couple of hours and weve gone dl night, that's
excdlent. Far better than | expected. So come on now, on your feet and just this ladt little stretch, well
play beetles and find some rock to hide behind, some shadow to lie-up in. Here, take a gp of this firg,
it's the jereth. Thatll put some fire in your blood. Water when we get there, yes? Youll never have
tasted better, but you have to earn it fird. .."

AND SHE HAD earned it, with the sharp swest flavours of jereth in her mouth to speak to her of
the world as it was, no weary fantades to mock her now. Sheld known hersdf to be only a tired girl
trying to lose hersdf in a harsh and mocking world, seeking to hide from the one man who had ever
drawn her, whose voice and face sucked at her like a lodestone; and the sky was the sky and the night
the night, convenient darkness that would prove too short, and nothing more than that.

And no, that hill had not been closer than it seemed, it had been further away, it was Elisande who
lied; and every step had been an effort even with her friend's strong am to lean on, and when a last
they'd reached it and found the broken wel and the path up and the little cave where the path ended,
sheld fdt no curiogity, none of Elisande's piqued interest, only relief that it was there and it was empty and
she could lie down now, which she had done and had then done nothing more.

SHE WOKE RELUCTANTLY and late, to the feather-touch of sun on her face and the far weightier
touch of memory on her mind, its physica proof on her body. She lay 4ill because every musde fdt iff
and sore and crudly overused; she didn't open her eyes because even her eydids were too much for her
this morning, if morning it ill was.

Sun about her, stone beneath her, a hard bed but it would do; there were noises aso, digantly the
knocking of rock on rock, but that could wait.

She let her thoughts run back, to see again everything that she'd done yesterday, everything that hed
happened to her and around her. Leaving the castle and meeting the Barons Imber, elder and younger
both; leaving the village and medting Rudd and Redmond in the gully, in disguise; leaving them—and
leaving Imber, but she wasn't, she wasn 't gaing to dwell on that, on him, on his face and manners and
cham and the touch of him in her head and heart where sheld thought no man would ever touch
her—and making that long trek through the night with Elisande, which had brought her here. . .

And where was here, exactly? Her eyes opened without permission, without any intent on her part;
she saw a blaze of light and turned her head away, grunting at the effort of even <o little movement, the
gtab of painin her neck.

She saw light and shadow, no more than that; blinked, squinted againgt the dazzZle and saw rock
wadls, a shdf of rock, afew smdl things on the floor and no more than that.



Sitting up took an age, againg the aching siffnessin her body. She thought she could fed every bone
in her spine cregking in protest. She tossed aside the second blanket thet covered her, which Elisande
mug have laid there when she rose, and then looked around again. A amdl cave, with only one thing
more to be seen in it, the 9gn of the God Divided hewn into the wal. She tried to see that as an omen,
but couldn't make it work. Wasn't she turning, running away from dl that that implied?

No Elisasnde. That sound of stacking rocks some way away, below, assumed a new importance. So
did standing up.

Had it ever been so hard? Well, yes. Once, twice, often. After she fdl, that long dow slence down
and down: after that, dirring a muscle, setting a foot outsde her bed had been a dreadful thing,
impossible. The sense of panic, the incoherent rush of terror—like a rush of air, and the gilded calling of
her room darkening, spinning, risng up to greet her—had taken weeks to pass. Or not to pass, to be
taken and closed away, locked in ever amdler, further placesin her mind till it was logt, not forgotten but
hidden even from hersdlf.

And there had been other times, of course, timeswhen she wasill or hurt or sore from a tumble off a
horse, more sore than this; of course sheld fdt worse than this, her legs had been more rebellious against
her will and balance harder to find. And she was not a child any more, nor was she an invdid, and she
dill had her pride, she refused to let Elisande see her so weak. Nothing but a night's march, after dl, and
there would be men hunting for them ahorseback, this was no time to play the girl. ..

So she stood up. And cracked her head againg the roof of the cave, and swore; and rubbed angrily
at the sore spot on her skull, and made it hurt the worse. And saw the length of dloth that had made last
night's turban lying on the floor beside her blankets, and stooped to pick it up and wrap it round her head
again, and was dill wragpping and tucking as she walked dmost doubled over out of the cave's mouth —

And redled, straightened with a gasp that was nearly, nearly a scream, and staggered back againg the
face of the diff, her hands grasping a stone behind her as her head spun and she screwed her eyes tight
shut againg the sun and the wide view of hills and the long, long drop that shed come so close to
Sepping over.

She hadn't seen it last night, what with the dark and her numbing exhaugtion and Elisande on that side
of her, halding her arm tight and talking, talking. She'd known that they climbed, of course, but she hadn't
redised just how high nor how steep the path had been, how thered been nothing on the other side of
Elisande.

Seady now, steady. . .

She stood braced againg the diff, feding for the solidity of rock, trying to borrow a little. She fdt the
breeze move agang her face, she listened to the dunk of stones below her; and at last, oh so dowly, she
forced her eyes to open.

Looked only a her feet, where they stood firmly on hard dusty rock. There, that was good. Took a
sep sdeways, with her hands 4ill dinging and her back dragging dong the rock. Better. Excdlent,
indeed. One step, and now another. And a third; and so on down the track, step by cautious step, she
could have counted them dl the way, she took such care about them.

At ladt the track turned, away from the wdl of diff on her left. For a moment she hesitated, reluctant
to lose that hold she had: with her world so shrunken—cliff-face and path, her feet on the path and her
eyes on her feet and nowhere else—it was a wrench to step away, to break out from what was so very
secure. Besides, stepping away meant stepping into space, she knew that, it meant faling and fdling .. .

But the path stepped away, and the path was not fdling; trust to the path, some little whisper of
sensein her head suggested. So she did. And no, did not fdl, because there was no drop now, only good
dry dusty ground on ether Sde of the path; this was the valey floor, and she stood and walked upon it.



And lifted her head with a gasp, with a 9gh; and saw Elisande now, and saw what she was doing to
make those noises, knock knock of stone on stone.

Remembered now, a picture plucked from lagt nights maze a hegp of stones not worked but
gathered, and the path that ran from it lying slver in starlight, clear to be seen though nothing used it now,
Elisande had said, stooping to brush with her fingers tips at sand and dust. This was a well, shed said,
and those who used it must have lived above, come, let's find what home they've left us...

IT LOOKED MORE like awdl now, or alitle more a dark narrow dit of a hole in the earth, with
the stones set to make an awkward, jagged wdl around it. Elisande's face shone with sweat beneath her
turban as she laboured full in the sun's eye, lifting another stone and dropping it where it might dmogt fit,
grinding it againg its neighbours until it dmogt did.

"I'm no builder," she panted, Sraightening as she saw Julianne, "but this should hold a while. It1l serve
to mark it out, at least; and make some windbreak, to hold the dust a bay."

"Do we need water?' Julianne asked, meaning, do we need to spend our time and effort repairing
wells when we're running, when we're hunted, when we have to be moving on?

"Shara manners” Elisande said, replying to what she had meant and not said. "Desert habits you
never break awdl, nor leave one broken. Learn that, Julianne, it's important.”

"More important than being caught and taken back? If they saw no water here, pursuers might give
up for their horses sake."

"Yes, more important,” Elisande sad flatly. "Water islifein the desert, life for dl. Youll be grateful to
your enemy and your family's enemies, every time you drink untainted water. That's how it has to be."

"Thisis not desert, and the Shara are along way from here.”
"Even s0."
"Wadl. Is there water, have you tried it?'

For answer, Elisande picked up a pebble and tossed it into the dark. A second later, a soft splash
came back to them. The two friends gazed a each other, in contradiction but no hodlility; then Julianne
dghed, and sat down, and said, "Where will we find them, then, how far must we go?'

"Look." Elisande crouched at her sde, swept the ground smooth with the flat of her hand and then
drew quickly, one-fingered in the dust. "Here is Tdlis, here is Eless; these are the hills that border both,
where we are now. East and south are the mountains, like a spine that divides Outremer from the desert
and the Sharal. | don't think we could reach them, whichever route we chose. | can look like a Catari but
you cannot, not with that hair and that skin of yours, and dl those petty barons are so jedous of ther
land, they'll stop and question any stranger. Even if we did reach the mountains, | don't bdieve thet |
could take you through them. It's harder land than this, no wells and steeper dimbs; the passes are higher
than these hills™" Further to fall, she was saying, and Julianne heard her.

"S0 we go north and east, we go around the mountains and come down to the desert. Itll take us
weeks longer on foot, though we might find horses somewhere. That road is the Kingdom's border for a
while, before it turns south towards Eless. Out here they pay no taxes and offer no dlegiance, though
they don't make war ether, they don't invite the attention of the Order. They're wild folk, nomads modtly,
but they breed horses, they don't ask questions and they do like gold. We might even drike lucky. That
rading party that attacked the Rog—no, it was more then that, it was an army—~but we might run into
them and find ourselves an escort dl the way. We can't go into the desert done in any case, well need a
guide..."



Weas it lucky, to meet a Shara war-party? Perhaps it was, now that her world had turned around,
now that she was a reluctant fugitive in a land and a life that bewildered her. Imber was a golden vison
trapped behind her eyes, as bright and hot as the sun; he mugt be hdd there, hidden and wrapped in a
grief she had to keep private even from her friend.

Questions, though, she could surdy ask questions; and now was the time to look for answers from
Elisande.

"Rudd and that other man, Redmond,” she said dowly. "Who are they? Truly?'

"You know who Redmond is™ Elisande replied, amiling dightly. "He is two men, and you know about
both. He is the prisoner from Surayon, who was being tortured in the cdls a the Rog; and he is
Redmond of Corbonne, who was known as the Red Eal.”

Julianne nodded, as though there were nathing momentousin any of this. "And Rudd?

"Rudd is dso from Surayon.”

"And not ajongleur?’

"Not only ajongleur, though perhaps he should have been. He has some ill in that direction.”

"And you?'

"Oh, | too am aso from Surayon. But you know that, don't you? Y ou must have worked that out... 7'

"Yes of course. | just wanted to hear you say it. I'm tired of secrets, Elisande” Tel me your true
heart's wishes, and | won't tell you mine. If you 're lucky . ..

“I know. I'm sorry. But | gave you hints enough, | thought. | couldn't actudly say it in the castle.
Words are birds, they fly upward and around and you never can tdl quite where they'll sttle ..."

"Did some jongleur teach you that?"

"Rudd did." Said flaly, as though she resented the reminder or the fact itsdf, that something of his had
become something of hers.

"Who is Rudd ?*

"A man who thinks he has some authority over me™"

"And does he?'

“No."

If the next question was obvious—so who are you, Elisande?—dJulianne thought the answver was
aso; she thought she'd be told, I'm a girl over whom Rudel has no authority. Instead she said, "What
will they do now, Rudd and Redmond? When we were discovered he said they'd turn back; but they
wouldnt find it S0 easy to pass unnoticed a second time, not with dl the guards dert and so much fuss . .

"l don't know what they'll do," Elisande said, losng the stubborn cast of her face dl in a moment,
looking fretful and concerned and suddenly very young. "There is a thing we can do, a tdent we have to
confuse men's minds o that they don't see what isin front of them, | suppose youd cdl it magic. Not
everything they teach about us Surayonnaiseisfdse. .."

Julianne saw another anxiety spring to life in her friend, and put an am around her shoulder. "Not
everyone in Outremer thinks that dl megic is demons work, Elisande. And | grew up in Marasson,” |
have seen things done greater and worse. "Is that what you did to Marron, when he came dong the
bank?'

"Yes. | didnt know who he was a fird, and then | wasn't sure if he was sdfe to see us. That boy



confuses me, | don't understand his loydties. Rudd did the same to the Ransomers, only harder, he's
stronger than 1 am and the need was great. And | again, later and lighter, to the men who watched the
guily. But everything has its limits we can only touch a few at a time, three or four a mog, and it's a
gruggle if their minds are focused. Rudd might, he might have been able to maze the guards and lead
Redmond away again, but I'm not sure. | think perhaps they'd just St quiet and wait for another chance.
But that's in his hands now, there's nothing we can do. We have to look after oursdves, Julianne, and
make our way to the Sharai. That's dl. Remember the djinni. . ."

" haven't forgotten the djinni. Nor what it said. Must we move on today?"

Shed tried to keep her voice even, just another question, no more, but by the look that Elisande
gave her— part sympathy and part frustration—she hadn't succeeded. Probably it had sounded like a
plea, perhaps a child's whine.

"Better not, | think. We won't have left much of atrall on this ground, but even so they may ride out
thisway. We'd best hide up for the day, and move at night. That cave's as good as anywhere. You can't
see it from down here, only the path, and we can brush that out at least alittle”

Perhaps you shouldn't have built the well up, so that it stands out so clearly man-made; but
Elisande had not said what she might have said, you 're too exhausted to go on, one night's march has
worn you out, you have to rest today, s0 dl Julianne said was, "Whose cave was this, do you think?
That's the God's sgn they've cut into the rock up there .. ."

"Oh, some hemit, some mad monk. The land was ful of them, after the King's amies daimed
Outremer for ther God. Every desolate hill had its religious. The locad people brought them food and
begged a prayer of them in return, though like as not they only got a curse. But the wild tribes raided
here, sometimes the Sharal. The hermits were dl killed, or driven off. With luck, your baron will find so
many caves he won't search out ours, or e'se well be long gone before he does . .."

Oh, her baron, searching for her: what mugt he think, she had fled from him? Julianne gazed bleskly
westward and pushed hersdf to her feet, aching more in heart than body though her body ached crudly.

"Let's go up, then, they will have been early on the road.”

ELISANDE PRODUCED BREAD and oranges from her pack, and they sat in the light of the
cave-mouth to eat, far enough back that Julianne could see the view but not the drop and didn't need to
look at dl, her hands so busy with tearing, peding, ssgmenting.

"Weve food for one more day, if we're sparing with it," Elisande said. "After that we mugt hunt, track
down some people to beg from, or ese go hungry,” but she said it cheerfully enough. Julianne understood
that going hungry was not a serious option; her friend was confident of her hunting gbility, even with
nothing more than a knife, or ese she was sure of finding company in these drab and empty-seeming hills
Or ese both, very likdy both. She might have been waking for weeks or months aready when Julianne
met her, living off the land or its people; admittedly Less Arvon and mogt of Talis were fatter lands then
these, but they were probably less charitable adso. Thered been feding in her voice, when she spoke of
the petty barons jedouses ...

"Why did you come to Rog de Rangon?' Julianne asked her. "It wasn't to rescue Redmond, he
followed us"

"No, Redmond was — a coincidence, an inconvenience. Like that damned djinni. | don't want to go



to the Sharal!" suddenly, vehemently. "Not now. Neither do you, do you? Of course you don't, except
for your father. And the djinni could save him, if he needs saving; it could pick him up and bring him here
in an eye-blink. But it wouldn't do that, of course, oh no. The djinn dont interfere with humankind,
they're far too grand. Except when it pleases them, apparently, they just spin up out of the dust and send
us off with no warning, and without even tdlinguswhy . . "

"Hisande"
||le
"Why did you come to the Rog?"

"I came to collect something, if 1 could. If |1 could get a it. Something we need to have s&fe in
Surayon, if only to stop the fandtics, the Ransomers, men like Marshd Fulke from puiting their hands
upon it. Or that Baron Imber—not yours, the older one. Those men could destroy us, they have the
meansin thelr hands, if they only knew it. | wanted to pick it up and walk off with it, and leave them 4ill
not knowing; but | hadn't managed to get to it, and then they brought Redmond in and | know him, he's
my friend, he was kind to me when | was a child, when kindness was what | needed more than anything.
So | was—didtracted; that's why | didn't want to leave, | couldn't bear to leave him. And | hate not
knowing what's happened to him now, whether he got away or not. .."

"What about Rudd?'
"Rudd can look after himsdf."
"I mean, why did Rudd come to the cagtle?!

"Oh, the same as me, largdly; he didn't trust me to take care of thisthing we wanted, so he came for it
himsdf. But actudly it would be safer with me, that's why | came. It was stupid of him to follow me.
Supid, and typicd ..."

"What isit, then? Thisthing?'

"Jug something they shouldn't have, that we could make good use of "
"A wegpon?"

"Of asort.”

"Hlisande, enough of secretdl”

"No. Not yet. Not till were alot further away from the castle.”

"Why, don't you trust me?"

"Of course | trugt you. | have dready, with my life I'm Surayonnaise, remember? A Surayonnaise
witch, they would burn meif they knew. But thisis more important, and you're part of therr world; if you
dropped ahint to your Baron Imber . . ."

"Hlisande, I'm running away from my Baron Imber. Remember?"

"Even s0. Thisis not safe knowledge for you to have; not yet, and maybe not later. We faled, Rudd
and [; that thing is ill there, and fatd to us. It may 4ill be there in a month, in a season, in a year. Where
will you be then? Perhaps in Eless, back with your baron, if your father sends you there. Enough of
secrets, you said; | won't give you this one, then, that you might have to keep from lord and husband and
friendsand dl."

"Y ouve given me enough of those dready,” Julianne said, but grumpily, giving in.

"Then rest, under the weight of them. Serioudy,” in response to a darting glance, "you should rest. We
mug walk the night away."



"What will you do?" Julianne asked, knowing only that rest was the one certainty, the one word she
could be sure not to hear in response.

"Soout an hour, maybe two. There mugt be a village somewhere; those old mad hermits were not that
mead, to live where no one would ever bring them bread or questions™

"Hlisande, if they see you—"

"If they see me, | am a goat-boy strayed from my goats, and much in need of a whipping. But in this
heat? They will be resting. Like you. | will be a shadow among ther sheep-folds. Just to see what kind of
people they are, which god they follow. Whether there are horses we can buy or sted. Or camds, we

will need cameds later, though horses would be better on this ground. Sleep, Julianne. Dream easy, and
don't worry about me. If we're lucky, I'll bring a rabbit back.”

WELL, SHE WOULDNT worry, then. Why should she, anyway? Elisande was in her dement out
here. Skin like bark—smooth bark, smooth and soft and oiled—and sapwood muscles beneath, she
could walk dl night and carry her friend too, rebuild a wdl and scout and hunt under the sun's hammer
while that same friend and dl the world e'se was dozing ...

Weél. Every jewe has its setting. Julianne was competent too, in her own place, and sometimes as
quietly assertive. She would not resent Elisande's competence here; indeed, she would doze, as shed
been told to. And wake differ than before, no doubt, gdl to that resentment that she did of course not
fed.

She crept into the cave's shadows, where the rock below her was cool though the Hill ar was warm.
Too warm for a blanket now; shelay atop both, for some padding againg the rock. And closed her eyes,
sretched hersdf into some semblance of a degping figure—Ilike a tomb, she thought, here lies Julianne,
lost and alone where even the djinn could not find her—and her mind spun her back to Marasson, to
cool statues under high domes, and she lost the thread of even such foalish thoughts, and did deep.

AND WOKE TO find that the sun had moved on so that its light did across the cave-mouth without
griking even a little way indde. She sat up in the dimness, remembered not to stand; thought about
crawling to the mouth to see if there were any Sgn of Elisande's returning, remembered the long fdl that
waited for her out there and decided againg.

No hope of degping more: her rested, restless body told her that. She wondered how the hermit had
passed histime here; in prayer, presumably. That was not an option for her. She reached a hand out and
traced his God-sign with a finger, running it dong the loops, round and around again. Dust powdered
down, and little flakes of rock; a sudden gleam of gold leaped out.

No, not gold. Golden light, looking bright only against the shadow of the wall; paleit was by the sun's
measure, but rich none the less. The colour of gold dissolved in milk, she thought. And warm, warm
agang her finger'stip ...

Puzzled, she bent close to look, while her finger went on working. Dugt and splinters fdl away, the
line of light stretched and ran; it flowed like milk, dl through the crude-carved channd of the sgn. And
met itsdf and flowed on, round and around again as her finger had gone before it, though sheld snatched
that back now. Warm enough before, too hot to touch the light looked suddenly. It was burning, amost
too bright to look on; she squinnied her eyes, trying to see rock behind the light, and faling.

"Oh, the God's grief," she murmured huskily, wishing that Elisande was back. "Whet have | done ... 7'
No answer from the wdl, only that pulsing, flaring light running and running in its stony path; nor from



any god ether. This she had to ded with hersdf.

All right. There was a hermit—a presumed hermit, but let's presume the hermit, please . . . ?
—who mugt have had some power, some magic, a contact with his God. This was what he did when he
wasn't praying, he cut his God's Sgn into the rock and made it shine, an affirmation of his faith. And the
power was not his but the God's, it survived him and lay latent in the rock, in the Sgn, until some other
finger, her supid ignorant finger was enough to wakeiit. . .

Y es. That made sense, if anything could be called sense in that fierce light, those pulsng shadows.

Of its own accord—no will, no choice of hers, surdy—her hand rose again towards the light and the
heat of it. Cdl it power, cdl it magic, cdl it living prayer: whatever it was, it had a wicked dlure. She
wanted to touch it now, inits glory, even at the cost of scorched fingers. Cdl it agirl's curiogty, cdl it her
father's training, she needed to know how such a thing fdt againg her skin. Whether it redly would burn
her, or if the God had a care for even his most doubting subjects ...

She touched: and no, even the flowing star of light— like a comet dragging its tail, she thought, and
the light fading where it had burned and gone but never fading to darkness before here it came
agan—even that did not burn her. Her fingers tingled as it passed; she tried to cup it in her paAm but it
flowed on unregarding, seeming to pass through the flesh and bone of her.

Only atingle and that pleasant warmth, she could get no touch of it else. Neither any touch of rock.
Her fingers pressed further, deeper and a long way deeper then the Sgn had been chisdled; she could
see rock dill above her hand—though it was getting harder to see thet, harder to see anything beyond the
dlow that spilt out of the blazing Sgn, poured out around her breaching hand—but she couldn't find it with
her retching fingers.

Thiswas absurd, she mugt be dreaming; and yet she was not, she knew that with uttermost certainty.
She pushed her hand dowly into the liquid light, without causing the least eddy in its run. The tingling
feding moved up to her elbow as gold washed over it, she logt Sght of her hand atogether, and il her
fingers clutched a nothing —

—until something clutched a them.
Julianne screamed.

Not a hand that held hers, nothing so human: more like a rope it fdt, a hot rope. Or a snake, or a
tendril of some grasping plant. Something flexible, that wrapped itsdf tightly around her hand and wrigt.
Her fingers clenched indinctivdy but couldn't grip it, couldn't get a purchase; they just seemed to ank into
thething asif it weren't there at dl. When she tried to tug free, though, it dung like riverweed.

Sobbing for breath, sobbing for sheer terror, Julianne set her teeth and pulled. Sowly and steedily she
drew her arm back from wherever it had gone, back through the glow and into the cave again.

Something ese came withit.

Sheld known it was coming, she'd been able to fed the weight of it, the resistance dl the way. It was
a least passive resistance, though, dead weight. Like pulling a pig of iron, she thought, rather than a living
pig; a least it didn't pull back. Whatever it was, she'd rather this than the reverse, that it draw her through
light and absent rock into its impossible place ...

At fird she saw it as a darkness, a shadow in the gold and a shadow on her skin, nothing more than
that. Then, as her aam came free of the light'stingling touch, she saw it indeed as arope, or a tendril, or a
snake.

Jud its tip was coiled around her hand and forearm, its thicker length went stretching back into the
glare and back further, where she could not see; she only knew tha there was more, much more of it
then had hold of her.



She grabbed at it with her free hand, trying to ped it from her arm, but again her fingers found nothing
solid to ding to. It was like dutching a smoke. Smoke that held its shape, but writhed and roiled within
that intangible skin: beneath her panic Juliannes mind found a memory, another creature that fashioned
itdf with that same violence, by forces that she could not comprehend.

Thedjinni. ..

But no. Surdly this was not the djinni, not any djinni: that creature's touch was lethd. She remembered
the boy on the road, the man on the castle wall, both of them with their bodies ripped open to the bone.
All she fdt was pressure on her arm. Though she had heard that the djinn could shape themsdlves from
anything, so why not from harmless smoke ... ?

No. Sill, not a djiinni. She was sure. Something of the same world, though, something of spirit: and
maignant with it, maevolent, she was sure of that dso. It lay hot againg and around her flesh, but her
soul was chilled by its touch.

She scrambled awkwardly to her feet, gut-cramping fear keeping her crouched low below the roof as
she backed dowly towards the cave-mouth. Her mouth was stone-dry, even breathing hurt; she couldn't
have screamed again if screaming were guaranteed to bring rescue.

Eveay step she took away from the flaring wall, she had to drag againg the weight of the thing that
hed roped itsdf to her arm. Its dark smoky shadow surged and seethed through the golden light, the
gateway; and then suddenly it was a rope no more, its weight was gone from her, it was a great swirling
meass that flowed and folded itsdf into a solid form at the back of the cave.

Julianne gasped; released, her ginging am fdl dead a her sde. She clutched at it, drew it up and
cradled it againg her breast for a moment, then turned and plunged out into the sunlight.

Heedless of thefdl so close a her Sde, conscious only of afar greater terror a her back, she leaped
recklesdy down the path, barely catching her weight on one foot before the other was dretching ahead.
Stones skittered over the edge and her thoughts aso teetered on an edge, on the very edge of a long,
long fdl; flight had released the pent-up panicin her bones, so that it was hard to think a al, hard to do
anything that was not pure animd...

But animd she was not. She was daughter of the King's Shadow, and trained to do more, to do
better than run. That training was a net which contained her even through thet jarring, desperate descent,
anet she could ding to, so that at the foot of the diff she could hdt, and did. She could sraighten herslf,
and did; could even turn, to see what it was that she fled from.

And did.

And saw it coming after her, smoke no more; now it was something black and chitinous, a beetle
perhaps though a bestle of grotesque sze, balanced on too many sharp fast legs and with great claws
extended, mouth-parts moving behind them as though it chewed dready on her flesh. And it had an idal's
head above the insect mouth, red burning eyes and horns risng high: haf-beetle and hdf-devil then, and
ether hf inimicd and deedly.

What did she have, to meet such a mongter?

Knives. Two knives, and her ams and knives together too short by a distance to reach past those
grasping, tearing claws ...

Julianne turned to run again, dl traning useless to her; but had gone no more than hdf a dozen
sumbling paces before she was aware suddenly of afigure risng from the shadow of a rock ahead. She
drew a sobhing bresth to scream her friend's name, to tdl her to run aso, to run the other way, knives
and courage were usdless here; but staggered to a hdt again, seeing that this was not Elisande who stood
before her.



It was a man, a young man in Sharal robes of midnight-blue, and he had a bow in his hands and an
arrow nocked aready to the gtring.

He snapped something, a word she didn't know, but his gesture was unmigtakable: a jerk of his head,
to the sde and down.

Julianne dived to the ground behind another rock, poor protection if the creature came after her, but
she had no greater hope: nather knives nor speed would save her now, only the young man and his
arrows offered any chance.

And thefirg of the young man's arrows had flown dready as she dived, and his hands were busy with
asecond, notch and draw, am and fire and pull another from the rope that made the bt of his ragged
robe. He had a blade hung there aso, a long curved scimitar, but he like she must know that if this
devil-beetle came to sword's reach, the fight was over.

She followed the flight of the second arrow, saw it strike the creature's gleaming black armoured
body and glance off, fal away. She could see no sgn of the firs, and presumed that the same had
happened. Well, that was likdy it, then. The eyes, aim for the eyes, but she thought he was dready; and
if he could shoot no graighter than this—and he had time for only one more arrow to prove it, or the
thing would be on them—then she might as well decide to die now, and choose agod to pray to ...

Briefly, she tried to be that cynicd, that cdm in the face of catastrophe. Her body betrayed her,
though, shuddering with dread; and if her mind was praying it was only to the Shara and not his god or
any, oh please, one more arrow, make it tell thistime. . .

He seemed to be praying too, holding that arrow in his hand and moving his lips above it while the
creature scut-tered ever closer. At last, though, hefitted it to hisstring and seemed not to am at dl, only
to draw and release in a moment. Perhaps he had no hope and the arrow was only a gesture, as the
prayer had been; or perhaps the thing loomed so large before him that he thought he could not miss

And perhaps he was right, because he did not miss, neither did this arrow skitter off that unnatural
chitin. It flew straight and true, and struck the cresture not in ether eye but between the two, below the
bony black horns.

Julianne thought she saw sparksfly as it struck, sparks of gold.

The creature had no human mouth to bellow; but its jaws worked, and a dill scresing sound hurt
Julianngs ears. She clamped her hands over them, which helped not a dl; then she saw the young man
drop his bow, draw his scimitar and run forward. She opened her mouth to shout, no, don't be a fool,
stand back and use more arrows. ..

But hed never hear, above that scratiching scream; and likdy he wouldn't understand her anyway. So
many tutors sheld had as a child, why had none of them ever taught her Catari?

Brigfly, she thought she should draw her knives and go after him. But her short blades could add
nothing to his sword, if that were not enough; and even it might not be needed. The creature was
swaying, toppling aready, its dreadful shriek fading to a moan; that sngle blessed arrow could be enough
on its own account. For certainty's sake or for the pleasure of the kill, no more than that, the Sharai
skipped lightly over a drooping dlaw and thrugt his blade in through one of the creature's wide red eyes,
thrust deep into its terrible skull. Julianne stood and watched as the fire died in that eye and the other, as
the spindly legs collapsed, as the rounded body dumped and rolled. For a moment the head sprawled in
the dudt, those dead eyes seemed to Stare directly at her in accusation, you brought me through, to
this; then the gloss on the body clouded, what had seemed so strong and redl turned back to smoke and
hdd its shape only weakly. Whét little breeze there was stirred and broke it; the thing drifted like dust
and was gone.

Theyoung Sharai grunted, looked at his blade and seemed to find no blood, no mark, no sgn at al.



Even s0 he wiped it, he dl but scrubbed it on his robe before he sheathed it, before he stooped to
reclam his more potent arrow from where it had fdlen to the ground when the creature faded.

Sowly, on legs that she was determined not to dlow to tremble, Julianne walked forward to join him.
He glanced at her and she saw that he was younger even than she'd thought, younger perhaps than her
own Imber, little more than a boy. He amiled effortfully, more shaken than he wanted to admit or her to
know; murmured something soft and shilant, gazed dmost blankly at the rocky ground where his fdlen

enemy was not—

— and then turned abruptly back to her, his eyes widening. He said something more, sharp and
demanding.

She shrugged, tried a difficult amile of her own and said, "I'm sorry, | don't understand you.”

His hand touched the hilt of his sword, and she wondered if it would be her more earthly blood that
next tainted his blade.

He held his hand, though; instead he scowled, seemed to fumble for words, at last said, "You are not
Catari. Not a boy."

"No." No, and no again. "My nameis Julianne. And thank you, you saved my life...."
He shrugged, and turned his face aside. "Cover your head. Woman."

Her head was covered dready, by the turban that had helped to decelve him, hiding her long and
ludtrous hair.

She knew what he meant, though, and quickly unwound one end of it to wrap around as a makeshift
val. There, is that better? she wanted to say, sardonicdly, does that distress you less?

Instead, "Forgive me" she murmured placatingly. "I am new to your land, and your customs.”
"You dress as aboy."

"l know. It was . . . necessary. But," with a sudden, unexpected shudder to say that she too was
more shaken than she wanted to know or admit, not at dl her father's daughter but only a girl too recently
terrified out of her wits, "what was theat thing?'

“Ifrit," he said shortly.

'Ifrit. Of course. Spirit like the djinn, but never neutrd as the djinn were meant to be, dways crud,
savage, terrible ...

"It, it came out of the rock ..." She wasn't going to say that she'd pulled it through, thet it was her own
curiogty that had so nearly brought disaster to them both.

He grunted and cast his eyes up the path towards the cave, as though he meant to dimb it.

This time, Julianne did speak againd his intent. "No," she said firmly. "There is no room up there to
use your bow," your magic arrow, "and besides, there are no more" It had needed her aam, she
thought, to make the breach, the gateway through that spinning light. Nor did she want the Sharal to see
the light, the 9gn of an dien god dive and blazing. This was difficult enough aready; stupid with
aftershock — or so0 she told herself—she couldn't think how to tak to him, whether to hold him here or
hope to seehimgo ...

BLESSEDLY SHE DIDNT need to. There was a sudden scurry of footsteps behind
them—deiberately loud, she thought, that gifl could be as slent as a soaring hawk when she chose
to—and the Sharal twisted round, his sword grating free of its scabbard in the same movement.



Julianne was dower, dangeroudy dow; Elisande could have died spitted before she'd even seen the
stroke.

But Elisande was faster, in mind and body both. Her face was discreetly velled dready, as Juliannes
was, with the tall of her turban; and she was sanding quite dill, quite unthrestening and more than a long
sword's reach away.

Not aword to Julianne; she spoke to the Sharal, and in his own language.

He answered her, she spoke again, and suddenly there was aformdity even in the way tha he stood,
amog a deference in the way that he listened.

No more that Julianne could do; she backed away until her legs came up againgt a rock, and then she
st on it. Her knees were trembling; aftershock for sure, she could think of nothing but the creature, the
'ifrit, how dark and terrible it had been. How close to death she'd come. She closed her eyes; that helped
not a dl, so she opened them again and watched the sere pae blue of the sky, wondering how long it
would be before rain came to this forsaken country.

"JULIANNE?"
"Yes, Elisande?'

Rapidly, not to let him fallow: "His name is Jemd. He was with the war-party that attacked the Roq,
but he left them in anger, he would not so much as keep the horse that he was riding. He had a friend, a
lover | think, who died on the wall; it may have been my knife that killed him. | have not told him that. He
has agreed to guide us through the desert to Rhabat; my grandfather's name is worth that much at leest.
How did the ‘ifrit come?"

Julianne blinked: so much information so quickly, and the question hard at its back. She recognised
the technique, was not — quite—caught by it, but would not equivocate anyway.

"The God's 9gn, on the wadl in the cave. | touched it, and it glowed with light: light that | could push
my hand into. The ifrit caught hold of me, and came through when | tried to pull free. . "

"Ah. Wdl, he wants to go up. We mug, | think; but we follow him, do you understand? We stand in
his shadow now."

Y es, Julianne understood; that, and the chagrin in Elisande's voice. Her grandfather's name was not
al-commeanding, then.

She might have asked what that name was, but did not. She followed Elisande, who followed Jemd;
and when they came to the cave there was no light running in the God's Sgn, no smoky shadows in the
dimness, only rock and dust and ther blankets and smdl goods strewn abouit.

Elisande reached to touch the gouged rock where the gn was, but held her hand a fraction short,
before Julianne could cdl out to warn her.

"How could it... 7'

Julianne had no answer to offer her; nor did she seem to expect one. There was another brief,
incomprehensible conversation between her and the Sharal, which Elisande trandated. Jemd had agreed
that they would not move on till nightfdl; there might be other Sharai about, from other tribes than his. It
would be better, safer, not to be seen by such. He would keep waich at the cave-mouth, and Elisande
with him.

Julianne withdrew. Let them talk, let Elisande sate her curiogty, brandish her grandfather's name,
come as close as she might or as close as she dared to that fierce, dangerous young man. Julianne would
take the blankets and make a nest for hersdf in the coal at the back of the cave, as far as she could get



from them and from the rough-hewn dgn that drew her eyes, drew them and drew them until she
screwed them tightly shut and turned her head away.

"JULIANNE?"

"Unh?'

"Julianne..."

"Yes, what isit?'

"Riders”

She hadn't meant to move. She hadn't moved for a while, not for a long time, and would have been

just as glad never to have moved again. Now suddenly every muscle in her itched and twitched, she
wanted to be up and running; dready she was a the cave-mouth, crouched behind her friend.

"Who are they?' Elessans, brothers? Sharal, or some people other?
"I can't see, there's too much dust. But they're coming up the valey from the south.”

Which meant that she didn't need to see, any more than Julianne. From the south meant from the
road, meant men sent to chase them down and bring them back. Too late to do anything except St
exceedingly dill and pray to pass unnoticed, in dun and dirty robes among these dun and dirty rocks.

And s0 she did, so did they dl until,

"Dogd"

"What?' Julianne's head jerked and her eyes stared, despite dl resolutions.
"They've got dogs with them. See?"

Julianne lifted her hand to shade her dazzled eyes. She saw firg the dust-cloud down on the valey
floor, and never mind how high, how very high she sat, she had nether time nor temper to mind it now.
Men and horses, yes, shadows in the dust; and little shadows to the fore meking their own little trail of
dust, and yes again, those were dogs.

"Sekari hounds™ Elisande said, better used to the light and the habits of the country. "The Catari
princes breed them, for hunting ground game . .."

"I have seen Sekari." Tdl lean dogs they were, with sharp noses and fine, beautiful slky coats of sand
and white. All the fashion they'd been for awhile among the Marasson nohility; her father had refused to
let her have one as a pet. They are hunting animals, not lap-dogs, hed said, and fetched her home a
puppy suitable for a girl, a little wriggling, licking thing that had sat on her knee and dept on her pillow,
damed her love and never quite made up for her disappointment.

"If I'd known they had dogs with them .. ."
"You could have done nothing abouit it. | do not think you can confound the noses of a pack of dogs."

But she, oh, there was something she could do. She stood up, despite Elisande's hissed warning; she
walked, no, she stormed down the narrow path with no thought at dl for her weariness or for the long
drop that had once so sucked at her mind and courage.

She stood beside the well, and waited. After a minute Elisasnde joined her, laden with ther
blanket-rolls and waterskins, Julianne spared her only the one brief glance. Jeme mug be lurking il in
the cave, and so farewdl to their guide. She turned her gaze back to the building dust.

The dogs came firdt, baying therr success, siffing and cirding restlesdy around the girls, pressing



close againg them; Elisande stroked curious noses and tugged gently a long ears, made little fussng
noises while Julianne stood iff and unresponsive as rock, dill waiting.

Then came the horses, with the men tha rode them; one led the others by severd lengths. That man
reined in, jJumped down and left his mount to his companions care, griding forward through the scattering
dogs. A gill whigle cdled them away, but Julianne would not move her eyes to watch them.

The man—tal and young, lithe and strong—wore a scarf of dlk wrapped around his nose and mouith,
agand the doying dust. Julianne was vagudy conscious of the irony as she met hm bare-faced, her
turban torn away and left on the path not to give hm any impression of disguise; she could find no
pleasureinit.

He stood before her, and seemed to hesitate a moment before he unwound the scarf that veiled him.
Blond hair and soft blond beard, hair and beard and skin dl overlaid with grey now, with that creeping,
ingdious dust; when he spoke there was dust in his voice also, that coughing would not clear.

"My lady, | an glad to have found you ..."

"Do you hunt me with dogs, my lord baron?' she cut him off, at last dlowing her outrage its escape.
"With dogs?"

And she lifted a hand and dapped him, hard and fast and furious, raisng her own little cloud of dust
that might have had her laughing another day, in another mood.

"Am | a hare or a deer,’ she went on againd his sartled slence, againg the risng murmur of his
companions, "or arunaway dave, to be hounded down thisway? Am | an animd?'

"You are arunaway girl," Imber said quietly, "in rebellion againgt a lanvful contract and your father's
will. If you were an Elessan yet, and in Eless, you could be whipped for this. If my uncde were here and
saw you strike me, you would be whipped regardiess.”

"l think not."

"You don't know my uncle" and there was a touch of a amile to his face and voice both, before he
dilled it. "He may yet demand it, when he hears; but | can protect you from that, at least. If you ride back
with me now."

"What if | refuse? Will you set your dogs on me again?'

Remarkably, he blushed; and ran a hand through his matted hair where dust and swest together had
made a glue, and said, "Julianne, | am sorry about the dogs; but they were the swiftest way to find you
before my unde could. | had meant them as a gift, to make you happy . . ."

There was something in him then that touched her, a yearning regret that laid wreck to her anger
despite hersdf. Bereft, she said nothing, only gazed a him: at the marks her fingers had made on his
cheek and at the lustrous eyes above that were green or grey or somehow both a once, fringed with
lashes of gold . ..

"My lady," he said, formd again but dill quiet, ill private, "is a marriage to me so terrible, that you
mud flee me after an hour's meeting? After you have come <o far in obedience to your father?'

Yes, she thought, it must seem like that to him, that it was himsdf who had driven her avay. What
could she say to deny it? Nothing; and so she said nothing at dl, only gazed in her sorrow at his own until
he bowed and turned away, cdling rapid orders to hismen. He did not look at her again except the once,
when he handed her his own scarf to vel her face, and his eyes were dl grey now and turbulent with an
undergtanding that was oh, so crudly mistaken...

THEY SHARED A horse for the ride back, she and Elisande, while the man whose horse it was



dung to another's dtirrup and jogged beside. And sweated and gasped, and cursed with what little breath
he had to spare, Julianne thought, cursed fey and fancful girls in generd and hersdf in particular; and
those would be Elessan manners, she fancied, more common than his master's.

Though if not from the nephew, he might have learned them from the uncdle; she was not looking
forward to facing the elder Baron Imber. Being required to run away, being seen as an impetuous child
who could not tolerate her father's plans for her, that had been sufficent humiliation, sheld thought. To be
hunted down with dogs was worse, far worse; riding back with Imber's men packed close about her,
their eyes scornful above ther ill-conceding scarves, worse yet. The way everyone stood and stared as
they came to camp, the very slence a contemptuous jeer, that was intolerable; and yet she tolerated it
with her head high and her hands not even denching on the horsg's reins, not to sartle the animdl.

The unde, though—she thought the uncle might be very bad indeed.

* % %

THERE WAS LITTLE left of the camp now, barely enough to merit the name. All the tents had been
struck, bar one: that the tdlest and the longest where the barons both had toasted her last night, together
with a company from dl parties, Elisande and Elessans, Knights Ransomers and Master Sharrol.

Men-at-arms were gathered in groups as before, but now their mess-fires were cold and their packs
stowed in piles; ther curiogity had turned sour, their nudges were dy and this time she was glad not to
overhear what they muttered to each other as she passed. It mus be as bad for Imber, too. If a girl
would sooner flee than marry, whet did that say about the man?

Squires came running to the horses heads, gawping at her in her peasant's dress. Imber swung out of
his saddle and came back to her, heping her down and then taking her am to conduct her into the tent, a
sop to her pride that only fanned the fires of her humiliation. Her jaw clenched behind the vell, as she
walked diffly at his Sde.

The canvas doors were tied back, to let some little air ingde not enough, she thought, walking into a
difling, sagnant wall of heat. It had been the same last night, an hour of desperate discomfort and not
only because of the elder Baron Imber grunting and scowling, the impossihility of saying anything that
mattered to the younger.

She thought this tent might be marked in her memory forever, as a place of distress of body, mind and
soirit dl a once. The elder baron was not there now, but that brought only momentary relief; he would
auredy come. And when he did, oh, when hedid .. .

The tent was quite empty; even the long trestle table and the benches packed away, where the men
would have eaten lagt night after she and Elisande had withdrawn. Women ate separately, it seemed, in
Eless. Only the frame and its cover were left ganding: to give the nobles of the party some privacy, she
thought, more than shelter from the sun. No one in ther right minds would choose to st in this suffocating
ar when a breeze was blowing outside, though it bore dl the dusts of the desert.

Imber sent a boy running for a chair; she sat, and gladly. The same boy fetched fruit and juice she
was grateful, as much for something to do as for the refreshment. She pedled and segmented, ate and
drank discreetly behind her val while Imber politely turned his head away. And the slence was desperate
between them, and both of them were only waiting; they had nothing to say to each other that they could
sy.

At lagt, too soon, there was a thunder of hooves and a cloud of dust and the ssorm broke dl about
them.



Imber's uncle came driding into the tent with a riding-whip in his hand, and the dark look of a man
who meant to use it. Elisande's hands tightened on Julianne's shoulders, from where she stood behind the
chair; actudly— after one brief, shaming moment of quailing insde, of wanting to beg and plead, don't
beat me, don't hurt me— Julianne thought her friend stood in grester danger than she did hersdf. Even
the Baron Imber von und zu Karl-heim, brother-heir to the Count of Eless, would not whip the daughter
of the King's Shadow. Certainly not before she was wed to his nephew, when she was only promised. A
promise could be revoked by an angry father, and other trouble could follow. But if you cannot whip
the lady, whip the maid; Elisande had no father to protect her, or none that she would lay dam to.
Julianne was ready to beg, to plead if she mugt, though she thought it might do little good.

No need, though: Imber was ahead of her.

Ahead of his uncle's explosive temper, indeed; before the older man could do more than snort at the
muggy heat and cast his riding-cloak aside, he said, "Unde, thank the God; they are both safe, and back
with us"

"Sdfe, isit? | would not say they were sfe . "

“No, but | would."

"Oh, and would you? Making fools of us, leaving moppets in ther beds that cost me the life of a good

Moppets? Julianne glanced up and back at Elisande, saw her shrug, then saw her sartle behind the
vel—she a least seemed to understand, though Julianne knew they had left nothing in their beds that
might have looked like deegping girls, they hadn't thought to do so.

Imber stepped forward, between Julianne and his glowering unde; said, "I know you are angry, but
thisis not atime to be thinking about punishment. It was a girl's foolishness, no more, she won't try to run
agan..."

"Shewill nat,” the other rasped. "I'll be sure of that. Girl'sfally, was it? Well, youll make a woman of

her, then, see if that engenders any sense in the creature. We ride for the Rog immediatey, and youll
marry her tonight.”

"BUT MY FATHER..."

Her own thought, or at least the one that had risen furthest from the jumbling chaos of dl her thoughts;
but not her voice, she hadn't recovered breath enough to say it.

It was Imber, dther playing shidd for her dill or ése voidng his own genuine concern, she wasn't
aure; and it didn't matter, because she was grateful to him ether way, and his protest was hopeless ather
way.

"Oh, you can have another ceremony at the paace later, with dl the pomp and nonsense my brother
wants. But shell be married before the God this night, and weéll see if she's dill so flighty when she
belongs to you."

"My lord baron—"

"Not |, gpparently; but he will be your lord, girl, and youll go on with him as you ought, or bear the
pans of it."

"My lord," she tried again, "I think my own father might have cause for complaint, if | an wed in
privity and haste to the damage of my reputation, and he not there to seeit done . .."

"Girl, you have done your own reputation more damage than even a wedding may quickly undo.”
That was surdy true; she blushed at her ineptness, to have gifted him so easy a score. "As to your father,



he sent you to us to be wed; when and how we choose to do it is our own afar. He made his choice,
not to accompany you."

"The King summoned him, gr."

The choleric baron only shrugged sourly. "We dl hold our lands and honours in gift of the King, girl. If
your father chooses to dance attendance upon him, that is his concern and none of ours.™

That was 0 inaccurate and so unfar, she actudly found hersdf gaping. Before she could respond,
though, she fdt Elisandé's fingers dig deep in warning, heard her murmur, "Julianne, go where you are
sent, and marry where you mus.”

Too loud a murmur; the baron said, "So. Ligen to your attendant, girl. She may yet save both of you
awhipping.”
What more he might have said, and whether young Imber would have argued further in her defence or

her father's, she was not to learn; they were interrupted by the sound of riders, then by another man's
shadow in the doorway.

Imber's cousn Karel: he nodded to the elder baron and the younger, and bowed courteoudy to her.

"My lady, | am delighted to see you restored to us. We have been anxious for your wefare™ Was he
being sarcastic? She wasn't sure; his voice was graciousness itsdf, and the amile that backed it seemed
honest. She decided to treat himin like manner.

"My lord, | am sorry to have been the cause of so much trouble” Neither he nor the elder baron had
seen fit to ask why she had fled; they mugt be as certain as her own Imber, that it was only to escape
marriage to him. Well, let them think so. Go where you are sent, and marry where you must: it had
seemed so Imple an indruction once, but its force had changed a second time. The djinni's warning
would dill send her to the Shara, if she and Elisande could contrive it; but if she mugt marry Imber fird,
then so be it. Perhaps their guard would dacken, once the thing was done.

If she could only bring hersdf to leave her Imber, once the thing was done. It had been hard enough
the firg time she doubted her own resolution. Perhaps he would treat her badly, so that she could
remember the dogs, her outrage at being hunted, that would help ...

"Enough of this. Kardl, we ride immediady, back to the castle, before sundown. Alert the men.”

HER OWN MEN brought up her paanquin to the tent's door. She was glad of that, not to have to
face any more gaing except for Blaise's, and he was more puzzled then vindictive. He told her that the
other camp was broken aready, that knights and brothers and traders dl — the traders in complaint, he
sdd; vociferous complaint, she understood—had headed back to the Rog, only he and his men
remaining. Then he fought a glent war with young Imber, to hand her into the litter; remarkably, he won
it, and in the brief time that he was close to her he murmured, "My lady, are you quite wel?"

"Quite, thank you."
"I mean, wel content, | mean ... | could send a man, have him look for your father . .."

"Blasg, thank you, but theres no need.” What, can one man find him and fetch him before
tonight, before I'm wed, before I'm a baroness? "I am content enough,” she said; and there was a
meassve lie in that, because on her conscience she should be far from here and travelling blindly, going
where she was sent. And another because the man she was to marry was being so diff with her, was o
vighbly hurt, and her heart ached for his. And yet, and yet: if she must marry—and even the djinni had said
that she mugt, had ordered her to do so—then this would be the man, the boy she chose. This was not
how she would choose to marry him, neither the place nor the style nor the time; but ill some part of



her, some smdl and foolish voice was murmuring contentment to her bones.

THERE WAS SOMETHING between Blaise and her bearers as they set out, some conspiracy of
concern. The bearers were wide-eyed, twitching and miserable; the sergeant rode close beside the litter,
as though to guard againg some risk that dl the Elessan soldiery could not prevent.

The road took them back through the village, back past the hut they'd not dept in—moppets?
Elisande had understood that and she must remember to ask, but not now—and suddenly Blaise
was 9dling his horse closer dill, leening it dmost againgt the palanquin, and she could see nothing past
him until the horse reared suddenly, screaming, sartling him and her and gartling the bearers too, dilling
them for a moment in their nervous trot.

Now she could see the hut itsdf through the panel of gauze, her window onto a harsher world; and
she could see something nailed across the doorway. Briefly she thought it was a man-sized moppet, until
it moved and she saw that it was a man.

Thelitter skittered beneath her as the bearers shied like the horse, awvay from that dark figure whose
mouth could make no noise around its gag, whose eyes glittered like a bird's eyes, unreadable, accusing.

Julianne couldn't swalow a sudden gasp, couldn't hide its cause; Elisande peered past her, frankly
curious.

"What isit, what's—? Oh. | see. Areyou dl right?'

Now she had to swalow, and do it a couple of times before she could manage a reply. "Yes. Yes, |

am. Why would they, what had he . . . ?" Something that concerned the two girls, obvioudy; no accident,
that he should be stretched out to die across their doorway.

" 'The life of a good man', the baron said ... It must have been him found the Smulacraiin our beds."
"What smulacra? The baron spoke of moppets, but we left nothing ..."

"I think Rudd and Redmond took shelter there, when the cry went up. And they knew us gone, they
could be sure someone would look to see if we were safe. There is a way we know to make a poppet
that will stand and move and perhaps speak allittle. That can muddie a man's mind.”

"Is Surayon magic dl about lies and deceit?' she asked, sharp with the vison of what that poppet's
work had done.

"Not dl. And it was not the magic that crucified the man. That was your husband's work,” sharp in
her turn, in defence of her people.

"Not him," please, not him. "Hisunde™"

“Little difference. The Ransomers torture my friend, the Elessans execute their own. Is it any wonder
that we draw a val between our land and theirs? Or tha we lie, yes, and deceive, and hide, and kill in
secret if we mugt, to keep oursalves protected and apart?!

"No, Elisasnde" only weary now, dl passion fled and only wishing hersdlf back in Marasson: not for
the firg time, and she was certain it would not be the last. "No wonder at al. Will you lie to me, too,
when | am an Elessan?’

"Oh, | expect s0," but her hands said not, drawing her friend close and holding her so as the litter
swayed benesth them; they said she was lying aready, which was the best comfort of that bad and
bewildering day.



SHE DOZED THEN, and woke 4ill in Elisandeés arms, her body Hiff and sore again when she sat
up, or tried to. Oddly, her feet were higher than her head; shefdl back, and the other girl caught her.

"Where are we?'

"Going up. Don't look," and Elisande's hands prevented her, holding her tightly.
"To the castle?’

"Wes"

Of course, to the castle. Where else? Her mind fdt numb, stupid with more than deep, with the loss
of hope and an unexpected shadow growing. There was only one other question she could think to ask,
and the answer was jugt as obvious.

"Thedjinni didn't come, then?"

"No, sweetheart, the djinni didn't come. Did you think it would?"

"Not redly. It might have, though . . ."

"I told you, the djinn don't interfere. They're not concerned with the ways of men.”

"But it has interfered, it saved my life Twice, | think. And it told us to go to the Sharai, both of us,
that's interference too. And we can't, we're prevented; and you said | owed it a debt, it would make me
obey, and | can't...

"I know. | don't understand it ether. But it sad you mugt marry, and the baron says so too; perhaps
thisiswhat it wantsfirdt. | don't know .. ."

AND SO ON, takingin circles while the litter was carried ever higher; then the light was taken from
them as they passed through the cagtle gate, through the passage and the tunnd beyond. They came back
to late sun in the stableyard, and were set down. Neither of them made any move, they only sat and
listened to hurried voices beyond the curtains.

Eventudly a hand reached to draw the curtain back, a hand with a black deeve, a brother; she
looked past him to see the preceptor hmsdf gazing a her with some compassion, though little good that
would do her.

"My lady. Thisis ... unexpected.”
"l know. Forgiveme. .."

"Child, you are as welcome as you were before. But Baron Imber has spoken to me, and there are
matters we mugt discuss. Will you come to my rooms?”

"Your grace, again, forgive me. | am tired," exhausted, rather, and fretful as the child he named her.
"May we not speak here?' There was little enough to say, after dl; she had no choices Ift.

"Very wdl. Will you dight?"

She did so, glad of the dlent brother's am to help her out, and then of Elisande's dipping around her
wag to keep her from faling.

"The baron has — ah, asked,” demanded he meant, she understood him very wedll, "that you should
be married to his nephew here, tonight. | am not enamoured of this haste; nor, | am convinced, would
your father be. | understand that the circumstances are unusud, and | am prepared to dlow it. Lacking
your father's consent, though, | have indsted that | mus be given yours. | would not see anyone forced
into an urwilling marriage within my walls. So how say you, my lady? Shdl | refuse the baron?"



Here was a chance from nowhere, a choice unlooked-for; but oh, she was so tired, and she couldn't
bear to face the baron's anger a second time. "No," she said, despite Elisande's sudden tug, say yes, say
yes . .. "My father sent me to be married; | think you can take that for his consent. It was my own
foolishness that caused the baron's anger, and this haste. | will not resist him further.”

"Very wdl, child. If that isyour true desire.”

"Thank you, itis. Your grace?'

"y e

"Wll you conduct the ceremony yoursdlf? Please? My father would appreciate thet, | think . . ."

He amiled, with more warmth than she had expected. "You flater me, my lady. Perhaps | flater
mysdf, but | hope you may be right. | have known your father for many years now, and | admire both
him and his daughter. None but | shdl marry you, be assured of that, if you mugt be married here.”

"l think | must, your grace. Again, | thank you."

"No need. Come, let me take you to your room; you need rest. And food, | think. | can see hdf
through you, and that is more than weariness ..."

HER ROOM FOR now, perhaps. for this brief time, and no longer. But she was glad to see it,
gladder ill to lie on the bed and shut her eyes, see nathing &t dl.

"Jllianne, wait." Elisande touched her lightly on the shoulder, plucking & the coarse and dirty robe she
wore. "Take this off."

" don't care about their blankets" she muttered, throwing an am across her closed eyes to shut out
the light, the world the better.

Elisande laughed above her. "No more do |, but | care about you. Take this off and turn over, youll
rest the easier. | promise”

She grumbled, but she hadn't the will to resist; she was stripped quickly and firmly, then rolled onto
her ssomach.

"Now jud rdax." Cooal fingers touched her head, on either side. Julianne remembered Marron in a
daze, guards dumping unconscious into the gully; she jerked away, though it cost her a stab of pain in her
neck.

"Isthis more of your magic?| don't want it. .."

"No, love, itisnot. And don't say that so loudly, not here. Not anywhere, this Side of the desert. Just
liedill, and let me ease you."

She was rearranged, her head pillowed on her folded arms; then those fingers wove through her harr
and worked her scalp lightly, soothingly. Moved down to massage her neck and then her shoulders,
kneaeding, digging deeper with awiry strength. She yelped; Elisande chuckled.

"It won't hurt for long. Don't fuss, trust me”

She muittered ungratefully, biting down on another yep as Elisande's fingers seemed to Snk right into
her body, plucking on fibres stretched tight beyond bearing.

Gradudly, though, she could fed her muscles rdlaxing, unwinding dmost under that hard pressure; her
mind aso started to drift, tenson fdling away, anxietieslifting. Her thoughts lost their focus, only following
the smooth, dow rhythms of Elisande's hands, gentler now, moving lightly down her back. She fdt warm,
comfortable, easy; weariness flowed through her body in waves, in irresstible pulses, there was nathing



she could do but ride them, down and out and away . ..

WHEN SHE WOKE, the room was darker. A blanket covered her; she lifted her head to see
Elisande moving around, lighting lamps.

"The preceptor has sent food,” her friend said, amiling down &t her.
"How long have | been adeegp?”
"Not long, but long enough. Come, St up and eat; we've timefor that, but not for idleness™

Elisande glided across the floor towards her, making a deliberate show of it; Julianne said snappighly,
"Why are you wearing my best dress?’

“I'm not, I'm wearing your second-best dress. You don't want me looking shabby at your wedding,
do you? | chose that one for you," setting a tray down with a grin, and nodding towards the big chest in
the corner. "Though | had to give it an dmighty shaking, and | ill haven't got dl the creases out. | think |
can guess how Redmond Ieft the castle, and how he came back again, if they have come back.”

Creased or not, the gown draped across the lid of the chest was one of Juliann€es favourites, though
Elisande couldn't have known that and it was something more than clever of her to have guessed. The
gown was quite Smply cut, not at dl appropriate for high courtly occasions but aosolutely right for a quiet
mariage in a Ransomer castle, where luxury and immodesty both would have been out of place. Its
deep-sea shades would bring out the green that she loved in Imber's eyes, suppress the grey and give a
golden sheen to his hair; and had Elisande thought of that adso, how much did that girl see?

Like the preceptor, she saw the emptinessin Julianne's bdly, that much was certain; and the tray was
heaped high with temptation. Cold meets and candied fruits, pickles and preserves, fresh fruit and fresh
white bread. . .

"Have you—7?"'
"Yes | have That'sdl yours. So et it."

SO SHE DID; and when she and the tray were finished, the latter as empty as she fdt full, they
shared the lagt of the flask of jereth between them in a private toast, only their eyes bespeaking what
they drank to.

Then Elisande played servant girl, hdping Julianne into the gown and dressing her hair, persuading her
into a little discreet jewdlery and findly arranging her val so that it conformed to custom, she said, but
hid nathing of her friend's great beaty.

There was no glass in the room—nor probably in the castle—so that Julianne couldn't check the
honesty of her words; dl she could do was blush and thresten Elisande with a hairbrush, and tdl her not
to be so ridiculous.

"Wha's ridiculous? Y ou might as well deny that you have two legs, Julianne, or an impossible father,
or aloving heart.”

"My father's not impossible.”
Elisande only looked at her, with just the dightest quirk of her eyebrow.
Julianne had to swdlow agiggle. "Well, anyway. You'e as pretty as| am."

Elisande seemed to consder that for a moment, before dlowing thoughtfully, "I make a very pretty
boy.



That cracked clean through dl Julianne's reserve. Her laughter choked her; Elisande had to pound her
back before she could catch her breath, and then put her disarranged vel in order again, dl the time
soolding like an old and privileged nanny, which only threstened to dissolve her once more.

"Stop it," she pleaded, wiping a wet eyes with her fingers because Elisande wouldn't let her use the
val. "Enough. What timeisit?'

"Time you were amarrying that boy." Elisande took her hands and drew her gently to her feet, linked
ams with her and stepped towards the curtained doorway. "He's quite pretty too, mind," she added
judicioudy. "Though you should take arazor to him. | don't like beards much in any case, and as for that
fluff of his .. ."

"Hlisande, stop it. . . !I"

THE TIMING HAD seemed casud, and was exact. As they left the chamber the greet bell above
them gruck the firg of its cdling-strokes, to summon the brothers to sunset prayer. They waked
dowly—"Let everyone dse hurry,” Elissnde murmured, “this is your day and your hour, theyll wait for
you'—down the stairs and across the ward beyond, seeing black-clad figures scurry ahead of them.

And s0 into the shadows of the castle proper as the bel boomed again, and as its echoes died away
there was only the scurry of sanddls to be heard in the passage, and that fading aso.

They came to the great door of the great hdl just as Brother Whisperer sounded its last sngle stroke;
but this time that door was not closed againg them, nor did they turn aside towards the gar up to the
guests gdlery.

Elisande's hand squeezed her arm, just once, for courage; Julianne stepped forward, and the two girls
walked into the main body of the hall.

Hambeaux burned in sconces on every pillar, to light their path. Brothers knelt in dark ranks on either
sde, rank after rank; beyond the black were two of white, the knights of the Order in ther places.

Lifting her head, Julianne saw dl the magters arrayed in line before the dtar. In the centre of that line
stood the preceptor; below him, on the lowest of the steps, two other men were waiting, wetching her.

Kard, there to support his cousn, and of course that cousn himsdf: Imber, dressed in the best that he
hed brought, not wedding finery but soft green velvet that would enhance both his eyes and her gown.
She thought she could see his eyes even at this distance, shining with hurt and with hope.

Told hersdf not to be foolish, this was no jongleur's romance; it was red life, rich with promises to be
broken and dreams left brutaly unfulfilled.

None the less she walked forward with an extraimpetus, certainty added to pride, to dam this much
a least of what was hers, at least for thislittle moment.

THEY STOOD SIDE by dde on that bottom step, just a pace apart. On the other sde, Elisande's
hand was lightly linked with hers.

The preceptor lifted his ams and she heard a soft shuffling sound at her back, as dl the knights and
brothers rose to ther feet. A movement snagged & the corner of her eye; deding a quick glance, she
saw people ganding dl dong the walls dso. Squires in white, servants in whatever were ther finest
dresses, traders in many-coloured clothes. She wondered vagudy if Marron were among the squires, if
d'Escrivey had joined his confreres for once or if he kept a solitary vigil above, if indeed held come at dl.

Less vaguely, she wondered if Rudd were here, and if so in what guise, as bright jongleur or hidden



brother?

There must have been a sgnd given, by the preceptor or another master, but she didn't see it. All
together, though, the Ransomers began to sng, and her bones thrilled to the sound of their massed
VOICes.

It was the regular evening service, begun with a common prayer to the God; only that in honour to her
or to the occasion, it was to be sung rather than spoken. Deep bass and risng tenor, the voices cut to the
heart of her, and her hand tightened on Elisande's. Involuntarily her eyes moved the other way, to find
Imber where he stood that short step away, his body inlight and shadow. And caught him glancing at her:
their gazes locked, and now her somach too was churning, athough she could not read his thoughts.

After the prayer, the responses. a sngle voice cdling high and tuneful, a thundering reply. Tears
pricked behind her eyes, she had to blink hard, and when her 9ght cleared she had logt Imber, he had
turned his face forward and a guttering shadow hid even his profile from her.

So she too looked to the front, and then she understood the soft gasps she could hear from the sides
of the hdl. The Sgn of the God hung massvey above the dtar, and a cool blue liquid light was flowing
through the endless double loop.

"BELOVED BRETHREN, WE dl of us serve the God: those who bear amsin His service and those
who may not, those who guard the Sanctuary Land and those who work or dwel or trave within it. Just
as precious, to Him and to us, are the women: for without them, He would have no servants and we no
children. It isadways ablessng to see a marriage performed, doubly so when it is a wedding of two high
houses, whose sons will be the leaders of men in their generation. | fed thrice blessed this night, that |
may actinsuch arite. . "

The preceptor's voice was as mdlow and musicd as the snging; but where that had beaten brazenly
in her blood, this lulled and gentled Julianne. She was happy to let the voice smply pour over her like
warm honey, she fet no need to lisen.

Her eyes were drawn back inexorably to the God's Sgn, to the light that flared there. Like the light
in the cave, but this alight divided: two lights that chased and never met each other even where the two
loops joined, two lights of different shades of blue that pulsed to different rhythms.

The preceptor's hands beckoned; she and Imber took one pace forward together, climbed another
step. Elisande remained below, with Karel. Julianne missed the comfort of her friend's touch; she folded
her hands demurdly below her ribs, and lifted her head to watch those lights again.

It seemed to her that they ran more dowly now, but pulsed the brighter. She could fed her own pulse
under her fingers, one of those lights was beating in time with her body, she could see the match and
seneit dso.

The other, it ssemed to her, was begting a little faster. She glanced sdelong at Imber and locked her
hands together, to be sure that neither one would reach out to take hiswrid, to test him.

THE GOD BLESSES dl his children, but some He looks upon with especid favour. This His son
Imber, heir to the County of Eless; this His daughter Julianne, earthly daughter to the one known as the
King's Shadow .. ."

Was she earthly? She didn't fed so, she fdt luminous and unconfined. She fdt she was that light,
dancing in the God's grace; her eyes she thought must have turned to blazing blue, fiery pulsng blue, as
Imber's also, surdly.



"TAKE HANDS, CHILDREN."

She heard that but she didnt move, couldnt move, seemed not to have command of her body, so
rapt she was, s0 caught by the spinning lights. Imber it was who reached across the guif between them,
who bridged it with his arm, whose dim hand clamed one of hers, his fingers lay lightly in her palm,
foradng nothing, making no daim of strength. Her skin tingled at his touch; she thought of the cave agan,
and dared not grip tighter for fear of whet lay deep in her, inhim.

Now the lights ran together, dill two but joined, two comets on the same fixed path. She fdt his pulse
and saw it, both a once; willed her own heart to beat more quickly to match his, and saw and fdt it

happen.

"STEP UP, AND give me your hands."

She did not want to do that, she wanted to il time and hold this moment forever, not to risk the loss
of what was wonderful to her. Again it had to be Imber who moved firg, who drew her up after him and
gave her hand with his She sghed oftly as the preceptor broke the link between them, his soft skin
agang her fingers where she wanted only Imber's.

Above and behind him, the two lights dilled: one in each loop of the God's Sgn, both close to where
the two loops joined. Begting, pulsng together, walting.

"THESE RINGS | give you, as eternd witness that you are pledged, each to each and unto death.
Wear themin faith, and trust in the God whose sgn they make together, two become one.”

A cool band of gold, dipped onto the smdlest finger of her right hand; another onto Imber's left. The
preceptor lifted both their hands high, then touched them together so that gold met gold.

The two lights blazed and melted, each into the other; and then there was only one that flowed and
burned too bright to look upon, before it faded like a flower dead too soon. She fdt its going like a
slencefdling, and was bereft.

"KISSHER, CHILD."

And he did; hisdry lips brushed hers, and she saw no lights now except his eyes, and they were grey
and doubtful.

NEVER MIND THE snging, never mind the lights nor what went on beneath them; this was dill a
normd evening service, there would and mugt be a sermon. After one more exultant prayer, she heard
shuffling, rudling sounds behind her, and knew the congregation to be kneding. Imber's hand reclamed
hers. She walked dowly backward in pace with him, back and down with Elisande's touch unexpectedly
on her spine to guide her; at the foot of the steps they too kndt, and she tried one more sSdeways glance.
Nothing, only his profile again, again in shadow. If he sensed her eyes on him, he didn't respond.



MARSHAL FULKE GAVE the sermon, another clarion cdl to arms, agang the evils of Surayon.
Julianne wondered how Elisande mugt fed, hearing herself and dl her people condemned as heretics and
witches. She schooled her face to dillness, and listened with only hdf an ear. She had other things on her
mind this night: questions and anxieties that racked her, hopes and fears for hersdf and others and one
great burning desre—entirely for hersdf, this to quiet the trembling that ran bone-deep within her;
except tha it wasnt, it couldn't be, it had to be shared or it was nothing a dl—tha only served to
confuse her further.

AFTER THE SERVICE, after the last great stone-shaking cry had dwindled to a angle sobbing note,
losng itsdf inits own faint echo and findly engulfed by slence, the masters came down the steps in two
filesto pass between Imber and Kardl, or ese between her and Elisande. One or two, she noticed, drew
up the skirts of their robes not to touch—not to be defiled by?—the gowns of dther girl.

Only the preceptor remained above. Behind her she heard the congregation shuffling out, but she
sayed as she was, on her knees and hdd by the hand. Because Imber did, because she didn't know
what eseto do.

It was Karel and Elisande who moved firs, of the four of them: friends who stood and reached down,
offered hands and help inrisng.

. With that assistance, she managed to stand up and not let go of Imber, nor look directly at him. His
turn, if he would; she would not.

The preceptor came down the steps, his arms spread in pleasure.

"Excdlently done, Imber, you will take a treasure home to Eless. And you, my daughter: you have
joined a famous name to a famous house. Only the best will come of this, the God will bless you both.
Now come, J-Hianne" and he took her hands, both of them, denied her any touch or sght of Imber as
he turned her gently, deftly away, "let your lord away to feast with his men; no doubt they will want to
pledge your name and his. | mysdf will show you to your quarters.”

Thank you, | know the way—hbut thenkfully she recognised the futility of protest and hed her
tongue. Then, as he led her out through a sde door, she redlised that of course she did not know the
way; dl that was certain was that she would not deep tonight in the room that she used to.

"My luggege, your grace ... 7'

He amiled, and patted her hand. "Brothers have fetched it dready, my dear, as they should dso have
prepared a bath by now. You have your woman to attend you'—and indeed Elisande was talling them
like a dog, a sour dog to judge by her sudden sniff—"and | will send some supper to you both. Be
patient; the young baron's men may seek to detain him, but | think he will come soon.”

Above dl dse she wanted one thing, one thought in her head, let him come when he will, why
should | care when he come or how, sober or drunk or redling, vomiting, stinking with drink? And
she could not manage so much dishonesty, even in the privacy of her own mind, and she could have wept
with frugtration: to be endaved to a boy—sold and seized and snared dl three, by her father and hisundle
and himsdf, and the last of those the only one that mattered—when she had so much to think about that
was not Imber, so much on her mind that she could not share, so far to go where she could neither take
hmnor let im follow ...

THE PRECEPTOR TOOK them out into the ill, warm night, across a ward and so indoors again;
and those were dried rushes that they walked on, that was a door she knew and a stranger, an Elessan
on guard dert beside it, opening it, bowing them in when it should have been a brother.



"Your grace" she sad awkwardly, dammering dmogt, "these are your own gpartments.. . ."

"My gift to you," he said equably, and then with awry smile, "only for the night. It isno greet sacrifice.
The dder baron isinggent that you must away tomorrow. So | will deep in the masters tower as | used,
and be very comfortable there. My audience-chamber you know; the bedchamber is here, and there is
another room that connects to them both, my study, where a bed is made up for your companion,” with a
gentle nod to Elisande, pdliative, dmaost conspiratorid.

"Your grace, it's very kind, but—"

“But not enough, | know. Alas, these are the mogt fit quarters we can find, to entertain a baroness.
And her husband. I'll bid you a good night, my lady, and a blessed wakening to follow."

Was that the suspicion of a wink, as he bowed to her? No, surdy not. The Preceptor of Rog de
Rancon was surdly above and far above innuendo.

The Preceptor of Rog de Rangon, she reminded hersdlf hbitterly, was a man; and like dl men of noble
birth, no doubt he/d hunted as a youth, before he took his vows. Like dl men, noble or otherwise, he was
no doubt pleased to see another hunt successful, another woman caught and brought to hed, brought to

BATHED AND FED, dressed in the most respectable nightwear that her baggage could produce,
ghe sat in the bedchamber—on the bed itsdlf, plan but comfortable and easlly wide enough for two,
though she was sure that it had never before entertained so many—and waited for Imber to come to her.

Elisande had played servant to the last, combing out Juliann€'s hair to a shining, glorious fdl; playing
adong, Julianne had played migtress and dismissed her to her own makeshift bed, determined to wait out
this time done. Sheld refused to tak, to plan, even to conjecture. Morning would come soon enough;
tonight her thoughts seethed, she couldn't concentrate.

At lagt she heard footsteps, voices, two men taking; she heard quiet laughte—Kard's, that — and
then a brusque goodnight, and a door firmly closed.

One man's booted feet; she watched the doorway and the hanging that closed it, and saw that dowly
rse

For a moment he stood there, tdl and young and limned in light, his blond hair like a hdo, bright,
diffuse

She rose to her feet as he stepped indde, and curtsied dutifully.
"My lord baron.”

"My lady baroness." He raised her up with gentle hands, and touched her cheek; she gasped at the
tingle, the thrill of hisfingers on her skin.

He frowned, and stepped away. It was dl she could do to suppress a groan. She wanted to ding to
him, and would not.

"My lady Julianne™ he said dowly, efortfully, "I regret deeply the pain that this required marriage has
brought to you."

"Imber, no . . ."

"We need not dissemble, with each other. Let us at least have honesty in private. You tried to flee |
wigh | could be sorry that | found you. That | cannot, because truly | welcome this match. | am only sorry

for the nature of it, my uncle's ingstence that it be made so soon. | would have taken you to Eless and
given you time to accustom yoursdf to it, to learn | hope to love me.



" will fill hope for that. But | saw your reluctance in the ceremony, and | see what it costs you now,
not to flinch from my touch. Thismuch at least | am resolved upon, that | will not force my body on you
while you are yet unwilling. My unde need not know," and for a moment he was dl boy beneath his
careful formality, please don't tell my uncle, and her heart surged in sympathy, "but for tonight and for
the future, until you are ready for me, let your companion deep with you; | will take her bed.”

“Imber. . "

Imber, no, but she couldn't say it. Better if he did think her estranged, distressed, even disgusted by
his closeness, hed dtay further off, give her more time and privacy with Elisande, perhaps give them
another chance to get away. Better for the turmail in her soul dso: she had both yearned for and dreaded
his body in this her bed, his body and hers tight as a fis. So dosdy tangled with him, she thought she
might never break free.. .

S0 no, she said nothing but his name; and he took that for what it was not, gpology and gratitude
both. He bowed and Ieft her, by the other door; moments later, Elisande came hurrying through.

The door closed quietly, firmly, irrevocably behind her.

* % %

JULIANNE WOULDNT SPEAK; when Elisande tried to draw her out in whispers, "What
happened? What did he say, what did he do?' she only shook her head in miserable refusd.

The two girls dimbed into the bed, and when Elisande reached to hold her, to offer slent sympeathy
and comfort, again Julianne shook her head, and pushed her away.

And lay dl night on the far edge of the mattress, as done as she could be, touching her friend
nowhere; and nat till she was certain that Elisande was degping did Julianne dare to let her tears, the firg
of many tears, fdl.

SEVEN
HisHonour With His Clothes

MARRON HAD HAD adifficult day.

He'd never expected nor looked for an easy life; he'd genuindy tried to be a good and dutiful brother
Ran-somer, and fdt that his falure there had not been his own fault; he wanted to make as honest a
commitment to his new position. But if a squire had to work hard sometimes to please his master, having
only one good am made the work harder. It was harder dill when his fdlow squires treated him with
contempt and derison; and when that same one-armed squire had dangerous secrets to keep hidden,
when his loydties tugged in opposite directions, what was aready so hard became dmost impossible.

Thelong ride back to the Roq had been weary enough. When at last they'd made the find dimb up to
the castle and through into the stable-yard, hed wanted no more than to fdl from his mule and find a
pallet somewhere to deep on. But awide dark stain on the cobbles had made a crud reminder that there
were no stable-boys any more, to care for hismount or his master's.

He'd struggled through the crush done, first with Seur Anton's great destrier, and then with his own
litle mule. He'd found ddls for them both, and fetched them feed and water; held cleaned saddles and



harness as best he could one-handed, and his wounded arm had ached brutaly before he was done, for
dl that it was bound so tightly againgt his chest that he'd had no use of it.

Finished a lagt, hed drawn one more bucket of water and thrugt his head into it, had come up
gasping from the cold refreshing bite of it. As held pushed his fingers through his dripping hair, hed heard
ajeering laugh behind him. "Oh look, little monkey's making himsdf pretty.”

"All washed and clean and ready for the night,” another voice had replied.
"The knight? Which knight?'
"Kind Sieur Anton, of course .. ."

Marron had stood up dowly, hisfingers sraying towards his belt, feding for the hilt of his new knife;
but held checked before they reached it, walked away without looking back. Didn't matter which lads it
was that sneered at him, they were dl oneinthis. And Seeur Anton would have been furiousif he'd fought
dl or any one of them. Doubly furious if hed died, no doubt. Which he would have, quite likdy.
One-handed and hurting, distracted and incensed, held have made easy meet for the skewer of another
boy's blade. Self-defence, my lord, your grace, Seur Anton, the other boys would have sad, dl in
chorus. Marron attacked him without cause, he was in peril of hislife. . .

So no, no fighting, only another scar on his soul and another derisive name they could cdl him, scared
little monkey.

He'd made hisway dowly through the castl€'s courts and passages, then taken an undutiful detour up
onto the high walls, seeking answers where there were only views, held stood for a while gezing at the
ancent stones of the Rog's hidden mystery, the Tower of the King's Daughter—the Tower of the Ghost
Walker, Mustar had named it, and would not tdl hm why—and then hed recollected himsdf, and
hurried to Sieur Anton's room.

Where held been roundly scolded for his delay, and for his appearance, his tunic soaked and filthy:
"The bdl will summon us to service any minute, and would you go before the God in such a state? On
any night, let done this night, when the lady Julianne is to be married to Baron Imber? Or had you
forgotten that, in your ddlying?"

He hadn't forgotten, because he hadnt known. Hed offered no excuse, had only sruggled
awkwardly out of his tunic when Seur Anton threw a clean one a him. The knight had relented then,
seeing wha he himsdf had ssemingly forgotten in his anger, Marron's injured am in its bindings, had
helped him dress, even asked forgiveness where none was due or needed. The bdl had interrupted them
before Marron could answer, and they'd hastened together down to the hall.

MARRON HAD STOOD by the wdl with the other squires, and even here before the God's dtar
their fingers had poked at him and their eyes suggested, miking a lewdness of dl that poking. More then
anything Marron had wanted to poke back, with his dagger in his hand; instead held sdled dong the
smooath plain plaster until he stood more with the traders than the squires, and let people think what they
would of his smple white againg their gaudery.

He'd been sorry for the lady Julianne, when he saw her wed. She'd seemed so pale and reluctant, so
diff, leening on her friend as though she couldnt do the smple things the waking and standing and
knedling, without support. That marriage mug be a dire thing to her, hedd thought, seeing how she fixed
her stare on the God's Sgn above the dtar, wouldn't even look at her husband in the making.

The God's 9gn was something to look at, he'd supposed, flaring with light chasing light. Chased and
caught, heldd thought, and how bad could this wedding be, what reason did she have to dread it so much
that she would run away, after having come so far in obedience? But the 9gn hadn't seemed o



impressive to him tonight, only atrick; Rudd could do as much and more, and Rudd was a heretic. Did
that meen that the light came not from the God, or did it mean that Rudd 4ill stood in the God's grace
regardless of the teachings of the Church, or Marshd Fulke?

Marron had no answers to such questions. Sieur Anton might know, but of course he couldn't ask
him. Nor anyone, but epecidly not him. Seur Anton was devout in a way that Marron had been, or at
leest had thought himsdlf, when he fird came to Outremer; but where Marsha Fulke's cdl for a great
purifying haly war againgt Surayon only sickened Marron, even the words carrying the stench of daughter
with them, it seemed to inflame Sieur Anton as though he had never known carnage, had never said these
things happen here, or ese had said it with approval.

Wherever Rudd stood in the God's eyes—if God there were, and if the God were looking; both of
which Marron was indined to doubt, even here before His dta—the jongleur hadn't been standing there
inthe hdl, unless he was Hill hidden among the dark ranks of the brothers. Even the traders bird-bright
clothes couldnt match Rudd's; if held been on the far Sde of the hdl, in shadow and behind a pillar,
Marron dill couldn't have missed him.

Perhaps he and Redmond had after dl dipped away in last night's rumpus, or dse in the confusion of
abreaking camp this morning. Perhaps they were far gone and luckier than the ladies, unsought-for, quite
unmissad — though not for much longer, surdly. How long could that poppet in the dungeon fool the
guards? Or the questioners, next time they went to question? The girls had Ieft others in ther beds last
night, it seemed, and cold daylight had shown them up for what they were, rags and rope and a man's
desth for bdievinginthem ...

If the Elessans would do that to one of their own, Marron had wondered just what they might have
done to him, if their truth-speaker had actudly forced himinto tdling true.

Sheld been there in the hdl, held seen her, easy to find with that face among the vels of the other
women who rode in the Elessans train: not whores, surely, in such a grim and righteous company, only
sarvants. Cooks and launderers, if greet lords traveled with such; he didn't know. Attendants to serve
the lady Julianne, perhaps. She came of a great family, and travelled with none but Elisande, who was
more friend than servant.

Come of one gresat family, she now belonged to another; held seen Baron Imber dam her with a ring,
possess her with a kiss. Marron was haf-surprised that she didn't faint, she looked so pale and shaken; it
had taken Elisande as wdl as her new husband to keep her on her feet as they'd backed away down the
dtar steps.

MARSHAL FULKE HAD preached for an hour, and said nothing new throughout; dl that was new
or surprisng or unusud had been to look dong the kneding row of knights and see Sieur Anton one

among them.

Hed been ample to pick out, because his head was bare. Not that hed been done in that. Fulke
himsdf had come to every service unhooded, since that firg sermon. The preceptor had taken no action,
agang him or his increesing number of adherents; there were knights who routindy came to worship
uncovered, there were squires and men-at-arms, there were brothers who dared the anger of their
confessors by coming before the God bareheaded. Even some of those same confessors were at it now;,
tonight, for the firg time, Marron had looked towards the back of the hal and seen Fra Piet's shaven
head shining in the torchlight. Fra Piet and hdf his troop:

Marron couldn't be certain, but he thought held spotted Aldo's shock of brown har among them.



WHEN THE SERVICE was over they'd dl filed out in order, the squires dmost ladt, as fitted their
lomy dation. The new-married baron and his lady had stayed behind, with ther attendants and the
preceptor; Marron had spared the lady Julianne one last glance as he Ieft, trailing the other lads to avoid
thar jabbing fingersin his back. Brothers had been extinguishing torches, dl down the hdl; dl hed redly
seen of her was the gleaming hair and the line of one arm outstretched, one hand that Baron Imber had
hed imprisoned, | have you now, | will not let you go.

Marron had sent her a brief commiserating thought— an impertinent thought for sure from a squire to
alady, a new-made baroness; but shed never know, and he did pity her—and then held turned to push
hisway through the mill of bodies outside the hall, looking for his master.

AFTER THE MARRIAGE, the mariage-feast: that was traditiond, it was universd. Even here, in a
cadlle of the grim rdligious that had been attacked and nearly taken three nights since, even after a maich
made in such haste and againg such reluctance, there had to be a feast.

Not for the women, even had there been any women of rank present, besides the bride; that was not
the custom of the house. The Order would welcome women guests because that was a duty laid upon it,
50 long as they kept decoroudy to ther dlotted quarters, where here are the guests ' rooms meant here
are the women's rooms, safely in a tower apart; it would shelter and feed, flatter where politic but it
would not feast, it would not celebrate their being in the castle or the world.

Marron had expected nothing, then, like the marriage-feasts hed known in long barn or village
square: ariot of dancing and drunkenness, of fast feet and flashing skirts, fast hands and dapped faces,
licensed debauchery the old priest used to cdl it, scowling momentoudy, though it was he who issued
the licence and he who cried the musdans on, louder than any. One marriage in the endless summer of
Marron's childhood had aways seemed to lead to hdf a dozen more, and welcome so.

Here it mugt be different; he'd thought it would be dour, a required part of the wedding ritud and no
more: the baron paying Master Cellarer aslittle as he might and then Stting sour and scowling with more
intent and far more effect than the old priest ever had, turning the bread stale and the milk bad, driving the
celebrants from table as soon as he could manage, later than he would like ...

Wi, no. Marron hadn't serioudy thought they would be drinking milk. It would be the knights who
feasted, after dl, with perhaps a table aso for the stranded traders, down at the foot of the hdl. If the
baron didn't supply them with wine enough, he'd thought they would send for their own.

Hed 4ill thought it would be a dull affair, though. Elessans made famous fighters, but no one had ever
woven a tde about their convividity, ther lightness of foot and touch or how quick they were to laugh,
how dow to quarrdl.

What Marron hadn't expected, who he had quite stopped looking for—hope triumphant over
reason— was Rudd the jongleur.

MARRON HADNT KNOWN there to be so many lewd songs in the canon; and yet hed thought
himsdf so wise, so experienced in the ways of wedding-feasts .. .

Rudd had wandered the hal a firs—the lesser hdl it was, knights territory, neither brothers nor the
God's— drifting between the rowdy tables. Hed sung, held thrashed the srings of his mandora, he'd
chivvied the young men into joining in where they knew the words, humming along where they did not,
when he could keep them from exploding into raucous laughter that he had himsdf provoked.

Like any squire Marron had served his master, anticipating no time to listen to the Snging. Except that
Seur Anton had egten little—though the food was better and more plentiful than Marron had expected



— and drunk less, so that after the firgt rush to see that the knight had trencher and mesat, goblet and
wine within it when every lad was fighting for the same and he had only the one hand to fight with, in fact
Marron had found himsdf with time to stand behind his master's chair and indeed ligen to the Snging.

Hed never thought to hear such bawdy quff here. Neither, apparently, had the Barons Imber. Elder
and younger, they'd both seemed startled when Rudd was forced up onto a table and enough of a hush
fdl that the whole hdl could hear im. Marron's eyes had moved indinctively to the top table, to look for
trouble before it came; so held seen the new-wed baron's blush.

His uncle's face dso had changed hue, darkened, turned a livid shade of red dl across his shaven
scap. When Rudd had finished that one song and immediatdly begun another, to a shouted chorus and a
rhythm of booted feet, the elder baron had had enough—buit it had been he who'd stamped out of the
hall, with his own retinue of friends and cronies following.

Seur Anton had seemed to like the Snging little more, no more than he liked the food or the wine.
Hed stayed, though, so perforce Marron had stayed too. And had watched Rude as they dl did, and
ligened with less attention than mogt, and thought that there was a private message for him in this very
public performance. We're till here, hed thought Rudd was saying, and I'm still a jongleur. Which
very likdy meant that Redmond was again a prisoner, the man taking the place of the poppet and that
whole escape brought to nothing. Undiscovered, which was good; unavaling and undone, which was not
good at dl.

And there was a second message too that Marron had read, one that he'd heard before and saw now
in how Rudd never glanced his way for a moment, ignoring him as he was ignoring every squire dse.
Your task is finished, Marron had thought he was being told, lead your life, serve your master, forget
about us. | know where and how; I've put him back alone, | can lead him out alone next time.

RUDEL HAD SUNG on with gusto, what Marron mogt lacked. Soon his hand had found its own
way onto the back of Sieur Anton's chair and held been leening on it, only to hold himsdf upright. Hed
snatched it away as soon as held redised, before his master could; but his legs had wobbled, his head
had svum and he'd had to take a grip again to save shaming himsdf and Sieur Anton both.

Movement on the top table, ribald voices and laughter: held looked that way, focusng desperately
agang a sucking darkness, and had seen young Baron Imber on his feet. Blushing again, meking his way
out of the hdl with a fixed expression on his face, followed by hisgrinning cousn Karel.

That was gpparently what Seur Anton had been daying for, his sense of duty not dlowing him to
leave before the guest of honour. As soon as the young men were gone, held pushed his chair back from
the table.

And had fdt the resstance of Marron's hand, jerked away too late; had glanced at his face and
frowned, said, "Lad, you look terrible. Isthat arm paning you agan?'

"No, seur,” or yes, seur, but no more than it had been hdf the day.

"I'm sorry,” again, the second time tonight. ™Y ou need food, and rest. Bring that," with a gesture a the
bread and meat held bardly touched, "and fallow me"

* % %

THEY'D COME TO Seur Anton's room, where Marron had been told to gt on the bed and ez,



without arguing. For once, he'd practised ingant obedience; and when held eaten dl there was to eat and
hed drunk a glass of his master's wine, Seur Anton said, "Better?"

"Yes, seur. Thank you ..."
"Good. | keep forgetting, don't 1?7

"Seur..." | keep failing you, but he couldn't say that. Seur Anton might ask how, and there was so
much he daren't tdl him, it was wiser far to curb his tongue and say nothing.

Knight sat beside his squire, laid a gentle hand on the back of his neck; said, "Theyll be making their
jokes about us now, as wdl as about the baron and his bride. | can't prevent that, I'm afraid. Do the
other lads give you trouble?’

"No, seur.”

A little shake, from that strong hand. "Truly, Marron?"

"Only alittle, Seur. It doesn't matter.”

"Does it not? Boys can be crud to each other. Worse than a bad master, sometimes.”
Marron shook his head, before Seur Anton could do it for him. "I'm used to it, Seur."
"Areyou?'

Oh yes, that was true enough. His uncles workers had made a great mock of him and Aldo, for years
before they'd taken their vows and joined the Order; nor had therr fdlow novices been kinder. The
squires sharp tongues provoked more memoaries than distress, though those memories brought their own
digress, afriend lost where he had thought the two of them immune, immuteble, eterndl.

"Why are you used to it, Marron?'

Marron just looked a him. He knew, he mugt know; and Marron didn't have the words in any case.
Even Seur Anton couldn't play his confessor, for this.

The knight's hand moved gently on his neck, squeezing, teasing, promising more.
"Y ou're worn out, lad. | should let you deep.”

"No, geur.”

"No? Are you sure?'

"Yes, deur.”

"Your am's bad, | don't want to hurt you ..."

"You won't hurt me, seur.”

"Wdl. Jugt cry out, if | do."

He took his hand away and Marron wanted to cry out in protest, in hurt; but Sieur Anton only
crossed hislegs, seized his boot and wrenched it off, tossed it away across the room. Marron moved to
hep him with the other, but the hand came back for a moment, gripped his shoulder and, "No, you St
dill. I am able to undress mysdf. And you."

And he did: gripping off his own clothes fast and cardesdy and then hdping Marron out of his
playing the squire dmog, though a squire with impertinent, questing hands and a touch that made Marron
dternately squirm and gasp.

Ladtly, the bindings were unknotted and cast aside, so that the bandaged arm came free.

"Now, how shdl we manage with this? We mug put it out of the way. If you lie on the bed, thus, it
should not trouble us. Good. Does that fed comfortable?”



"Yes seur. Doitagan .. "

That won him a chuckle, and a sharp dap. "I meant the am, fool. Well, I won't mind it, then, if you
don't. I have some ail heré'—a flask of it, Marron knew, scented with thyme and rosemary—"which will
ease things somewhat; but again, if | hurt you—"

"You won't hurt me, Seur.”
"You seem very sure of that.”
"Yes, deur.”

"Marron, my name is Anton. Only for tonight, while we're done, do you think you might manage to
useit? Or a least not to cal me Seur in every sentence?’

"No, geur. | likeit..."

A dow sgh, with agmile hidden iniit; and then no more taking, only those fingers dowly working on
him and indgde him, sometimes rough and sometimes tender; the scent of the all riang as it warmed, only
to minglewith and be logt in sharper, hotter smdls Sieur Anton's long, lean body againgt him and about
him, within him, encompassing him absolutdly.

"YOU ARE NOT quite stranger to a man's body, are you, Marron?"
"No, geur." Oh, Aldo...
"“Tdl me"

And so Sieur Anton did play confessor after dl; what had been unthinkable before was possible now,
as he was hdd close and warm and weary while the candles guttered and died in the room around them,
that seemed suddenly so far away. Sowly, hdtingly, Marron told of hisfriend: childhood friend and friend
of his youth, more than friend when they'd played boys games together that had become much more than

games.
"Only the one?"

"Yes deur." All that he/d wanted or needed or would ever need, held thought; and after they'd taken
their vows they'd touched each other no more, despite what the other boys whispered. Ther bodies
given over with tharr souls to the God, they'd thought it would be a great sn. And thereld been no chance
anyway, no possibility of succumbing to temptation in a novices life or a brother's after.

"SEUR?'
"Yes, Maron?'
"Forgive me, but—"

"Nothing to forgive. How could there be? | leave my pride, my honour with my clothes; it's only you
who inggt on bringing it to bed. Boy," caressingly. "Come, ask your question. If | know an answer, youll
haveit.

"Seur," as bold as he could manage, then, even lifting his head so as not to mumble into his master's
chest, "you are the most devout man | know, more than any of the brothers, even. You say your prayers
to the God, you serve the God, you gave your life to Him—and yet you do thistoo . .."

"Ah. And do | leave my rdigion adso with my clothes, you mean?1 do not.”
"Does the God not forbid this?'



"The Church forbids it. And the Order, too; there, yes, | break my vows. But the God? | do not
know, Marron. | know this, though, that | have done worse things. And will do worse again, and soon, |
think. Marsha Fulke will lead us againg Surayon, as soon as they break that man in the cdls They say
heis the Red Earl, Redmond of Corbonne. Master Ricard will know; they fought together, under the
King. He has refused to go down, thus far; he says it is dishonourable to torture a man so, and he will
have no part of it. | think he will yidd soon, though, | think he must. The preceptor will order him, on his
obedience. And when we are certain, then the man will be broken. No one can hold out forever, under
question.

"And then he will tdl us the secret, how to enter Surayon; then we will march, and the God will wreak
aterrible vengeance againg that damned land. And yes, | will be there; and | will kill, and 1 will burn
heretics, men and women and children. | will do it; and againg thet, what can this matter? If | am to be
condemned, | do not think it will be because | lie down with men. Or boys" and his cam, warm hands
put an end to talking again.

For awhile

* % %

"SEUR?'

"What, again? Go to deep.”

"Pleass?"

"Wdl. Once more, then. What isit thistime?'

"Seur, tdl me wha happened to your brother."

A long sllence, adillnessin him that made Marron tremble; then, "I killed him."

"But how?'

Wrong question. "With my sword,” coldly.

"Why, seur? What had he done? He mugt have done something dreadful, you loved him . . "

"You have been gossping about me, if someone told you that. | didike being the subject of my
squire's gossip, Marron.”

His throat was tight and dry, it was hard to speak; the words were gravel-sharp in his mouth. "I
wanted to know..."

"I'm sure you did. Know this, then—but do not noise it around, boy, do you understand me? Thisiis
for your ears only, and only because 1'd sooner you believed the truth than some chatterer's invention.
Yes?'

"Yes, geur.”

"Veay wdl. Yes, | loved my brother, and he me. Like me he was, as you say, devout; like the
churchmen, like you, he thought it was a great Sn for men to love each other with their bodies. There was
tak about me, of course, then as now, but | suppose he shut it out, refused to lisen. He never asked me
for the truth of it.

"But he found me one day, in afidd of maize, with another man. Charal carried Dard everywhere, 1'd
gvenit to him the month before, he was so proud of it; and |, | had Josette aso, though why | can never
remember, for atryst inmy own family'sfieds. The God orders these things, not us.



"Charol was mad, | think, with shock or anger. Dislluson, perhaps. he had admired me, worse,
adored me. Worshipped me, dmost. He drew his sword, and went to kill my friend; that man was older,
he farmed on our land, Charol mugt have blamed him, | imagine, for corrupting his perfect brother.

"I tripped Charol, and told him the truth as he lay at my feet there; | stood over him quite naked and
sad that it was | who had firg seduced my friend, that | had done the same with other men, and aways
would.

"Charal scrambled up and swung his sword a me. Mine was the fird blood Dard tasted: here" and
his fingers guided Marron's to a thick seamed scar on his ribs. "He saw me bleeding, and turned
away—sane again, | thought, for a moment. But then he went after my friend, and what could | do? He
would have killed him. So | snatched up my sword and called him back, called him a coward to run after
an unarmed man.

"He came, and we fought. | think his madness infected me—or perhaps | Smply lost my temper. You
know | have a temper,” and this time his fingers touched the bandaged arm, and Marron remembered
that long dud in sunlight, so long ago it seemed, the intense fury that had so nearly killed him; and the
look on Sieur Anton's face that day as held flung his sword away, alook he understood now. Not twice,
not a second time.. . .

"l killed him," Sieur Anton said again, and yet again. "l killed him, and he died. And then | took his
sword, because he had disgraced it, or | had, either one. Inthe end | came to the Order, | gavemy lifeto
the God to do what He would with it; and they sent me here. My father sent me money,” bitterly, "to
keep me from a brother's vows. He needn't have bothered. How could | ever be a brother again,
anyone's, under any meaning? | can hardly bear to say theword . .."

And then slence, painful and difficult: Marron lacked the insolence to bresk it. It was the great bl
that did. Brother Whisperer's voice thudding into their bones. He stirred graiefully, tried to St up, and
was prevented; Seur Anton's am and his leg too hdd him down, comfortably pinioned between man
and palet and wall.

"l don't leave my rdigion with my clothes, Marron, but | think this once we will say the prayers as we
are. Cdl it an afirmation, if you like"

Some men, many men in this castle would cdl it sacrilege. Marron was far beyond knowing who was
right and who wrong, beyond even trying to guess. He knew Sieur Anton's weight across his body, he
knew the young knight's strength, he guessed what might happen if he ressted; and he knew how good it
fdt to lie condtrained like this, though his am ached sharply and every other part of him was numb and
heavy with exhaustion.

"Yes, deur," he sad.

PRAYERS MUMBLED, ALMOST whispered like love-tak to each other, like those times when no
maiter what is said, it's the whispering that counts. These were prayers, though, and for his master's sake,
for his piety Marron tried to focus on the words; but they drifted, they were a sring he logt dl grasp
upon, grabbed for in the darkness, couldn't find.

He thought probably hefdl adeep before the prescribed finish, though Seeur Anton did not wake him
nor tel him next morning, and certainly he did not ask.

WHAT ROUSED HIM was the bell again, driking deep; anything less massive could not have done
it, so little, far too little deep he'd had.



This time no lying-in, no muttering of blessngs with ther minds and bodies too distracted. Up and
knedling, naked as they were; Sieur Anton's voice was clear and firm, which seemed unfair.

Then into his clothes, with the knight's help to bind hisarm againg his chest once more; and that aside
it was clearly to be the norma routine this morning, and why not? Little enough had changed, except that
what everyone suspected had findly come to pass. They were dill squire and master, nothing had dtered
that.

So he ran for his magter's breakfast, and his own; endured the taunts of other boys on the same
errand, thinking how little they knew, and how foolish they sounded; went back to the room where he
was happiest, saw Seur Anton eat and drink, waited for permission to do the same.

All that time there was something dirring in his gut, though, where it had worked its way down
overnight from his head, where he had heard it. This was whet tore a him, this dud life he tried to lead,
servant and traitor. He mugt betray one man, or betray the other; and it wasn't redly any choice a dl,
because one betrayad had the stink of inevitable desth upon it, one deasth soon and many more to come.
The other, who could tdl? Not he. Only that it might forestall some peoplé€e's dying ...

SO WHEN SIEUR Anton dismissed him—"I want some swordplay, and not with you; | won't risk
any more damage to that arm, and neither will you. Y ou're to rest, Marron, do you hear me? Go stin the
aun and deep an hour"—he used that licence to search for Rudd.

The castle had never seemed so crowded; there were men everywhere, and none of them the man he
sought. The stable-yard was hectic with traders wagons and their grumbling owners. None had seen the
jongleur, nor had any patience with Marron's questions;, Baron Imber had decreed that he and his party
would leave that afternoon, and any traders who wanted their protection on the road must be ready.
Which they would be, but resentfully: their animas needed rest after the long haul back yesterday, they
themsealves would have appreciated a day or two to recover from the wedding-feast, and why was this
boy bothering them ... ?

He tried the great hdl and the lesser hdl, the kitchens and the dormitories, even the latrines, and had
no joy. At lagt, thinking that Rudd mugt have |eft the castle dtogether—with Redmond, perhaps, finding
another way to smuggle the prisoner to freedom?—Marron went up high onto the wals, careful to keep
some distance from the brothers who stood guard. Perhaps he would practise a little obedience after all,
find some warm seclusion and let deep wash over him.

But his feet took him dmost without permission to the place where he had stood before, where he
could overlook the tower that had no doors, the Tower of the King's Daughter; and there, when he had
quite given up on his search, there he found Ruddl.

Found Rudd standing as he had himsdf, gazing down on the squat and secretive tower; said, "Sr?"
and saw the man gartle, saw him turn sharply, warily, and only dowly rdax with a huff of breath and a
hend scratching & his beard.

"Marron. What are you doing here?'

People were dways asking him that, as if he had no right, no place in thar mygteries. He difled his
fird response, and what are you? Sr?, and said only, "I was looking for you."

"Why s0? What you have done, | am grateful for; but you shouldnt—"
"Sr, | have to tdl you. Did the Earl go back into his cdl?'

"Yes, he did. He inssted, but he was right in any case. A smulacrum has a short life, only a day or
two a most; it was wiser that the red man replace it for atime. A little longer, he can bear that. | have
drengthened him, asmuch as| an adle. . "



"Forgive me, gir, but it won't be enough. My madter tdlsme'—and | betray his trust by telling you
—"that Master Ricard can name Redmond.”

"Weve dways known that, Marron. Ricard has his own honour, though, he won't—"

"Seur Anton says that he will now, he can't hold out any longer againgt Marshd Fulke and the
preceptor. And when he does—it may be today, even, as soon as the Elessans have gone™” that was his
own embroidery on what his master had said, but it was true enough, it might be today, tomorrow, any
day, but soon, "when he does, they will put fresh questions to the Earl," use other of those machines, no
doubt, "and he won't be able to resist them then, my master says. .."

"Your master is very probably right. Redmond is wiry, wily and tough; but they have been holding
back somewhat, | think, in case his accuser was Smply mistaken. One old man can look pretty much like
another, and it has been forty years. Once they're certain, though, they'll be implacable. And no, not even
Redmond could resst them then. He would deny that, but every man bresks a last. Very wel, this
changes things. Y ou were right to tdl me, Marron, and thank you; we are in your debt again.”

"What will you do?"

"Il take him out immediatdly, today. During midday prayers, | think; the brothers are more watchful
now, but theré€ll ill be many fewer eyesto see.”

"How will you escape the castle, though? You can't go disguised as brothers, not during prayers, the
guards on the gate would stop you . .."

"And they're too many for me to confound, | know that. But there is another way out of this place. |
hed hoped not to take Redmond that way, it's a dangerous path, especidly for a wounded man.
Necessity forces my hand, though. Redmond must endure the risk.”

"Another way, Sr?' There was famoudy only one gate into and out of the Roqg.

"A secret way, Marron, every cadlle has its privae exit; and no, | will not tdl you. We are in your
debt, but what | said before dill holds. Y ou have your life, your own peth to follow, and here it separates
from ours. Take our gratitude, and be content with that."

"Sir, | don't want—"

"It doesn't matter what you want. This is how it mugt be. Outremer is a land divided, and we find
oursalves on opposite Sdes of that divide. How it will be resolved, | cannot see; as it stands now, we
mudt pray that we never meet again. If we do, it will probably be on a battlefidd. Go on, lad, leave me
now. | need to prepare . . ."

He turned his back; Marron hestated a moment, then Ieft him.

OBEDIENCE HAD BEEN drilled into Marron dl his life; rebellion was a new condition, difficult to
sudtain. Doubly difficult, after last night. But last night had been a blade with two edges, each of them
biting deep. He fdt both bound and cut freg, teribly torn; he dso fdt desperatdly curious, and
determined not to be set asde so casudly, to be granted no place in this story's ending.

Rudd might have rgjected him, but he dill had one way to turn. Obedient to no one, making his own
choices a last, he went towards his master's room but not so far. Went instead into the buttery, where
the knights little luxuries were kept; put a bottle of good wine and a par of goblets onto a tray and
caried that awkwardly one-handed through the castle to the preceptor's own quarters, where gossp
sad the new Baroness Julianne had dept the night with her lord.

There was an Elessan guard at the door, to confirm the rumour. He frowned a Marron, and said,
"What's this?"



"A gift, from my master to your lady,” trying to sound like a squire on a tedious errand of courtesy, no
more. "He cannot come himsdlf to bid her farewdl, but he sends wine in token. May | go in? For dl the
world asif he didn't care, hedd be just as glad if he were turned away.

The guard shrugged. "Aye, boy, do."
He even opened the door, to pass him through; Marron nodded his thanks, and went ingde.

Julianne was there, with Elisande a her Sde. As soon as the door was closed, she lifted an eyebrow
above her vel and said, "Marron?'

"My lady, forgive me—but do you 4ill want to leave?' To run away he meant but was too
embarrassed to say, face to face with two young women, ladies of rank and one of them high rank,
new-married, whom he was inviting to flee her husband. "If you do, there may be away ..."

EIGHT
A Door and a Daughter

HE COULDN'T HAVE meant that, could he? What she'd just heard him say?

She stared a him and held never seemed younger, never more of a boy: his hair awvry and his face
flushed with nervousness above aworn and grubby squire's tunic that didn't fit, one deeve hanging loose
and empty while hisinjured arm made an ungghtly bulge beneath. Almost her fingers reached out to tuck
the deeve into his bdt, to smooth his hair and make him neater, while her mind redled.

She couldn't answer him. She didn't know the answer.

Elisande it was who reached to touch him, but not to tidy him into some more fitting semblance of a
knight's squire; she saized his arm, his one arm, and spoke sharply.
"What way?'

He only shook his head mutdy, dill gazing at Julianne and seeming to wait for her word. Elisande
gave his shoulder a wrench that nearly spilled the wine from the tray he carried, forcing him to turn to her.

"What way?" again, more urgently.

" don't know, my lady," he said, looking around apparently, absurdly, for somewhere to st the tray
down. Julianne recovered just enough of her wits to take it from him, and then stood as she had before,
befuddied, only ligening.

"You don't know?"

"No. But Rudd does. You know Rudd, and, and hisfriend,” in a mutter, with a quick glance towards
the closed door and the man beyond who guarded it. Y ou met them in the gully, you know who they
are, don't you?"

"Yes, we know. Explan.”

"Rudd istaking him, his friend, away. Today, during midday prayers. He says he knows another way,
a secret way, out of the castle. He didn't tdl me how. But you could go with them, perhaps. He sad it
would be dangerous, but | thought, if it was important to you, my lady," his eyes coming back to Julianne,
"if you wanted to ..."

"What do you want, Marron?' she asked, agan putting off his question, to which she could il find
no answer.



"To see them safe, my lady.”
"For yoursdf, | meant."
"l don't know, my lady . . ."

Well, there were two of them in that case, then. Not three: it was blazingly clear what Elisande
wanted.

"I know what he meansto try," she said. "We mugt go with him, Julianne. We must."
"Thereis a guard on the door," Julianne said, equivocating pointlesdy.

"One guard. He is nothing. If we meet others | can maze them, or you can play the haughty baroness,
you do that well. But we have to go. Remember your father, remember the djinni.. ."

This dl fdt increasngly familiar to Julianne: Elisande mysterious and ingstent, Marron usdess and
hersdf so muddled and confused when dl her life sheld been accustomed to knowing her own will and
meking her own choices, right or wrong but always certain.

If she dipped away again, if she even tried to, and was caught—she thought her new Uncle Imber
would take her back to Eless in chains. For sure shed be disgraced, humiliated beyond recovery,
mewed up for alifetime and powerless in the land, which would destroy any point aswel as any pleasure
inthis marriage her father had made for her.

If she stayed, if she hed to Imber's hand and Imber's fortune, then her father would die. The djinni
hed said so; the djinn did not, could nat lie.

Had it said so? Perhaps not. Great danger it had said, though; and her father was more important to
Outremer than she was, baroness or no. For the land's sake, she should save imif she could.

Was her father more important to her than Imber? There again she fdt her mind shy away from the
question. She couldn't do that, she couldnt baance one againg the other and see which weighed the
more.

Which brought her back to reason and sound argument, and she was glad of that. She took a breath
and sad firmly, "Well go." Good. That was a decison made, and never mind the consequences. "What
should we take with us?'

"Money, jewds, knives. Nothing more. We can't be seen waking through the castle with blankets
and packs."
"My lady, | could . . ."

"No, not even you, Marron." He sghed softly; Ju-lianne thought that perhaps he regretted the loss of
an excuse, areason to come thet little further with them. Elisande read it otherwise, though. "This time we
darent take risks, there's too much at stake." More than our lives, she seemed to be implying. Well,
Rudd's and Redmond's lives, for certain; but beyond that... ? "Wha we need, we can find on the road.
Wherever that may lead us” Agan there was more in her voice than her words dlowed; again Julianne
bit back a chdlenge. They were putting themsdlves into Elisande's hands here, and it was poor policy not
to trust your guide.

Stll, "Where are you taking us?' One was entitled to ask, after dl.

"Truly, Julianne, | do not know."

"Yousad .. ."

"Oh, | know where the road begins, | know how Rudd hopes to get away from the castle.”
"And how is that?"



"By, unh, a hidden gateway. | can't tdl you more than that, | don't know much more. | know where to
findit, but | don't know how it works."

| couldn 't make it work would seem to be the truth of that, or so it sounded. Julianne thought that
this must be why Elisande had come to the Roqg, to find and work that gateway; there was so much
chagrinin her voice, in her face. Rudd could make it work, where she could not. Or thought he could, a
least; and she mug hope that he was right, as they dl mudt if they were to get away. A bitter draught,
clearly, for Elisande.

"WHAT TIME ISit?'

Elisasnde went to the window—narrow and tdl, an arrow-dit knocked out, but not too far: the
preceptor's suite of rooms was in one of the older parts of the castle, which had needs made its own
defence—and twisted her head awkwardly sSdeways to see the sky, try to see the sun.

Jug as she did so, Marron displayed a sweet sense of timing, saying, "It's risng noon now, my lady.
Hdf an hour, maybe; not more.”

"WEell be expected to go to service” she said, over Elisande's snort of irritation. "If we wait here, my
Imber"—she could do that now, she could say my Imber inpublic that way, and let them dl think she did
it only to draw the distinction—"will come to escort us" With the grinning Karel, no doubt, and numerous
others, not she thought with the louring uncle. He wouldn't dance attendance on her, not now she was
married. Part of the family, submissve, safe. Why should he bother?

"Then we'd best go immediady, before we can't go at dl.”

"Yes. My way, though, Elisande. At least well try it my way." She hadn't forgotten the Sght of that
men crucified across a doorway, set to dwdl in the house of his own pain until he died; she wanted no
more men punished for seeing where she was not, or for not seeing her where she was.

Quickly they collected up weapons and what smdl vauables they could—"water would be better
then hdf of this" Elisasnde grumbled, "but weve no skins to carry it, so we mus just want for
water"—and then Marron opened the door, and Julianne swept out.

When the guard moved to bar her way, she lifted one caustic eyebrow and gave him the full benefit of
her glare.

"We go to haly service, man. Would you prevent us?'

"I have orders, my lady .. ."

"Indeed? To keep us prisoner?’

"Not to let you wander without an escort. The castle is a confusing place,” he seemed to be reciting
rather than spesking his own thoughts, "and you might lose your way."

"But we have an escort,” with awalft of her hand at Marron. "This squire is a resdent here, he knows
every dar and every turning. Thereisno danger of our becoming lost. And | want some period of quiet
contemplation at the God's dtar, before the Order assembles for generd service. You may be dismissed
to rgoin your troop for prayers, there is no purpose in your sanding guard over empty quarters. Is
there?'

"B, no, my lady. Thank you, my lady . . ."

He bowed and hurried away, ahead of them, even; so keen he seemed to be gone, she wondered if
Elisande had &fter dl leaned on his mind a little, to urge him into compliance. She didn't know if the girl
could do that, and decided not to ask. The man might have to face hislord's anger, but she had reason to
hope nat, if he'd reported his orders accurately. A knight's squire ought to make an acceptable escort, to



the military mind; Elessans were not famous for ther imagination.

ELISANDE LED THEM a way Julianne did not know, tha took them nowhere near the great hal,
but further into the dark and ancient heart of the castle. Wadls dimbed high on either sde of them, the sky
was a dender band of blue above; they met no one coming or going, heard only the slence of old stone
and the whisper of wind againg it, the rudle of their own clothes, their own soft footfdls and tight
bresths.

They came into a amdl ward of cracked uneven flagstones, where the body of the castle made two
gdes of the court and a wal the other two. That was unmanned, a Smple wall with no wakway on its
height. In the furthest corner stood a tower, squat and square; after a moment's puzzled gazing, she
redised that its age-blackened stones held no visble door or window.

Behind her, she heard Marron suck in his bresth, more understanding than surprise.

"The Tower of the King's Daughter,” Elisasnde said, her voice little more than a whisper. "This is
where he will bring Redmond, thisis his route out. And ours.

"The Sharal cdl it the Tower of the Ghost Walker,” Marron murmured.

"Do they?" Elisande laughed shortly. "They would."

There were currents here, tugging at both, that Julianne could not read. She said smply, "How do we
get indde?’
"W, that's the question. | don't know. | thought | did, but | was wrong. We mugt hope that Rudd is

They lingered in the mouth of the narrow way, not venturing out into the clear space of the ward;
Julianne peered up a smdl windowsin massve wadls, and sad, "Can they see us down here?’

"Those are the knights rooms above, my lady,” Marron told her. "There might be men and ther
servants up there now, changing for prayers, we should keep out of their Sght. When the bdl sounds,
they will leave" But his face changed even as he said that; he went on, "Except for one. Sieur Anton will
pray done, in his chamber. He won't be looking out of the window, though. Er, will you excuse me? Just
for aminute?'

Having politely asked permisson, he didn't wait for it, but turned and ran off regardless.
"Where's he going?" Elisande demanded.

"l don't know . .."

"Maybe he needs the latrinesin a hurry?'

"Dont joke, Elisande."

"I'm not. | could hdf use a pot mysdf, I'm nervous.”

"Of what's in there? Marron said it could be dangerous .. ."

"More than he guesses. It could be fatd. But no, wha I'm redly nervous about is just wha Rudd is
going to say, when he finds us here waiting for him."

Agan it sounded like ajoke; again, Julianne thought, it was not.

They waited in slence then. Shortly they heard light footsteps running towards them, and both girls
diffened; but it was only Marron returning, fumbling to buckle a sword one-handed to his bt as he ran.
The scabbard gleamed, white and slver as sudden sunlight drove the shadows back.



"Marron?'

"My lady?"
"Isthat your own sword? It seems very fine"
"Yes, my lady," though he flushed as he said it, and not she thought at her implication thet it was not

his that it was too fine for a humble squire. "Seur Anton gave it me. He wasn't there” not quite, his
panting breath suggested, "and Lady Elisande said we should go armed ..."

"So we should; though blades will do uslittle good in the tower. Did anyone € se see you?'

"Oh yes, my lady." Julianne amiled, seeing how he struggled not to say what of it? with voice or
gesture. He was right, though. A squire running in and out of his master's room, fetch and carry, in
empty-handed and out with a sword: it was hardly remarkable.

Elisande acknowledged as much with a nod, a fraction late; then she said, "l suppose you couldn't
possbly cal me by my name? Forma manners make me uncomfortable at any time very soon now,
they're going to sound ridiculous.”

Not in the tower, she quite dearly meant, but in the face of Rudd's anger. Marron amiled a her
digantly, as though he were thinking of something entirdly other; then he confirmed it by flinching visbly
away from whatever stray thought or memory it was had caused that amile.

Elisande received no more answer than that. Just then the great bdl beat out its firg summons
Although no window overlooked them here in this narrow passageway, dthough they were so far hidden
by thick stone that they couldn't hear the rush of sanddled or booted feet that would be sweeping like a

breeze through every other part of the castle, dill they pressed back waily agang the wadl, trying to
squeeze themselves out of the sun that beat down amost verticaly now to find them.

"Won't we be missed?' Elisande murmured, under a sudden doulbt.

"Perhaps. Imber will have come to escort us, found us gone; but his place in hdl is on the floor with
the Ran-somers, he did his year's service among the knights, dl those Elessans do that. Didn't you see the
badges on their dothing? Evenif he looks, it's hard to see who's in the gdlery from down below. | don't
think well be missed. If he has doubts, what's he going to do? Stop the service, to send out search

parties?'
"His unde would."
"His uncle won't even know to miss us, urtil afterwards.”" | hope. "And by then . . ."
By then Ruddl and Redmond should have come, and they should dl be ingde the tower. She hoped.

The Tower of the King's Daughter, they'd cdled it; dso the Tower of the Ghost Walker, which had
meade Elisande laugh as though it wasn't funny at dl.

Perhaps they were both of them joke names. After dl, one thing that was certain—one of the few
certainties about that particular man—uwas that the King had no daughter...

"Why does the tower have those titles?' she asked.
"Can | tdl you when we're indde? Please?"

Meaning that if they didn't get insde, it was safer or wiser or better if she ill didn't know. Meaning
that trust went only so far, even between friends who took such risks together.

Meaning that she could drangle the girl, actudly. But she didn't, she only turned her head the other
way to wetch for Rudd's coming.



AT LAST HE came, they both came: Rudd in jongleur-garb and with a pack dung over his shoulder,
his dow-shuffling companion once more in the black habit of a brother, probably not for disguise so
much as hecessity, the choice that or prisoner's rags, which meant that or nothing.

Surdly, surdy Elisande would not work her mind-tricks on this man, these two men, even if she could.
Did magic work on magicians? Julianne didn't know; but Rudd must have been confident of not being
followed or chdlenged, at this time and in these hidden dleys. His sword-arm gave his friend support,
their heads were bent close together, Rudd watched Redmond's feet and neither one of them noticed the
three who waited in the bare fal of shadow.

Not until Elisande spoke.
"Rudd, you won't go through the tower without me."

Sheld kept her voice ddiberatdly soft, not to startle them, though her words were chdlenge enough
and typicd of the girl. Neither man did startle; for along moment neither one so much as spoke, they only
looked. Redmond looked, at least. Rudd glared.

His eyes moved from Elisande to Marron and back again, as though he couldn't decide which of the
two of them more deserved a begting. If hed had his hands free, Julianne thought, perhaps they might
both have received one, judtice swift and severe.

When he did speak, it was to her; he said, "These two may make a game of what is deadly, but | an
disappointed in you, Baroness."

That sung; she hoped her face did not show how deeply, but was very afraid that it had.

Her voice was steady enough, though. "No game, Sr. Not for any one of us. | think we dl wish to see
you safe—"

"Then go back. You endanger usdl, smply by being here. Do you not know how they will search for
you?"

"Wedl wish to see you safe” she said again, cdm and even, as though she'd never been interrupted,
"and we ds0 each of us have our own reasons for going with you, if you can truly show us a way out of
this castle unobserved.”

“Lady," and in his mouth that was no title of respect, not now, "you cdearly have no idea, no concept
of what you are asking. | am looking to dip quietly away from here, with a day's grace before they redise
that either one of usis gone. Y ou will have the whole garrison turned out at our tal within an hour. That's
assuming we survive the tower. Bad enough to go in there with one wise and crippled old man; with a
gaggle of foalish children dinging to my belt—and one of those hiding a fresh wound benegth his tunic—I
wouldn't put money on any one of us coming out of it whole."

"You misunderstand me, Rudd," Julianne replied. "I am not asking anything from you. Except that you
open some way into the tower, which you intend to do anyway. We will follow you through, wherever it
may lead us, and once through, we will leave you and go our own way. | do not think you can prevent
us, except by abandoning your own intentions. Again.”

"Oh, can | not?'
His eyes grew wide and bright suddenly, hawk-sharp and saring; and then his face was fuzzy and dl

her thoughts were blurred, her legs were uncertain benesth her, she couldn't quite remember where she
was or who was with her, but she did very much want to st down ...

But there was a dgp that sounded in her ears, and her mind cleared in a moment, dthough it was not
she who had been dapped. Rudd's face was piebdd, red and white: white fingermarks on his cheek and
dl red dse, and Elisande looked much like him, her bones showing pale while her skin flushed in her fury.



"How dare you, how dare you? Trying to maze my friend? | should—"

"You should stop this. All of you." That was Redmond, unexpectedly throwing his hood back and
glowering around him. His voice was thin and drained, but sharp enough to silence Elisande. "We haven't
time for dispute. Rudd, there may be advantage in their coming with us. We don't know what we may
mest, in the tower or afterwards; extra hands could be ussful.”

"Of course we will be ussful.”" That was Elisande again, not crushed for long. "You know that | should
cary the Daughter, it'sonly sense ..."

It sounded like nonsense to Julianne. Whoever or whatever the Daughter might be—the way shed
sad the word, it definitdy had a capitd |etter to its name— Elisande was the smdlest of them dll, the least
likdy porter. But after a moment Rudd nodded briefly, reluctance and anger and acceptance dl
contained within that one amdl gesture as he turned to wak without further argument across the amadl
court towards the tower.

Marron and Elisande followed; Julianne delayed to offer her am to Redmond, but he shook his head
and amiled gently.

"Thank you, but | have taken enough strength from Rudd; thismuch | can manage”

Even s0 she stayed a his Sde, matching his dow pace. It was perhaps an opportunity to ask
questions—what is the Daughter, how do we gain access to the tower, how will it lead us out of
the castle?—but she wasttired of being given mideading answers. Time would reved dl.

Or not. When they caught up with the others, Rudd was dready frowning at the blank wdl of the
tower, frustration showing on his face and in his hands where he had lad them againg the stone, asif he
were trying to push hisway ingde.

"I tried that," Elisande said, only poorly hiding her satisfaction.
"Then we mugt try something more.”

Julianne was dill watching his hands, she saw them cdlench for a moment, fids to batter the wal or
possibly Elisande, before unfolding again to trace invishble patterns on the age-worn stones.

He muttered a few words and phrases, each by the sound of them in a different tongue, each
incomprenensble and each to no effect. No effect on the wal, a leadt; there was some noticesble
deterioration in his temper, which was not improved by Elisande's steady, repetitive murmur, "Tried that.”

"Hisande" Julianne beckoned her over, and was a little surprised when she came; had to think fast,
and sad, "Just how much magic do you people have?!

"Thisisnt magic," was the quick reply, "it's power."
"There's a difference?’

"Whdl. Perhaps not; but it's not our magic. The power's in the wadl, in the tower; say the right words
and a door will open. Anyone could do it. You could, if you knew the words."

Asin the cave, when my finger was plenty, anyone's finger would have been enough . . . But she
didn't want to think about the cave. "And do | take it that neither of you two does know the words?'

"Ah. We thought we did." The insouciance in her voice was belied by an anxious glance a the sky, a
the rdentless sun; they were running out of time.

Rudd stepped away from the wall, shaking his head. "My father sad .. "
"Your father," Elisande rgoined indantly, "does not know everything."
That won her a glance, but no words; after a moment, he went back to the wall.



"Who ishisfather?' Julianne asked quietly.
"A sweet old man. Youd like him."
Julianne reminded hersdf again not to ask questions.

Redmond shuffled dowly forward, to join Rudd. He lad his hands above the younger man's, and
sad, "Together, now."

They spoke dow words in chorus, and had a response a last: the wall seemed to groan, so deeply
that Julianne didn't so much hear it asfed it in her ribs, she thought she saw flakes of light fdl like cinders
about the men.

Redmond breathed deeply, and wiped sweet from hisface. "Thereis a block."
"l know that. If there were no block, we would be insde by now."

"I mean a resstance, something works againg us. The words are right. Elisande, stop your mocking
and give us some help.”

Perhaps because it was he and not Rudd who asked— commanded, rather—or ese because the
urgency of ther need overrode even her hitter tongue, Elisande stepped up immediately. She stood
between the two men, and added her hands and her voice to theirs.

This time the groan was papable, bone-shaking; the wdl faded for a moment, and light shone
between or perhaps through the stones. Julianne saw it touch Marron's face, turning his skin a strange,
Sckly colour.

He gasped, as the light died. She moved quickly to his side, and reached to touch his wrigt; it was
chill, and dick with swest.

"Dont be afraid,” she murmured, trying vdiantly to suppress her own heart's rgpid beating. "Mystery
isadways unnerving, but only because it's unknown." She was quoting her father, for her own comfort as
much as the squire's; she added, "They know what thisis" and only hoped that it was true.

“I'm not afraid,” Marron answered, thin-lipped. "My arm hurts, that's dl.”

Typicd boy, hiding his fear behind a confesson tha didn't hurt his pride. She nodded eedlly, patted
his shoulder and let im be.

"Once more," Redmond said. "Be confident. It has to comply; that islad into its foundation.”

Agan the same words, not shouted but spoken with force, three voices joined in determination.
Julianne knew the syllables now, if not the sense; she could chant dong with them, and would if it were
necessary, if it would help.

No need, though. This time the stones seemed to cry their own word in response, and that light—it
hed a colour, but none shed ever seen before, she didn't know how to cdl it—blazed out across the
ward, from a doorway too bright to look upon.

No, not a doorway. A door. Redmond laid a hand againg it, and maybe it was only because she was
squinting but she thought she saw the light shine through his flesh, showing his twisted bones benesth,
catanly she saw how his hand was stopped by it, how his fingers spread and pressed, how solid it was
to him. She aso heard the soft hiss of his breath, as a gauge of how much the contact hurt him.

"Not you," Rudd said, grabbing his shoulder, pulling hm away.

"Why not? It1l be no easier ingde. If | can't bear it, better to learn now."
"Dont play with me. You can bear anything, old man."

"Wl, then?'



"Wil, be careful, then. It may be more than blocked, it may be guarded.”
IIYall

If Redmond did take any more care &fter the warning than before, Julianne couldn't see it. He only
placed both hands on that door of light, and pushed. Not hard, he didn't have the bodily strength, but
with determination, with strength of mind.

And as he pushed, so the door retreated. It didn't swing open, it wasn't hinged; but it drew dowly
back from him and coloured smoke seethed around its edges, unless it was migt, unless it was light gone
to liquid, like inks dropped into water.

Every step he took, it was as though Redmond stepped on and into pain, stronger and deeper, further
then the step before. He hissed, gasped, cried aoud and kept on waking. The smoke, mist, whatever it
was wreathed itsdf around him; Rude fidgeted, suddenly snapped, "Come, then," and followed.

Elisande was only a pace, hdf a pace behind Rudd and hurrying to catch up, not to follow him.

Julianne felt briefly forgotten, dmogt abandoned: those three had overriding interests of their own in
there. She glanced sideways a Marron, ready to give him awry amile and a polite am, to make nearly a
joke of this; but he looked dreadful, his eyes glassy and dl his skin shining with sweat dthough the whole
ward was chilly now, despite the high bright sun. She reached for his hand instead, gripped trembling
fingers and squeezed encouragingly. She mugt look like this, she thought, those times those few and
dreadful times she stood of necessity on a high place and gazed down: pae and feverish, shaking,
terrified.

"They're leaving us behind," she said, trying to sound cheerful and sounding only fase to her own ears,
an adult jallying a nervous child.

It was true, though, they were being left. That vivid door was only an opaescent glow now, lost
behind clouds of colour; their companions were shadows within its frame, and fading.

She waked forward determinedly and Marron came with her, his hand locked panfully tight about
hers. Tendrils of midy light seemed to reach towards them, wrgpping around their legs and bodies, ams
and faces, fogging her eyes so that she didn't notice when they passed through the tower's wall.

It was her feet that fdt the change, from hard-edged broken stones to something softer and more
reslient: like walking on water, she thought, startled, looking down indinctively and seeing nothing but
ralling migt.

She dragged her eyes up again, with an effort; whatever it was that she stood on, it bore her weight

and Mar-ron's, they weren't anking. And the others had come this way: there they stood, three murky
figures off to her right, beside the shining pand of that strange door.

And here came Rudd's voice, speaking sngppishly to her, "Hurry, we need to let thisclose.. . "

She tugged at Marron's hand and felt him come sum-blingly after her, breething in short hard gasps.
Dizzy with fear she thought he was, totaly dependent.

Close to, the figures resolved into Elisande and the two men, their faces only alittle blurred by drifting
mist. Redmond stood diffly, leaning on her friend's shoulder, as though the effort of opening the door had
exhausted him despite the hdp held had. It was Rude who reached a hand out to touch the door, fiercdy
bright again at this little distance, who murmured other words to release it.

It had taken three to force it open; one was enough to undo that. Julianne expected to see it Soring
forward, to fit again into the wal before it vanished, but the light scemed smply to fray into the swirling
fog. It dissipated in moments, and was gone. When she looked behind her, she could see no way back,
no sign of the sunlit ward.



The fog carried its own light, though, or ese was itsdf made of light, if these sad, unearthly colours
could be lights A floating val that was nether blue nor green draped itsdf across Elisande's face;
Julianne could 4ill see her friend's features through it, though sckly shaded. As she watched, the vall
stretched and curled itsdf into a rope, and twined around Elisande's throat and Redmond's, both a once.
She thought she saw it tighten, and moved to snatch; but the rope parted before her fingers reached it,
and was no more than threads of shifting colour among greet wefts of the same.

"Where are we?' she whispered.

"Inthe Tower of the King's Daughter,” Elisande said, vaiantly chuckling. Pity was, that the vaour was
S0 evident.

“Perhaps; but—"

"You stand on a bridge, Julianne" Rude's voice was pitched soft but not gentle, low and rumbling
and forceful. "A bridge between worlds, the one you know and another like it and yet quite unlike. | am
sorry to have led you this way, because that other world is deadly; but mortals can wak within it, and we
mug. Follow me, and do not stray. All of you — and | mean you particularly, Elissnde—mind what |
say, and do as | tdl you, and we may survive. But remember, one fdse step, one fase word may be
fad. Now come. You two girls, hdp Redmond and Marron; they have been hurt, and this place is not
easy for them.”

She could see the truth of that, though she did not understand it. Redmond stood cramped and
awkward, head low, while the migts eddied around him, seeming to probe like dutching fingers beneath
his robe; when she glanced a Marron she saw a skein wrapped dl about him, pulsng to the ragged beat
of bis blood that she could fed againg her fingers where he dill clasped her hand.

She tugged a him and he followed dowly, dumbly. Elisande had put her am round Redmond's wast
and was murmuring to him softly as she led him forward; he moved like a man in terrible pain, and she
thought Elisande wasted her words, she didn't think he was hearing anything outsde himsdf The floor
they walked on—smooth and yidding ill, smoke made solid she thought, and then didn't want to think
about that any more, for fear that it might be only faith or ignorance that kept it so—rose underfoot much
like the arch of a bridge, though Rudd surdy hadn't meant it so literdly. A long bridge, a high bridge:
unless this was dl magic, dl decelt, they couldn't possbly be ill within the wals of that squat tower.
There smply wasn't the space.

The higher they dlimbed, the harder it was on Marron; and on Redmond too. She could see him
sumbling a every step, dmost, needing dl Elisande's strength to keep him upright and moving. Julianne
was doing something of the same service for Marron, though that boy had a stubbornness to him that was
heping dso. Sheld changed from leading to dragging and from dragging to hauling, her shoulder under his
for extra support. He breathed raspingly in her ear, set hisjaw and swalowed any noise ese, though she
could read so much into his sudden pauses and hard silences, he might as well have cried doud each time
the searing pain ran through him.

Sheld been wrong before; it wasn't fear doing this to him, to both men, working on them so savagely.
They have been hurt, Rudd had said, and that was surdly true of Redmond. But Marron only had a cut
on hisarm, abeit a bad one and dow to hed; held been running round the castle an hour since, and now
he couldn't walk without assistance, could barely breathe without pain ...

"Elisande" she cdlled ahead a ladt, "what's wrong with them?"

"It's the Daughter,” the reply came back. "It's not a safe thing, not for men, even when they're hedlthy.
When they're not—well, you can see. Coming this close costs them grestly."

"What is the Daughter?'
"Itswhat | came here for," and she was dill being oblique, and Julianne was not going to accept that



any more.
"l know that. But why, what is it?"

"To us, to Surayon it's a terrible danger. It could be the wegpon that destroys us dl. That's why |
came, to take it, to keep it safe where Marsha Fulke and hiskind couldn't find it. . ."

Sheld heard dl that before. Foolish to expect any sraighter answer, or any answer a dl if she went
on asking graight; so she tried alittle subtlety. "Why isit cdled the Daughter, the King's Daughter?

"Because the King thought it a greet joke. | guess he thought it was funny to leave it here, too, where
Fulke or someone like im could lay their hands on it. That's why—"

"That's why you disobeyed your father and your grandfather, to come here" Rudd's voice joined in
suddenly, from the migs ahead. "It wasnt likdy that Fulke would ever have found his way in here,
though. That door needed more than knowledge: it needed more than a woman's strength, but it needed
awoman's voice. Which is as good a lock as any, in a Ransomer castle. Nor would Fulke have known
what he had, evenif held laid hands on the Daughter.”

"Redmond would have told him, in the end. Wouldn't you?'
"I might have tried to show him, what he had. 1'd have enjoyed that. Whereisit?'
"Here" Rudd sad.

VERY LIKE A bridge, the dope they climbed had levelled a lagt; if it weren't a bridge it might as
wdl be ahill. Artifica or otherwise, the top of it flattened by man or god, she couldn't see the ground to
guess and wasn't going to stoop and fed with her fingers. She truly didn't want to touch thet resilience her
feet dill reported, another state of smoke. She thought it was a construct, a spell-made thing woven from
at and charm and little more, and she was glad the bright colours of the air hid it from her.

The drifting banks and swirls of coloured fog were less vivid up here, or more diffuse, as though
they'd cdlimbed above the thick of it. There was nothing but darkening, purpling shadow above ther
heads, there was Hill only the fog's own luminescence to see by and she ill couldn't—thankfully—see
her feet; but she could see further ahead than before.

She could see past Redmond and Elisande, where they had stopped waking and stood dill, only
looking now; she could see Rudd standing beside some kind of plinth, the firg solid maiter she had seen
since they'd walked through what had previoudy seemed so very solid, the old weathered wal of the
tower.

A plinth, a pedestal—it might have been a broken pillar if it weren't so nestly cut off a what was
chest height to a big men like Rudel, what would be near enough chin height to Elisande. It was angular
and a little tapered, but Hill easly broad enough at the top to have been a pillar, to have taken some
maessive load entirely aone.

Like the ar she breathed—and fdt in her lungs, damp and heavy, so different from the dean dry
breezesin the castle or the hot dusty ar of the road—like everything that belonged in this place it had a
colour, its own colour that she couldnt give a name to. Somewhere between blue and grey, she thought
vagudy; only as soon as she thought either "blue’ or "grey" it didn't shift but her perspective did, whatever
labd she gave it she knew ingantly that she was wrong, so it must be the other colour, only thet it never
was.



It was a colour she'd know again, though, if ever she saw it in that other world they'd come from; and
the shape of the thing she would know aso, if ever she saw something smilarly cut. She wondered what
artigt had figured this so findy, its angles so perfect, and from what rock, if rock it was ... ?

The plinth was more impressive than what lay upon it. That seemed to be a bal, a hard and chitinous
bl of red ochre, about the Sze of a man's head. She frowned: something strange there. Even having so
litle to make a judgement on she was sure tha there was a judgement to be made, and that it mattered.

It took a moment for her own thoughts to catch up with her; but of course, again it was the colour.
Whatever it might be, this thing had a colour she could see and name outright; which meant that it had no
right of place here, it was a thing of her own world that had been set where it was for some ddiberate
reason. As a safeguard, she would have guessed, even if sheld known no more.

"Hereitis" Rudd said, and he reached to pick it up—
—and stopped, at Elisande's uninhibited shriek.
"Dont touch it!"

He dilled, turned his head to look a her with his hands Hill haf-cupped, ready for their burden,
poised afinger's length away on ether side.

"Why should | not touch it, Elisande?"

"You know why, don't be so stupid! It isn't safe for you. . ."
"Itisn't safe for any of us”

"For meitis Of courseit is why not?'

"l will carry it, if it mugt be carried.”

Julianne startled, they dl stared: that was Marron making the offer, and the surprise was only partly a
his speeking at dl when held been so slent for so long, turned in on himsdf. It was his voice that was
shocking, thin and racked, desolate dmost, as though he fet so lost dready that no further danger could
touch him.

"No!" Elisande again, a moment ahead of Rudd's own refusd. "Haven't you been ligening? No man
can touch it safely, and you least of dl. You shouldnt even have come this close, neither you nor
Redmond. Thisismy task, itswhy I'm here . .."

"And I'm here to prevent you,” Rudd sad flatly. "You're too young to handle this You betray
yoursdlf, even by thinking thet it's safe for you to take it. The Daughter is subtle, where you are not. You
deceive yoursdf, it will deceive you, and that is peril for usdl."

"Age does not equate to wisdom," she spat back. "Are you so sure of yoursdlf, Rudd? You have no
scratch on your body, you won't so much as prick your finger on a thorn between here and Surayon?'

They glared a each other across the plinth; Rudd did draw his hands back, but then he moved
deliberately to place his body between Elisande and the object they were both so wary of.

Julianne disentangled her fingers from Marron's, and walked dowly forward to see it more dearly. Its
skin was textured, smooth in places and elsewhere oddly ridged, with crevices so deep she thought she
could force a finger into them. It seemed to have sunk a little into the glossy surface of the plinth—not
sone after dl, she thought, but some substance as strange as its colour was strange to her—as though it
were mongroudy heavier than it looked.

Her vel hung around her neck, long since pulled free of her face. A formd length of sk, intended to
saidfy the Strictest brother, hanging dmost to her wast: she dipped it off, hed it a moment in her hands,
then reached to wrap it around the red bal on the plinth.



It was Redmond who noticed firgt, who whispered a warning to the others, "Watch, she hasit. .. !"

Too late by then: she had dready lifted the veiled thing in her hands, and was hugging it againg her.
Not heavy at dl, oddly light it fdt, for something so momentous; she had to grip tightly to fed sure of it,
as she watched the little dimple in the plinth's surface rise and vanish.

"Julianne, don't. . ."

"Why not?' she chdlenged Elisande, dl of them. "Someone has to, or well stand here bickering till the
world ends. If it's safe for you, it's safe for me dso; if not, let me run the risk of it."

"You don't know its dangers.”

"0 I'll be dl the more careful. It might carry dangers that you don't know, that you wouldn't think of,"
thet was what Rudd had meant, she was sure, "0 better if | have it, because I'll never be complacent.”

She wanted to show Rudd that she could be subtle in her thinking; he didn't look happy, but he
nodded dowly.

"You carry it, then. For the moment. That may be the best solution; | need my eye on the path we
take from here, and having the Daughter in my arms would distract me. Redmond, come; weve lingered
too long aready. I'll hep you. Julianne, behind me, but not too closdly, for his sake; Elisande, you bring
Marron."

With his dispositions made he led them on past the plinth, though the decison in his voice was belied
by his constant glances back. Julianne nursed the Daughter in her ams and followed; & her back she
could hear Elisande cursing under her breath.

Like a bridge, like a hill the floor she waked on fdl away from its summit, smoothly but
uncomfortably steep. It was hard to keep her balance, when she had both arms wrapped around the
Daughter—what was it, this thing that her companions were so myderious about, that fdt both
hard-shelled and hollow, like the blown egg of some mongtrous bird, only not so securdy shelled?— and
the billowing migts played congtant tricks on her eyes.

She leaned back againg the tempting drag of the dope and kept her head down, focusng on the
burden she carried; and so dmost walked into Redmond's back, was only aerted by his sudden gasp of
pain. She jerked to a hdt and scuttled to the side, remembering Rudel's warning, not to come too close
to the aling man. Only then did shelift her head, to see what had brought the men to such an unexpected
stop. Rudd was confronting a great wal of shadow, a darkness that loomed through the fog, risng far
above them and dretching away both Ieft and right, barring their way absolutely.

"Whet isit?' she asked at last, after Rudd had stood Slent for afull minute
"I do not know," he answered her.

A futile question, but she asked it anyway: "You don't have any words, like before, that could pass us
through?"

"No. | was expecting a gateway, into that other world | spoke of; and for that, yes, | have the words.
But thisis something entirdy other, and | will not waste my breath on it. Some power has closed this way
to us”

"The same that blocked the door before," Redmond whispered, "though that was only an echo of this.
That we could force; this, not.”

One more question, then, and again she was sure that she knew the answer dready. Someone had to
ask it, though. "What mugt we do?"

"l am afrad,” Rudd said, "l am very afraid that we must go back.”
Back over thismysticd bridge, and back into the castle, escape denied a second time; back to where



she was undoubtedly being sought by now, to where their amdl party could not hope to avoid discovery,
however cautioudy they dipped from shadow to shadow.

"What of the Daughter?' Elisande's voice came from behind her, oddly tight and anxious. "Should we
leave it where it was?'

"We dare not, now. If they take us, we could not hide the truth.”

That was certain; Julianne knew that she at least could not withstand the Order's questioners. She
lacked Redmond's courage.

"What, then?"

"l an arad,” he sad again, and thistime he did indeed sound frightened, "that we mugt use it."
"Rudd, no!"

"How ds=?" he demanded, and Elisande could find no answer.

NINE
The Devil Runner

MARRON STEPPED—OR shuffled, rather—into the courtyard, Elisande his prop and motive, her
springy body compelling his. There was nothing more he could do, nothing he wanted except perhaps to
stop, to lie down and never move again; but he was so drained he lacked the will even to do that much,
thet little, while her arm and shoulder and purpose nudged him forward.

She gasped, as they passed from gauzy mids to clear ar; he fdt her sudden rigidity, saw how her
head turned to look back, to look up. He couldn't manage so much curiogty, but his head moved none
the lessin echo of hers, dl his body tuned to imitation.

Behind him he saw the pale lights and twisted colours of thet place they had come from, of which he
hed only dim and confusing memories—his companions voices and a few of the words they'd said, pain
and sucking and being passed from one girl to the other for a reason he could not now remember—and
he saw those lights not fade but disappear. First they shone, and then there was a wdl like a curtain,
through which they shone; and then the wal was stone, and lights won't shine through stone so of course
they didn't, and Marron stood in darkness.

Near darkness. Above hm stars, and garlight dl there was to see by; and dow he might be, in this as
in everything, but he understood Elisande's artlement now. It had been midday when they'd entered the
tower- That was when his blurring nightmare had begun, and he had little sense of the passage of any
time a dl during that period of reding dizzy horror, but even he was puzzled. They'd gone in and not
gone through as they had meant to do, and so had turned and come back—bearing something with them,
atrophy, they cdled it the Daughter and Julianne carried it, which was why Elisande was dl but carrying
him—and so brief aforay, it could surdly not have taken hdf a day?

Hdf a day and hdf the night to follow, he thought, seeing how the sky glowed a little Slver above one
black-shadowed wall; the moon had passed that way dready.

Not only he was puzzled. Julianne and Rudd were murmuring together, a few paces off. Odd tha
Elisande hadn't abandoned him to join them, so strident she was with her opinions: he glanced down, and
saw her fingering his tunic, scowling.

"I didn't notice in there," she said, "with dl those lights and strangeness, nothing looked right or fdt
right either—but thisis soaked, | saw it before the light went, dl this Sde looked black. It's blood, isn't it?



Your arm's been bleeding, ever snce we went inthere .. "

"Hasit?" It had been hurting, worse than ever it had hurt before, pain run rampant; he hadn't thought
about bleeding. She was right, though, now that he reached with the other hand to fed. His tunic was
saturated. He lifted his damp hand towards his face, and his nodtrils filled with the warm copper tang of
fresh-drawn blood.

"Takeit off," Elisande ordered. Then he glanced asde at the others, "Whatever's happened, whatever
they choose to do, it can wait a minute. All those windows up there are shuttered, no one's overlooking
us and if welve lost so much time dready, alittle more can't matter. If you've lost so much blood already,
alittle more might matter alot. Take the tunic off, and let me see.”

He tried, but couldnt do it. His belt came off easlly one-handed, but the tunic was wet and heavy,
dinging to his kin; and his one good arm, that fdt heavy dso, too much so to lift above his shoulder. The
effort only made his head svim and the ground buck unsteedily beneath him.

Elisande hel ped in the end, undoing the ties and then tugging the tunic over his head. While he was in
that deeper darkness, he heard her voice, snappishly, "He's hurt. Look . . ."

Thetunic fdl free of him, and now he saw how it was that the others might look: a little ball, a star of
golden light hung in the air above them, softly shining. By that light he could look too, and see how not
only the bindings that held hisarm but dl his ribs and somach were sheeted with blood.

While Elisande fought with wet knots, Rudd said, "Take your time, and see to him properly. Things
have changed, and my firgt thought is not perhaps the wisest route to follow."

"l told you that. .."

"Things have changed, Elisande! Somehow weve logt touch with time, in that tower. Even assuming
that thisisthe same day, or the night that follows that day, the Stuation is completely different now."

"How 07"

"Foalish of me, | know—~but | wish you would think sometimes, before you speak. Julianne will have
been missed, immediatedly after the midday office. The castle will have been searched thoroughly, and she
not found; so they must have assumed that she had dipped awvay somehow, past the guards on the gate.
They will have been scouring the country, and perhaps they are 4ill. The gates may be open, parties
coming and going; if we can get to the stables unnoaticed, then five more riding out in brothers robes
might not be stopped or questioned.”

"Ifsand maybes," Elisande said, but she said it with more rdief than criticiam.
"Quite s0. But we may be lucky; and the dternative—"

"No. There is no dternative. Y ou musint.”

"I may haveto."

“No! Think of your father . .."

He sghed, and said, "See to Marron, Elisande. And pray that well be lucky.”
After amoment, she nodded; her fingers went back to picking a knots.

At ladt, the bindings came loose. She did Marron's arm free, and glanced a him anxioudy. "Does it
hurt?'

"No," he told her, truthfully; it fdt nothing but numb now, no part of him, only a giff and usdess
weight joined somehow to his shoulder.

She looked disbdieving, but turned her attention to the bandage on his am. That needed her knife
dipped benegth, to cut it away; she threw the sodden linen to the ground and probed gently a the



wound, which had burst open around its gtitching.

"It's a terrible mess, but it's not bleeding much, not any more. | can bind it up with these" the wet
lengths of bandage that had bound it to his chest before, "only then therell be no way to support it..."

"It doesn't matter," he said, speaking true again, dbeit with an effort. It was hard somehow to care. "l
cant fed it anyway."
Elisande sghed, nodded rductantly, and began.

HE WAS JUST dressed again, with the dull dead weight of his arm tucked under his belt, the best
they could manage, when the sudden cdl of Frater Susurrus startled them dl. Three dow strokes, that
brought a brief smile to Rudd's voice.

"Midnight. We may be lucky after dl. Well wait ten minutes, let the brothers go to pray . .."

Not dl would go, that was understood; but those left on guard should be looking outward, a lesson
learned at cogt. At least the way to the stables ought to be clear.

At the second sounding of the bell, Marron's gaze drifted upward, looking for one darkened window
among many. Sieur Anton should be in his room by now, if he wasn't out hunting a runaway bride . ..

One window among many was suddenly aglow, softly shining around a man's shadow as the shutters
were thrown back. Marron stared, and fet his stare returned.

"Hisande," atight whisper, not hisown, "the light... "
Thelittle star vanished, plunging them into darkness, too late.
"WEell go," Rudd said sharply. "Now."

And they did. But they went firg without Marron, who stood garing up at that window even after the
figure it framed had wheded away and was gone; stood staring until Elisande came to pluek at his ebow,
to hook her arm through his and drag him away, hissngin his ear, "Do you want to face the questioners,
and betray usdl? Comeon.. . "

THEY HURRIED THROUGH the darkness, or tried to. Marron struggled againgt his exhaudtion and
his digtraction both, but Seur Anton filled his thoughts, overriding even his companions urgency. What
hed the knight seen, what was he doing now? Saying his prayers and letting them go? Or snaiching up his
sword and running, crying the aert, racing to intercept them ... ?

Marron couldn't answer the questions, nor escape them. He wasn't even sure what answers he
wanted. His feet sumbled on broken flags, and he thought that was a dgn: he was consumed by
temptation, he wanted to push Elisasnde away and stay, abandon the others, just wait for his master to
find him,

It was only his indecison that kept him moving, that and Elisandes tugging hands. Even a his
awkward pace, they caught up soon; there was a gimmer of gold ahead, another little bal of witchlight,
and it showed them Redmond shuffling dong with one am againg the wal for support, while the other
two waited a a corner further on.

As they dl came together, the older man wheezed, "I can't rush, I'm sorry. You could go on, and
leveme.. "

"Not dive" Rudd countered grimly. "And | haven't gone through dl this to kill you now, old friend.
Wed be wise to tread dowly, in any case: dow, and without light, once we get into the open wards



where the guards might look down and see us. Take my am, well go a your speed. If any of you
bdievesin prayer, pray to be lucky ..."

THEY'D BEEN LUCKY once, to have emerged from the tower a such a time, with night blanketing
the castle and the bulk of the Order going to prayer; perhaps that luck had been outmatched by Seur
Anton's opening his shutters just then. The God's path ran through light and darkness both, and Marron
hed been taught that men's lives reflected that path. If there were any truth in that teaching, he couldnt
say. He only followed Rudd as they dl did, prayed not a dl nor hoped neither; escape or capture, he
saw no red hope for himsdf in @ther one and was Smply too weary and too distressed to gift his share of
hope with his companions.

Luck or the God or something ese, pure chance perhaps brought them dl the way through the man
body of the castle unchalenged. No stray brothers, no sght or sound of the knight's rousing the guard;
down the long passage to the stable-yard they came, and though he had none himsdf Marron could hear
the dawn of hope in the way Elisande breathed a his Sde, he could fed it in her fingers where they lay
more lightly on his arm now, urging but no longer compeling him on.

Out into the open they came, and a light breeze touched them as they crossed the cobbles, like a
promise of freedom. Elisande, he thought, believed it; he saw her head lift, her eyes shine in the starlight.
No doubt she amdled the horses, saw hersdf and dl her friends saddling, riding, down to the gate and
away.

All he smdled was his own blood, and dl he saw was darkness.

"No torches," Rudd murmured, echoing his own thought. "If there is a search, it's long gone from here
and they don't expect it back this hour. Still, the gates may be open, againd its return; or if not, the three
of us can perhaps maze the guards, between us. . ."

Three of them? Three Surayonnaise, but only if Redmond were fit to work magic, and if that magic
worked. If not, there were only two fit to fight, and one of them a girl. He didn't count the lady Julianne;
stubborn and determined she might be, but she was trained to a court life, a lady's life, she couldn't be a
fighter. Besides, she had tha thing they cdled the Daughter, that most precious thing, and no other
wespon vishle. The Daughter was a wespon, he remembered, someone had said that, but she wouldn't
have the ill to use it even if she knew how.

Elissnde a least had a blade, and a sharp one; he thought she could probably fight. He thought she
was very little of alady under her fine dress, and that was Ju-lianne's.

He thought he himsdf would be less use than the ladies, and Redmond the same. If the gates weren't
open or the guards not susceptible to magic, he thought they were doomed, dead, death by burning it
would be in the end; and by report, by inference a whole land would burn and be dead beside them, if
the Daughter were the key to Surayon.

Best hope or pray, then, and he could do neither...

NEITHER HOPE NOR prayer would have saved hm anyway, he thought later: hope had dways
been his undoing, and it was prayer—other peopl€'s prayer—that betrayed him now.

Rudd stepped lightly through one of the high arched doorways into the great stable complex —room



for a thousand mounts was the boast, and Marron bdieved it — and beckoned them in after. He
swvung the great doors closed at ther backs and then lit another bal of witchlight, so that they needn't
fumblein darkness for harness and horse.

And there by its shine, a warm fire that burned nothing, Marron and dl of them saw men: a troop of
men rigng from ther knees in an empty sdl. Where they must have been saying the midnight office
dlently, or se had fdlen dlent when they heard footsteps in the yard, because they might have been
praying but they were dill on guard. And they had their swords ready at their sdes, and there were too
many of them dready; and forth from the midst of them strode Fra Piet with his shaved head gleaming
like a hairless skull and his polished axe-head glinting at his Sde, and he was too many on his own.

Behind him, none of the brothers was hooded any more than he was, dthough they must have been at
prayer; anong the boys and men who crowded at his back, Marron saw Aldo and Aldo and no one else
but Aldo.

RUDEL DREW HIS sword, and stepped forward. Marron reached for Dard as Elisande left him,
but stayed with his hand on the hilt. What was the point? There were two dozen men confronting them;
they couldn't make afight of this, it was hopeless. Rudd must know that too ...

And perhaps he did, perhaps he only had surrender on his mind, some hope of protecting the ladies at
whatever cost to himsdf and his people. But Fra' Piet scowled, shielded his eyes from the wickedness of
the witchlight that shone down on them dl, made the Sgn of the God with his finger and lifted his axe;
cried, "Heresy! For your souls sake, lads, be a them ... !"

And legped a Rudd with his axe swinging.

Blade met haft, with a shock that resounded through the stables. Rudd grunted, heaved, sent Fra' Piet
reding back; and as he staggered the sword's point diced across his face, opening a gash from nose to
€.

Blood ran. Fra' Fiet roared and came back, axe-head scything, dlinting in the light; and his men came
bailing after.

The firg to reach Redmond overlooked Elisande a the old man's Side, and fdt her knife in his ribs
before his dashing sword could bite home. He dumped and fel, and those behind him checked. A

moment bought, no more jugt time enough for Marron to hear Juliann€s gasp, to see her glancing
desperately about her, her ams dill wrapped around the velled Daughter.

Here was something he could do, at least, for what little good it might be worth. He lurched towards
her, reached and snatched one-handed. With that thing taken from her, he thought she could run, she
could escape this madness and survive.

He groaned to see her reach ingtead into her gown and pull out a knife, a pair of knives. With his one
am dutching the Daughter againg his chest, he wrenched his dead other from his belt and tried to stretch
it out, to bar her way to the fight—

— and fdt it come to burning, agonisng life just as his other am burned to match it. Crying out,
garing down, he saw brief flame flow like liquid spilt across the thing he carried; and where it ran it left
flakes of ash that had been the dense sk vall.

Pde grey ash, dark red beneath—and what was red was girring, shifting, opening .. .

It could be the weapon that destroys us all, he remembered that, someone had sad it when they
were indde the tower. If ever they had been, if that place could exist within those walls

Whatever it was, this Daughter, it was surdy destroying him. His right arm was singed and flinching,



twitching as the thing grew hotter, as cracks in its shell plit wide; but his other, his left arm was besting
blood again, throbbing to an dien pulse and every pulse was pain.

Wedl. If it was a weapon, |t it bite on others, not on him. He lifted his head and twisted his body,
cocked hisarm as best he could, ready to throw asfar as he could manage. It was very light, but oh, he
was hurting; he didn't expect to toss it any distance.

Didn't need to. There was dillness dl about him, the svarming brothers had fdlen back; even Fra
Fet and Rudd had stepped away from each other, snared firg by his cry and now by what he held, what
he was doing with it. Only one brother was moving, plunging right a him, and Marron tried to hurl the
Daughter full into his face.

Tried, and faled. It uncurled in his hand even as he threw it, and though his fingers burned on the skin
of it, somehow it 4ill fdt less solid than it had, as if that hard shdl were dissolving; and indde it was
nothing but smoke, red smoke that hung in the air and suggested something living, an animd, an insect, a
monstrous breeding of the two.

Beyond it, the black-robed brother stood as il as any of them now, only staring.

It twisted in the air like smoke in a breeze, dthough there was none; it turned and changed, drifted
back to Marron, wrapped itsdf around his dripping arm and seemed not to vanish but to dip through the
sodden fabric of its bandaging, seek out his running wound and pour through into his body, againgt the
current of hisflowing blood.

Or s0 it seemed to Marron. He fdt it as an dien heat, a wave; but as a creature too, mindiess but
sensate, a stranger miaking a habitation of his body. Its rhythms jarred with his as it hammered through his
flesh, followed the paths of his bones, licked and learned him from his toes' ends to the ingde of his skull.
It curled around his heart, he thought, and for a moment, for an eyeblink it seemed to rest, dmog to

deep.

Thenit was living and moving again, dretching to dl the limits of his skin; but this time pulsing to the
beat of his own heart, strange dill but no dien now, melded with him.

He gazed at the world with hot eyes and saw it smoky, shaded red.

And saw Aldo right there, the brother before him, dilled no longer; saw him raise his sword and
swing it with a scream of disgust and horror and ultimate betraya.

Too late to draw Dard, if he could even have managed to grip the hilt with his burned and blistering
fingers, if he could have wielded the blade againgt alifdong friend gone so suddenly to foe.

Redly Marron wanted smply to stand and wait for the blow to fal; he had a moment to make his
choice and that was it, to die here and now a Aldo's hand. It didn't seem so bad. Worse for Aldo, who
mug survive this and dwell on it later, have Marron's lingering ghost infest his soul, whispers of a bonding
broken for such petty reasons.. ..

But that was his mind's choice, and not his body's. Inginct flung hisarm up againg the blade, no more
then that: a gesture that should have proved useless, a moment of further life bought with a scream.

He flung his am up, and it was his l€ft, his bandaged, blood-soaked arm; and from the dark dank
meass of bandage came a thread, awisp of crimson smoke that frayed and fdl like aval between him and
the shining blade in its death-stroke.

Gossamer-thin it was, but he fdt it like his own skin, dmogt, a new and further limit to his body. He
fdt when and where the sword met it; and there was no jar, no shock of contact—why would there be,
when sted meets smoke?—but neither did the blade hew through to find and hack his own flesh. The
haze sparkled and spat, Aldo shrieked and dropped the hilt of his sword, which clattered and spun on
the floor between them; its blade was gone, shattered, and Aldo's face was a horror, glinting grey where



athousand splinters had pierced his skin.

Marron stared, saw the grey turn to red as blood began to ooze, saw Aldo lift trembling hands to his
blinded eyes, and was dmogt relieved when that val of smoke moved to swathe his once-friend's head,
seeming to thicken as it went, making a mask that hid the sght from him.

Almog relieved, he was, and only for a moment.

He couldn't see it, but he heard Aldo's choke, and had a sudden dreadful picture of wha might be
heppening within the wreathing smoke, how it might be pouring down Aldo's throat and filtering through
dl those tiny puncturesin his skin; for a heart's beat he thought he fdt Aldo's racing heart begting againgt
his dl out of time and desperate.

Then there was a soft implosve sound, and Aldo's black habit ripped itsdf to rags and what had been
ingde it, what had been Aldo was a dark wet mess, a soill of blood and shreds of flesh flecked white
with shards of bone.

Marron sobbed, once, a deep tug of loss and guilt and love betrayed that tugged at his gut but was
only agasp in his throat, he had no voice to sound it; and then the madness took him.

THE DAUGHTER, THE wraith of smoke that killed, hung in the air before him; al around, people
were diff and gaping. Perhaps predictably, Rudd recovered first. He took one swift step forward, made
one swift thrust, withdrew his sword deanly. Blood followed the blade, and Fral Piet fell.

Blood was the token. Aldo's blood hung heavy in the ar, was rank in Marron's nogtrils, a soray
across hisface; he closed his eyes, took one hard breath, and howled.

His own blood surged like rampant fire in his veins. He burned, al weakness seared from him; he
opened his eyes again, saw the brother nearest to Elissnde—Jubal, his mind supplied the name and an
image, a memory, Juba on horseback with a mace, daying and daying— and he flung up his hand to
point, to pick histarget out.

The Daughter needed no such gesture; it was moving aready, flying to engulf the hapless man. Juba
saw it coming, had just time enough to Start a scream: a scream that was cut off suddenly, horribly, as the
red skein cloaked him.

Agan that quiet sound, again the dumping catastrophe of ruined flesh. Marron's eyes were areedy
moving on, finding another face he knew, a name and some higory his mind could supply; but his
thoughts were dl on death, and destruction followed his gaze.

VAGUELY HE WAS aware of sobs and pleading, of brothers on their knees huling their swords
away, of hisown companions shouting his own name; but nothing reached him, nothing could touch him
now. Blood was dl he sought, and blood he found. The floor ran with it, soaking his boots and
overflowing the drains and 4ill there was not enough, there could never be enough blood to drown
Aldo's voice or wash his face away.

IT WAS ELISANDE who hated him at the last, who seized his shoulders, shook him, dapped his
face.

"Marron, enough! Stop this, stop it, you've done too much dready . . ."

He stared at her and fdt the Daughter come, knew how it loomed behind him. She must have seen it;
there was terror in her eyes, but she said his name again though her voice trembled againgt her control,



sad, "Marron, it's finished now, the fight is over. Do you hear?'

Over? He didn't understand. There were dill two, three brothers living, penned in a 9dl there, he had
names for them dl; Rudd stood before them with his sword drawn, but it was Marron he was facing, his
back turned to the black-robed men, and he added his own voice now.

"Marron, cdl it back. It is no longer needed. Take it into your body again, your blood will draw it."

Sowly, dowly he lifted his bleeding arm—no pain now and the muscles were his own again, but ill
the blood dripped endlesdy from his fingers—and there was a swirl of hot red mig around it, a
dminishing eddy to his eyes and a fierce flood within him, a doubled pulse that was dl to the same best,
dl one.

He watched his fingers, saw when the blood stopped coming.

"NO HORSES. THIS whole block is empty."

That was Redmond, sating what must have been obvious to anyone who could remember why they
hed come here. Horses would have been maddened by so much blood, kicking and screaming, filling the
night with their terror.

Rudd looked round from where he knelt, tying the brothers throat to ankle, usng ther own girdles to
do it. "There must be parties out looking for us, be glad they took dl ther mounts from here. These
brothers will have been left to watch, | suppose, and tend the horses when they returned. Well try
another stable. Though itll need the three of us" us Surayonnaise he must have meant, "to settle them,
with the gtink of thiswork on usdl. Julianne, can you bring Marron?”

"l don't want to—"

"You mug; above dl, we can't leave him after this. Be easy, girl, hell not harm you. Look a him, he
couldnt even harm himsdlf just now, which is something new for that boy. Follow us, but don't let him
near the horses.”

Marron needed no girl's aam to support him, dl his body throbbed with power and his mind was
racing; but there was a guif somehow, a broken bridge between the two, his will was missing. His ears
followed the talk, but his eyes were ill fixed on hisfingers and what had dyed them; he carried Aldo and
hdlf the troop else on his skin, and their killer ingde it. The Daughter, himsdlf, no difference.. ..

So it did after dl take Julianne's tentetive touch on his ebow to make him move, her hoarse and
tear-stained whisper, "Marron, will you come?' to draw him to the doorway; where they found the others
not gone ahead but srangdy waiting, Rudd standing to one side, Redmond and Elisande the other.

THE REASON STOOD in the yard there, aone and deadly: Seur Anton, sword in hand.

Rudd had snuffed out his witchlight before he opened the door, but the stars were enough to mark
the knight, to name him. For Marron, one star would have been enough.

Juliannes fingers clenched on his am, but no need. Whatever happened, he would not cdl the
Daughter forth again, not thistime. Not for this.

No more had Seur Anton cdled the guard. If he knew what had happened in the stable, he gave no
dgn of it. He said only, "Forgive me, my lady, but | cannot dlow you to leave. With my squire, or without
him. Marron, come to me."

A moment of bitter hestation, again a sense of irredeemable loss, then two soft words, the find
disobedience. "No, seur.”



"Wdl. So beit. You, ar," and the sword picked out Rudel, who 4ill carried his own weapon drawn,
“will you lay down that blade?"

“ will not."

"Then | mug take it from you."

"You mug try, of course.”

"May | know your name, before we begin?'

"You know it dready, Sieur Anton. My nameis Rudd.”

"Trdy?

"Indeed. Sdl we. .. 7'

Those polite manners hid the truth of it, but this would be a fight to the death. Marron thought
someone should cry a warning, but there was only him to do it and he didn't know which man to warn.
Both, he knew, could be lethd; the death of ether one would be unbearable. He supposed he should

hope for Rudd's victory, for the others safety if not his own, but that must mean the knight's life and he
could not, could not wish for that...

Nether did he have to. The two men approached each other cautioudy, touched swords — and
Seur Anton swayed where he stood, lowered his point, lifted a hand to his head and fdl without a sound
beyond his sword's clatering on the cobbles.

Marron wanted to cry foul, to rush over and tend to his master, mourn his master if that were dl that
remained; but his body was 4ill only tentatively his own, and when he made choices he made mistakes,
people died. All he did was cdl weskly, "What have you done?'

"Not |, lad," Rudd answered. "Him," with a nod toward Redmond.

"Dishonourable, wasn't it?' the older man confessed, with the suspicion of a amile in his voice. "But
we couldn't afford a dud, out here in the yard. There are guards on those walls, they'd have heard it and
come running. Oh, don't worry, he's not dead. Not hurt, even. | could take him unawares, with his focus
dl on Rudd; he's little more than deeping, though his dreams will be a sore puzzle to him."

"Enough now. Leave the knight; we need horses, and we need to be gone. Marron, you stay with
Julianne, and keep out of Sght; Elisande, Redmond, with me. Y ou two, wait for my whisle"

* % %

THEY WAITED, HE and Julianne, ganding againg the wal's darkness, he saw how she would not
met his eyes, how her own moved incessantly, irresstibly back to the black arch beyond which held
practised his black art, daying and daying for Aldo's sake, dl of Aldo's brethren to give hm company
before the God.

"Pleasz"" he whispered, "don't be afraid of me"

"Of you? I'm not. I'm afraid of that,” with a nod towards and through the arch, meaning the
Daughter. The same thing, Marron thought, only she didn't think so, or dse she didnt understand. "So
should you be."

Oh, I am, he thought, though it wasn't redly true; how could he fear something that beat to the rhythm
of hisown heart, that shared his skin and hisintent? He drew breath to say so anyway, oh, | am, jud to
comfort her, but she forestalled him.



"No, I'm wrong," she sad flaly, "I am afrad of you. Ignorance is dways frightening, ignorance
married to power is terrifying; and you don't know whet it is any more than | do. Do you? You don't
know what it can do, or what you can do withiit. . ."

No, of course he didn't. He had a stranger in his veins, a clamorous, calamitous stranger; and there
was nathing he could say to comfort her, he thought perhaps there was no comfort left in the world.

THEY WAITED, AND no one came. The guards mug dl have been watching the shadows on the
plains, ligening to the wind, the castle a surety at their back and the only danger outside the walls.

They waited, slent now, no more to be said; and at lagt they heard a soft, summoning whistle, and
moved obediently at its command.

Another archway, with the faintest glimmer of witch-light within to guide them; they went through into
another stable, this one warm with the presence, the amdls and sounds of horses.

There was the usud double rank of gdls, with a wide aide between. In the aide Rudd stood with
two horses ready, saddled and harnessed. He had a hand hooked into each bridle and was murmuring
quietly, soothingly as the big animas stirred and stamped. Behind him, Elisande and Redmond had charge
of one horse each.

"There are five of us" Julianne said dowly.
"Marron cannot ride," Rudd told her.

"Yes, he can. I've seen him..." There was dmog a amilein her voice as she sad it, but puzzlement
too, of course he can ride, why not?

"Not now. No horse would carry him."

Marron didn't understand any more than she did, but he saw how both Rudd's horses shifted, shying
away from him even a this distance. He stepped back automaticaly into one of the empty ddls, to leave
aclear path for them out of the stable; behind him, someone screamed.

He twisted round, startled, and saw atiny creature cowering atop the wooden divison of the sal, at
the very extremity of its leash. Only a monkey, the trader's monkey that had loved him so much before:
he chirruped at it, and it screamed the louder.

"It mugt be the amdl of blood on you,” Julianne said uncertainly.

"No," a voice came from the deeper shadows at the back of the gdl. A woman's voice, thickly
accented; straw rustled as she stood, and he recognised Baron Imber's truth-spesker as the light fdl on
her appaling face. "Heisthe Ghost Walker. | knew."

"What does that mean?"' It was Julianne again who asked.

"It means fear and wonder, it means heis blessed and cursed; animds seeit as| do, but they only see
the curang.” She shuffled forward and touched his hand, straw in her hair and her eyes wide and white. "I
knew," she said again.

Marron nodded. At his back he heard the passage of horses, and then Rude's voice.

"Come, we mugt hurry. Julianne, | think we have landed lucky; this should be your own pdfrey, by
the harness we found with her."

"Sheis”
"Lead her, then, and follow me. | have mazed her, just a touch; the kill is effective on horses dso.
Marron, you mugt go in front. Woman, return to your dreams,; you have not woken tonight, do you



understand me?'

She snorted. "I am the baron's truth; me he believes” She turned and went back to her conceding
shadows, pausing to touch the monkey into shivering dillness, its eyes dark pools il fixed on Marron.
He sghed for another loss, and dipped away.

DOWN TOWARDS THE gate they went, down the dope of the tunnd and the steps beyond. Rudd
would dlow no lights here, for fear of shadows flying ahead to warn any watchers a the gate;, Marron
hed to grope dong the wdl in darkness, his only guide the rag-muffled sound of hooves behind him
growing louder to say when he was going too dowly.

The steps were eader; there was at least adit of sky above him, a hint of garlight. He found then that
he could see better than held expected to; perhaps it was only the change from utter black, but it seemed
to him that there was a red cast to the world, as if the Daughter were lending him better eyes than his
own.

A gentle hiss dilled him, on the bottom step. The gate lay just ahead, around a corner; he heard the
horses hdt, and Rudd joined him.

"Thisisyour task, | regret, if the gates are closed,” the man murmured in his ear. "We will mount now,
and fallow you. If they are open, then just run through; if not, you must break them down. Try not to kill,
but unleash the Daughter.”

"l don't know how .. ."
"l do. Give me your am."

Your left arm, he meant. Rudd gripped it, pushed back the blood-soaked deeve and cut the
bindings away to expose sodden leather stitches and raw flesh. "I am sorry, Marron,” he sad, "l never
meant that this should happen to you, but there is no escaping it now. | have you; | mugt use you.”

And with that he unpicked the gtitches with the point of his knife and did the edge of it into and across
the wound, not deeply, just enough to make it bleed again. There was no pain.

Smoke seethed up around the blade; Rudd squeezed Marron's shoulder, and pushed him lightly on.

HIS GOOD HAND gripping stone, the Daughter fogging the ar in the corner of his eye — and the
world gone darker, that red light lost to him—Marron peered around the corner. He saw torches and
shifting shadows on the wall above the gate, and moving figures, men on guard; light o in the window
of the gatehouse.

The gates were closed.

He took a breath and stepped out, glad at last of so much stain on his white tunic, making him only a
gardl dark figure againg a deeper darkness. He gazed a the gates, attacked them with his eyes, thinking
nothing of their great weight or the massve bar that held them.

Where his eyes and hiswill went, there went the Daughter. He saw that thin smoke flow forward, fdt
the contact when it laid itsdf againgt wood and iron; flinched from the sudden cracking, sngpping noises
and the shooting sparks, and then stood gaping foodlishly at the absence where the gates had been, the
clear road beyond.



CRIES OF SHOCK, of fear; men running to and fro dong the wal, dl of them staring outward ill,
looking for danger where there was none.

At his back the rush of hooves, Rudd rounding the corner, his mount shying and screaming, amost
throwing itsrider asit backed in terror from Marron.

"Run, Marron! Runon ... I"

And Marron ran. He plunged through the gate, just as a lone iron hinge fdl with a crash from its
shattered pogt; he sprinted down the hill, fearful of an arrow in the back, but none came. Only he thought
he heard avoice cry his name, "Marron ... !" and a the bend he chanced one glance over his shoulder,
thought he saw a man in white sanding solitary on the wal, saring after him.

Marron ran.

At fird he ran done; but soon the Daughter caught him, flowed back into his arm, filled his body with
its strength and fire, gave itslight to his eyes. Then he ran like a demon, he thought, faster than any horse
would dare on thiswinding, perilous dope.

He had run like thiswith Mustar, wildly behind their cart, and ended in disaster. But Mustar was dead
and Marron had become a thing that boy had feared, a devil perhaps; for sure he had a devil's luck
tonight. His every footfdl was firm and certain, he tasted the breeze and outran it; at the foot of the hill he
waited, but he could have run onftill dawn and after. He was dl flane and smoke, he had forgotten what
weariness was.

HE WAITED, AND eventudly horses came: four horses, he saw and counted them from his distance
as they followed the twigts of the road above him. They came with more caution than speed, one led by
another rider, Ju-lianne he thought by Elisande; too dowly for his liking but fast enough, he couldn't see
any purauit yet however high he looked.

"Wdl done!” Rudd cdled, drawing his horse up some litile way away. Marron made no move to
come closer. "Now we mug ride. North and east. Can you run?'

Marron ran.

DAYLIGHT FOUND THEM reding in agully below a diff, where the horses had sniffed out water:
amuddy pool fed by a spring hidden deep in the rock, where it could escape the season's drought.

Marron stood by the deft that had given them entrance, gazing out over the baked land. He needed
no rest, nor the warmth of their little fire; neither the warmth of their company.

He could hear ther talk, though, his ears as sharp suddenly as his eyes were sharper; and he listened,
because they were speaking about him.

". .. Why are his eyes red?’
No answer. She knew the answer. They were not his eyes.

"What is the Daughter?' Julianne again, this time in a different voice: exhausted but determined she
sounded, demanding true and clear answers.

"The Daughter is a key, and a door.” It was Redmond who replied, his voice fant but his spirit
renewed by flight. "It leads to that same other world to which the tower holds a bridge. The bridge may
be barred, but nothing can bar the Daughter.”



"But, it destroys things, it killed dl those men . .."

"Used properly, used fully, it will tear open a doorway from world to world; used only patidly or in
ignorance, it Imply tears where it touches. Marron knows nothing.”

"That'swhy you cdlled it a weapon?'

"No. Used properly, used fully, it could bring a thousand, ten thousand men marching into Surayon.
That's why we cdl it a wegpon; that's why we dared not leave it where it was. There are voices dl
across the Kingdom, crying war on Surayon. Fulke is response, not cause; but how if Fulke had found
it?'

“Isit dive?'

"Noat truly, or not alone. It has some mockery of life; but it enters a man and melds with him, and then,
yes, it has hislife and purpose, as he has its strength and powers. Which iswhy we dare not let the Order
have Marron now, why we mug take him out of Outremer dtogether. The King cdled it his daughter
because it marriesitsdf to a man, and he meant to make that marriage. A bad joke, but a good marriage:
it cannot be broken until the man is dead. The Sharal cdl him the Ghogt Walker; traditiondly, he is very
hard to kill."

"We were going to the Sharal," Elisande, muttering.

"As Marron mug, | think," Rudd, "to learn what it is that he has now, what he has become. | cannot
teach him. Why were you going to the Sharai, Elisande?"

"Because the djinni sent us”
"What? What djinni?'

"Wait." Julianne again, interrupting sharply. "Wewill tdl you, but | want to know one more thing fird.
Who are you? Both of you? Not your names, | believe your names, but | am tired of your secrets.”

"Very wdl, then," Rudd answered her softly, just as Marron spotted a blur of dust at the limit of his
sght and a dark shadow within it, someone coming this way, a sngle man afoot. "I am the son of the
Princip of Surayon.”

Marron could even hear Julianne's gasp, so acute his hearing was.
She recovered quickly, though. "And you, Elissnde?"

"I? Oh, | am the granddaughter of the Princip of Surayon. | told you, he's a lovdy man, you must
megt—"

"Stop. Wait. You the granddaughter, he the son? What are you two to each other?”
"He'smy father," said coldly, and with such bitterness toit.



