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PROLOGUE

ON ahill surrounded on three sides by forest and on the fourth by the ruins of a fortress stood a ring of
stones. They crowned the hill with stark beauty, like the bones of a castle buried so deeply in the soil that
only the battlements of the tallest tower rose above the earth. It was said by some that chambers lay
beneath the stand ing stones, rooms filled with treasure, with haunts, with creatures not of human form. It
was said that passage ways led out from these chambers like rivers stretching from a landlocked lake,
leading from this hill across the land, even to the cold sea in the north, even to the great mountains far to
the south.

On the third day of the month of Avril, as afternoon faded into twilight and the full moon shone low in the
darkening sky, a lone traveler made her way up through the tumbled stones of the old fortress. She wore
leg gings, a plain linen tunic, and sandals laced up to her knees, human clothing which she had become
accus tomed to here in this foreign land but not what she felt comfortable in. With a staff gripped in one
hand and a small pouch tied to her belt, she negotiated the maze of walls as if she knew it by heart.

The ruins lay on a gentle incline, stretching from the banks of a narrow river up to where the last wall, no
taller than a year-old child, lay crumbling into the dirt and grass. The forest rose beyond. A single watch
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fire burned on the other side of the river, past the stumps of felled trees and fields newly burned for a
spring plantingof barley, marking the only village that lay within sight of the hill crowned by stones.

The traveler paused before she stepped over the last wall of the fortress. She threw back her hood. Her
hair was so pale it seemed to shine with a light of its own. She reached into the pouch and drew out a
scrap of torn cloth, stained with red. With a grimace, she made to cast it to the ground, as if by throwing
it away she would free herself from its binding power before she passed into the wild majesty of the
stones.

But she paused, cocking her head to one side, lis tening. And she cursed. She hesitated, and that
moment was enough for the lead horseman to spot her.

It was dusk, but her hair was bright and his eyes were young and keen, and he was looking for her.

"Alia!" he cried. "Beloved!" Recklessly, he urged his horse forward, picking his way up through the fort.
More riders appeared behind him. He paused, reining his mount aside, so men on foot, carrying torches,
could catch up and guide him forward. He used only one hand on the reins. In his other arm he carried a
bundle of cloth tucked against his chest.

She winced away from the sight of that small burden. The vow she had made years ago, as humans
measured time, seemed rash and ugly now. She had stood up in front of the assembled council and
spoken boldly, but she had not known then what she would suffer in the world of men.

Then her gaze caught on a banner. A battle-scarred man in a gold and black surcoat closed the gap
between himself and the young prince. Upright and arrogant in the saddle, he held in one hand the dragon
banner, symbol of the elite guards who protected the heir and by extension the kingdom itself: a black
dragon coiled on a gold background; a cluster of seven brilliant stars studded the gold field above the
dragon's figure. She traced this constellation with her gaze to remind her-seif of what it stood for, the
Crown of Stars worn by the ruler of the ancient Empire, half-forgotten now in theworld of humankind but
destined to return. It was for this she had made the sacrifice.

By this time, aided by her hesitation, the young prince had pulled his horse up beside her. Torches threw
wings of light over the ruins, and their heat surrounded her like a prison built with walls of fire.

"Why did you follow me?" she asked. "You knew I intended to leave."

"How can you leave?" he demanded, like a child wailing against being abandoned. But he was so young,
barely a man, only eighteen years old according to the calendars of this world. With an effort he schooled
his expression to one of haughty disdain and tried a dif ferent path. "Surely you will stay until the child is a
year or two old, so you might know that it lives and thrives."

"No disease known to you will touch him, nor will any wound inflicted by any creature male or female
cause his death." She spoke without thinking.

A murmur, like the breath of wind through a forest, passed through the assembled soldiers, those close
enough to hear her prophesy whispering her words to those who stood farther away. The old soldier
urged his horse forward to halt beside the young prince. The dragon banner lapped over the saddle,
brushing the young man's arm.

At that moment, the bundle stirred. The baby woke, batting aside the swaddling with blind infant
groping. She saw the black shock of hair that crowned the baby's head, the tiny face and its open, staring
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eyes, as vivid as fine green jade, its skin that marked it as flesh of her flesh, a fine burnished bronze
nothing like the northern pallor of the young prince's complexion even where it was roughened by
exposure to sun and wind. The tiny hand closed on a corner of the dragon banner, gripping it with infant
strength. The men-at-arms pointed and exclaimed over this omen: The bastard child born of no human
woman sensed its fate already, though it was not yet two months old.

The prince turned his face away, not wanting to look.Instead, he carefully—so carefully!—handed the
baby over to the old soldier, who gave the banner into another man's hands in order to hold the infant.
Then he dismounted, ges tured to his men to move away, and faced her. ""You care nothing for the
child?" She did not look after the old soldier as he guided his horse to a patch of ground less racked with
loose stone and sudden sharp drop-offs that might catch a horse unawares.

"He is no longer mine."

"How can you say so? He is the most beautiful child I have ever seen!"

"Only because he is yours!" "Yours as well!"

"Not mine! I carried it inside me, gave birth to it, bled enough blood to cover the fields that surround the
vil lage we just passed through! Never mine, and never meant to be. Leave me, Henri." She had never
learned the eastern accent and still spoke his name as a Salian would. "I never promised you anything but
the child. Let me go in peace."

The young man said nothing for a long time, or at least, not in words. He had an expressive face, but he
was learning to control it. She wondered, watching him, what he wanted to say, and what he would say.
When she had first met him a year ago, he'd always blurted out the first words that came to his tongue.
Now, made heir by right of fertility, he was learning to think before he spoke.

"I do not want to let you go," he said at last. "By the invocation of your name, Alia, I beg you to stay
with me." "Alia is not my name, Henri. It is only what you call me."

"You aren't well enough to go. You were so ill after the birth."
"I arn well enough now."

"Then why did you come to me? Don't you love me at all?" His voice broke on the last words and a
momentlater he caught himself and tensed, his face freezing into a mask of stone.

That mask,she thought, will be the one he wears most often when he becomes king.

She thought of telling him the truth, because she did not dislike him. He was still young, a little callow, but
he had strength in him, and he was ambitious, and clever, and handsome in a human way, elegant and
proud.

But the truth was not hers to tell, nor his to know. King he might become, but he was only a pawn in
hands whose power was greater than his would ever be as reg nant of two kingdoms. She and he were

both pawns, and this gave her some sympathy for him.

She leaned forward and kissed him on the mouth. "I am not immune to human charms," she lied. "But my
duty lies elsewhere." That at least was true.
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She could not bear to hear more from him. She could stay in this world no longer. It weighed too heavily
on her; it had stolen so much of her precious blood. She fin gered the scrap of bloody cloth, torn from
the sheets in which she had given birth; it—and what it signified, her link to the child—was the last thing
that bound her here. She let go of the bloody rag, and it fluttered to the ground.

As he knelt to pick it up, she stepped across the last crumbling wall. He rose, calling after her, but he did
not try to follow. Nor could she really hear his voice any longer as the stones rose up before her and she
heard at last the faint music of their alignment singing to her.

With her inner sight she touched the wind stone, the stone of light, the stone of blood, of water, of fire,
the other stones, each according to its properties. Here, in the human world, in order to touch the heart
of any object, to find and manipulate its essence, she had to trace winding paths around the walls and
barriers built by human magi, for they chose to constrain and then master what they could not understand.
But as sheentered the precinct of stone, those walls fell away. She lifted a hand. Mist arises from the
commingling of water and air, and so mist rose around her, at her suggestion, hiding her from view as she
entered the ring of stones.

Above her, unobscured by the mist that surrounded her, stars shone. She read their alignment and called
down the power that sang from them and melded it to the alignment of the stones, each to each, a choir
raising its voice to heaven. She called to the heart of her own land, and at the altar of fire and blood a
portal opened.

Neither a door nor a wispy shimmering of air, it looked like an arbor, a lush flowering vine grown over
an arch. She smelled snow and felt the cold sting of a winter wind beyond. Without hesitation she
stepped through and left the world of humankind behind.

Prince Henry, heir to the kingdoms of Wendar and Varre, watched Alia walk away from him, up into the

ring of stones. He steeled his face, his heart, his whole body, and when the mist rose and covered her, he
simply tightened his hand on the scrap of cloth she had left behind that contained all he had left of her: her
blood.

Three of his men stood beside him, holding up torches to drive back the mist that had swollen suddenly
from the ground, a night-crawling fog that surrounded the stones. Light flashed within the stone ring. A
chill wind stung his lips. A perfect crystal flake of snow spiraled down on the last of the wind and
dissolved on his boot.

Mist still clung about the stones.
"Shall we go up, my lord, and look for her?" asked one of his men. "No. She is gone."

He tucked the cloth into his belt and called for his horse. Mounted, he took the baby back into the
crook of his arm and, with his entourage around him, began the slow descent of the hill. The baby did not

cry, but its eyes were open, and it stared at the heavens, or at its father, or at the dragon banner. Who
could tell?

A breeze swelled out from the stones, and mist rolled down over the ruins from the height of the hill,
swathing the crumbling buildings in a sudden thick fog and hiding the moon. The men picked their way
carefully, men on foot grabbing hold of horses' harnesses, the rest calling out to each other, marking
distance by the sound of their voices.

"You are better off without a woman like that," said the old soldier suddenly to the prince in the tone of a
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man who has the right to give advice. "The church would never have accepted her. And she has power
over the ways of nature which it were better not to meddle with." The dragon banner hung limp, sodden
with the weight of the fog, as if this unnatural mist was trying to drag the banner down.

But the prince did not reply. He kept his gaze on the torches surrounding him, like watch fires, light
thrown against the gloom.

A ring of seven candles, light thrown against the gloom.

Watchers stared into a mist that rose from a huge block of obsidian set in their midst. Their faces were
hidden by darkness.

In the mist they saw tiny figures, a young nobleman carrying an infant, ringed by his faithful followers.
Slowly these figures descended through a fortress, seen half as ruins, half as the ghost of the fortress that
was once whole. The tiny figures walked through walls as if they were air, for they were air, and it was
only the memory of what was once there, in the minds of some few of the watchers, that created the
ghostly walls, the suggestion of the past built anew.

"We must kill the child," said one of the watchers as the mist faded, sinking into the black stone. With it
faded the image of the prince and his retinue.

"The child is too well protected," said a second. "We must attempt it, for they intend to shatter the
world itself."

The first among the watchers shifted, and the others, who had been whispering among themselves, stilled
into an uncanny silence.

"It is never wise to seek only to destroy," said she who sat first among them. Her voice was rich and
deep. "That way lies ruin only. That way lies darkness."

"Then what?" demanded the first speaker. He shrugged impatiently. Candlelight glinted off his white hair.
"Just as the Enemy turns the faithful from the Path of Light toward the Abyss, so can unbelievers be
turned away from their error to see the promise of the Chamber of Light. We must counter the power

given into the hands of this unwitting child with power of our own."

"There is this difference." said the second speaker, "that while we know our opponents exist, they do not
know of us."

"Or so we believe," said the first man. He sat stiffly, a man of action unaccustomed to long stillnesses.
"We must trust to Our Lord and Lady," said the woman, and the rest nodded and murmured agreement.
The only light given to their circle was that flickering from the candles, bright flames throwing sharp glints
on the surface of the obsidian altar, and that from the stars above and the round, still globe of the moon.

Great blocks of shadow surrounded them, an entourage of giants.

Beyond, wind muttered through the open shells of buildings, unseen but felt, the last relics of a great
empire lost long ago to fire and sword and blood and magic. The ruins ended at a shoreline as abruptly
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as if a knife had sheared them off. Surf hissed and swelled at the verge. Sand got caught up on the wind
and swirled up from the shore into the circle, catching on tongues and in the folds of cloaks. One of the
watchers shivered and tugged a hood hard down over her hair. "It's a fool's errand," this one said. "They
are stronger than we are, here and in their own country."

"Then we must reach for powers that are greater still," said she who sat first among them.

They responded to her words with expectant silence.

"I will make the sacrifice," she continued. "I alone. They wish to sunder the world while we desire only to
bring it closer to the Chamber of Light toward which all our souls strive. If they bring one agent into the

world, then we must bring another. Of ourselves we cannot defeat them."

One by one they bowed their heads, acquiescing to her judgment, until only one man remained, head
unbowed. He rested a hand on the woman's shoulder and spoke. "You will not be alone."

In this way they considered in silence. The great ruins lay around them, echoing their silence, the skeleton
of a city unattended by ghost walls or visions of past grandeur. Sand skirled up the streets, spattering
against stone, grain by grain erasing the vast murals that adorned the long walls. But where the walls
marched out to the sea, where the knife-edge cut them clean, the shadow form of the old city mingled
with the waves, the memory of what once had been—not drowned by the sea but utterly gone.

Stars wheeled above on their endless round.

The candles illuminated the gleaming surface of the obsidian altar. In its black depths an image of the

distant ring of stones, far to the north, still stood, and the last torches borne by the prince's retinue
flickered and faded into nothing as they passed beyond view.

THE
MOTHERLESS
CHILD

PART ONE

A STORM FROM THE SEA
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When winter turned to spring and the village deacon sang the mass in honor of St. Thecla's wit nessing
of the Ekstasis of the blessed Daisan, it came time to prepare the boats for the sailing season and the
summer's journeying to other ports.

Alain had tarred his father's boat in the autumn; now he examined the hull, crawling beneath the boat
where it had wintered on the beach on a bed of logs. The old boat had weathered the winter well, but
one plank was loose. He fastened the plank with a willow treenail, stuffing sheep's wool greased with tar
into the gap and driving the nail home onto a grommet also made of wool. Other wise the boat was
sound. After Holy Week his father would load the boat with casks of oil and with quern-stones brought
in from nearby quarries and finished in workshops in the village.

But Alain would not be going with him, though he had begged to be given the chance, just this one
season.

He turned, hearing laughter from up the strand where the road ran in to the village. He wiped his hands
on a rag and waited for his father to finish speaking with the other Osna merchants who had come down
to examine their boats, to make ready for the voyage out now that Holy Week had ended.

"Come, son," said Henri after he had looked over the boat. "Your aunt has prepared a fine feast and
then we'll pray for good weather at the midnight bell."

They walked back to Osna village in silence. Henri was a broad-shouldered man, not very tall, his
brown hair shot through with silver. Henri spent most of the year away, visiting ports all up and down the
coast, and during the winter he sat in his quiet way in his sister Bel's workshop and built chairs and
benches and tables. He spoke little, and when he did speak did so in a soft voice quite unlike his sister's,
who, everyone joked, could intimidate a wolf with her sharp tongue.

-Alain had darker hair and was certainly taller, lanky enough that he was likely to grow more just as
certain spring days are likely to bring squalls and sudden bursts of rain. As usual, Alain did not quite
know what to say to his father, but this day as they walked along the sandy path he tried, one more time,
to change his father's mind. "Mien sailed with you the year he turned sixteen, even before he spent his
year in the count's service! Why can't I go this year?"

"It can't be. I swore to the deacon at Lavas Holding when you were just a new babe come into the
world that I would give you to the church. That is the only reason she let me foster you."

"If I must take vows and spend the rest of my life within the monastery walls, then why can't I have just
one season with you to see the world? I don't want to be like Brother Gilles—"

"Brother Gilles is a good man," said Henri sharply. "Yes, he is, but he hasn't set foot off monastery lands
since the day he entered as a child of seven! It isn't right you condemn me to that. At least one season
with you would give me something to remember."

"Brother Gilles and his fellow monks are content enough."

"I'm not Brother Gilles!"
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"We have spoken of this before, Alain. You are of age now and promised to the church. All will pass as
Our Lord and Lady have decreed. It is not for you or me to question their judgment.”

By the way Henri set his mouth, Alain knew that his father would not reply to any further argument.
Furious, he strode ahead, his longer strides taking him out in front of his father, though it was rude. Just
one season! One season to see something of the world, to see distant ports and unfamiliar coastlines, to
speak with men from other towns, from other lands, to see something of the strange lands the deacon
spoke of when she read the lessons and saints' lives of fraters—the wandering priests—who brought the
Holy Word of the Unities to barbarous lands. Why was that so much to ask? He crossed through the
livestock palisade and by the time he reached Aunt Bel's longhouse, his mood was thor oughly foul.

Aunt Bel stood in the garden examining her newly planted parsley and horseradish. She straightened,
mea suring him, and shook her head. "There's water to fetch before feasting," she said.

"That's Julien's job today."

"Julien is mending sail, and I'll ask you not to ques tion me, child. Do as you're told. Don't argue with
your father, Alain. You know he's the stubbornest man in the village."

"He's not my father!" shouted Alain.

For that he got a sharp slap in the face, delivered with all the force of thirty years of kneading bread and
chop ping wood behind it. It brought a red stain to his cheek and silence to his lips.

"Never speak so again of the man who raised you. Now, go on."

He went, because no one dared argue with Bel, elder sister of Henri the merchant and mother of eight
chil dren, of whom five still lived.

He sat at the evening's feast in silence and went in silence to the church. The moon was full, and its pale
light filtered in through the new glass window which the merchants and householders of Osna had bought
for the village church. But with moonlight and candlelight there was illumination enough to see the walls,
whitewashing over timber, painted with the huge murals depicting the life of the blessed Daisan and the
deeds of the glorious saints and martyrs.

The deacon raised her hands in the blessing and began to sing the liturgy.

"Blessed is the Country of the Mother and Father of Life, and of the Holy Word revealed within the
Circle of Unity, now and ever and unto ages of ages." "Amen," he murmured with the congregation. "In
peace let us pray to Our Lord and Lady." "Kyrie eleison." Lord have mercy. He clasped his hands and
tried to pay attention as the deacon circled the church, pacing out the stations marking the blessed
Daisan's life and ministry, bringing to the faithful the Holy Word granted him by the grace of the Lord and
Lady. "Kyria eleison." Lady have mercy.

On the walls stark pictures stood out brightly in the light cast by torches. There, the blessed Daisan at
the fire where first he encountered the vision of the Circle of Unity. And again, the blessed Daisan with
his fol lowers refusing to kneel and worship before the Dari-yan Empress Thaissania, she of the mask.
The seven miracles, each one depicted with loving detail. And last, the blessed Daisan dead at the Hearth
from which his spirit was lifted up through the seven spheres to the Chamber of Light, while his great
disciple St. Thecla wept below, her tears feeding the sanctified cup.
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But to Alain's eyes, there in the midnight church, other more shadowy forms lay as if hidden beneath the

bright murals, their outlines embellished with fine gold, their eyes like jewels, their presence like fire on
his soul.

The fall of the ancient city ofDariya to savage horse men, its last defenders clothed in gleaming bronze
ar mor, spears and shields raised as they fought a hopeless fight but with the honor of men who will not
bow down before an honorless enemy.

Not images from the church at all, but the stories of brilliant lives of old warriors. They haunted him.

The fateful Battle ofAuxelles, where Taillefer 's nephew and his men lost their lives but saved Taillefer's
fledgling empire from invasion by heathens.

"For healthful seasons, for the abundance of the fruits of the earth, and for peaceful times, let us pray."

The glorious victory of the first King Henry of Wendar against Quman invaders along the River Eldar,
where his bastard grandson Conrad the Dragon charged his troop of cavalry straight into the midst of the
terrible host of Quman riders, breaking their line and sending them scattering back to their own lands,
hunting them down like animals as they fled.

"Blessed are they that mourn, for they shall be com forted. Blessed are the merciful, for they shall obtain
mercy. Blessed are the pure in heart, for they shall speak with the Holy Word upon their tongues."

The last ride of King Louis ofVarre, just fifteen years old but undaunted by the approach of raider ships
on the northern coast of his kingdom, killed at the Battle of the Nysa though no man knew whose hand
had struck the final blow. Had it been that of a raider prince, or that of a traitor serving the schemes of
the new king of Wendar who would, because of Louis' death, become king ofVarre as well?

Instead of the voice of the deacon, reading the lesson, Alain heard the ring of harness, the clash of
swords, the snap of banners in the wind, the sweet strength of the gathered warriors singing a Kyrie
eleison as they rode into battle.

"For Thou art our sanctification, and unto Thee we

ascribe glory, to the Mother, to the Father, and to the Holy Word spoken in the heavens, now, and
ever, and unto ages of ages."

"Amen," he said, stumbling into the response as the congregation raised its voice as one in the final
exclama tion. "Let us depart in peace, in the Name of Our Lord and Lady. Have mercy upon us."

"Have mercy upon us," echoed his father, his voice as soft as the whisper of leaves on the roof.
He put an arm around Alain as they left the church and made their way by torchlight back to the
longhouse. "It is as it must be," he said, and Alain sensed that this was the last word Henri would ever

speak on the matter. The choice had been made long ago, one to the sea, one to the heart of God.

"What was my mother like?" Alain asked suddenly. "She was beautiful," said Henri. Alain heard the raw
scrape of grief in his father's voice. He dared not ask more, for fear of breaking the wound wide open.
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So they went inside and drank a last cup of warmed mulled wine. At dawn, Alain went down to the
strand and saw them off;, rolling the boat down the logs and onto the beach, shoving it into the waves.
They loaded it with the cargo. Cousin Julien was white with excite ment; he had gone once before but
only to a nearby Varren port. He had never gone south for an entire season.

"Do honor to your kin," said Henri to Alain. He kissed Aunt Bel and then got in the boat last of all. The
oarsmen began to row, and Julien fussed with the square sail.

Alain stood on the beach long after the others had gone back up the road to the village. He stood until
he could no longer see any trace of sail on the gray-blue waters. At last he turned away from the sea,
knowing Aunt Bel had work for him to do. With a heavy heart, he walked back to the village.

IN the distant haze where the sky met the sea, the islands that dotted Osna Sound rose as dark peaks
of earth marking the horizon. When Alain stood, shading his eyes with a hand, and stared out across the
bay toward the islands, the water gleamed like metal. It lay still and smooth, and from the height of the
Dragonback Ridge the swells were lost under the glare of the sun. Up here, he could not feel a breath of
wind. Out beyond the islands he saw a veil of low clouds pushing in toward land. Rain was coming.

For an instant, caught by a trick of the light, a white sheet of sail stood out, the merest speck that
vanished into the horizon of cloud and iron-gray water as he watched. Perhaps it was his father, making
his way out through the islands.

Alain sighed and turned away from the sea. He tugged on the rope, pulling the donkey away from a tuft
of grass. It moved reluctantly, but it did move. Together they walked on, kicking sand up from the path

that ran along the spine of the ridge, leading from the town to the monastery. The surf muttered far below.

The path began to slope down toward the Dragon's. Tail, where the monastery lay. Soon Alain caught a
glimpse of buildings spaced out around the church with its single tower. He lost sight of them again as the
path cut down through tumbled boulders along the landward side of the ridge and, farther down still,
turning to loam, wound through quiet forest.

He came out of the forest into cleared fields and soon enough trudged through the open gates and into
the monastery that, on St. Eusebe's Day, would be his home for the rest of his life. Ai, Lord and Lady!
Surely his guilt stained him red for all to see: The boy who loved the Father and Mother of Life and who
yet rebelled in his heart against entering Their service. Ashamed, he stared at his feet as he skirted the
outbuildings and arrived, finally, at the scriptorium.

Brother Gilles was waiting for him, patient as always, leaning on a walking stick.

"You have brought the tithe of candles from the vil lage," the old monk said approvingly. "Ah, and I see
ajar of oil as well."

Alain carefully unloaded the baskets slung by a rope harness on either side of the donkey. He set the
bundle of candles, rolled up in heavy cloth, down on the tile floor of the scriptorium. Brother Gilles
propped the door open. The few small windows were open as well, shut ters tied back against the wall,
but even so at the central lecterns it was dim work for the monks copying missals and lectionaries.
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"The catch was poor last week," Alain said as he lifted out the jar of oil. "Aunt Bel promises that she will
send two more jars after Ladysday."

"She is truly generous. The Lord and Lady will reward her for her service to Them. You may take the oil
to the sacristy." "Yes, Brother." "I will go with you."

They walked outside, circling the church, passing the walled enclosure of the novitiate where Alain
would soon be spending his days and nights.

"You are troubled, child," said Brother Gilles gently as he hobbled along beside Alain.

Alain flushed, fearing to tell him the truth, fearing to dishonor the covenant already agreed upon between
the monastery and his father and aunt.

Brother Gilles grunted softly. "You are destined for I the church, child, whether you wish it or not. |
suppose you have heard too many stories of the great deeds of the Emperor Taillefer's warriors?"

Alain flushed more deeply but did not reply. He could | not bear to lie to Brother Gilles, who had always
treated him as kindly as if they were kin. Was it too much to ask to go only one time to Medemelacha or
to ports farther south, even into the kingdom of Salia? To see with his own eyes the strange and
wonderful things told of by the merchants who sailed out of Osna Sound each season? Such stories were
told by all the merchants, except his father, of course, who was as talkative as a rock.

Imagine! He might pass men-at-arms bearing the stan dard of the Salian king. He might watch Hessi
mer chants, men from a foreign land so distant that none of the Osna merchants had ever visited their
towns, men who had unusually dark skin and hair, who wore round pointed caps on their heads even
when they were indoors, and who were said to pray to a god different than the Lord and Lady of Unities.
He might speak with traders from the island of Alba, where, it was said, the Lost Ones still walked
abroad in the deep forests, hidden to the sight of men. He might even hear the adventures of the fraters,
wandering priests ready to venture out again to barbarous lands to bring the word of the blessed Daisan
and the Church of Unities to people who lived outside the Light of the Holy Circle of Unity.

Once a year, during the summer, there was a great fair at Medemelacha where any possible thing known
to men might be bought or sold. Slaves from lands far to the south, where the sun, as fierce as a
blacksmith's furnace (or so said the merchants), burned their skin black, and others from the ice lands
who were so pale you could see right through them. Infant basilisks chained in shrouded cages. Goblin
children from the Harenz Mountains, trained as rat-catchers. Bolts of silk from Arethousa. Cloisonne
clasps in the shape of wolf heads, gold and green and blue, to ornament the belts and fasten the cloaks of
noblemen. Finely wrought swords. Pitchers molded of white clay, painted with roundels and chevrons.
Amber. Angel tears like beads of glass. Slivers of dragon's fire ossified into obsidian.

"You have left me, Alam."

He started back to himself, aware that he was standing like a lackwit ten paces from the door that led
into the vestibule and thence to the sacristy, where the sacred vessels and vestments for the church were
kept.

Smiling, Brother Gilles patted him on the arm. "You must accept what Our Lord and Lady have chosen
for you, my child. For They have chosen. It remains only for you to understand what They ask of you,
and to obey Them."
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Alain hung his head. "I will, Brother."

He took the jar of oil inside and left it with one of sac rist brother's mute assistants. Coming back
outside to an afternoon dimmed by the approach of clouds, he heard horses and the cheerful noise of
riders unfettered by the vows of silence that most monks took.

Circling to the front of the church, he saw Father Richander, Brother Gilles, and the cellarer speaking
with a group of visitors. The strangers were brightly dressed in tunics and capes trimmed with borders of
red leaves and blue diamonds. There was a deacon and her attendant frater in drab brown robes, a
woman with a fur-trimmed cloak, two well-dressed men, and a half dozen foot soldiers in boiled leather
tunics. Imagine what it would be like to ride free of here, of the monas tery, of the village, to ride outside
the great Dragonback Ridge that bounded his world and venture into the world beyond!

He edged closer to listen.

"The usual tithe includes the service for a year of five young persons of sound body, does it not, Mistress
Dhuoda?" Father Richander asked of the woman in the fur-trimmed cloak. "If you ask for more, then the
towns people may be forced to send some of the young persons we employ as servants here, and that

would create hard ship for us, especially now, in the planting season."

She had a haughty face, tempered by a grave expres sion. "That is true, Father, but there have been
more raids along the coast this year, and Count Lavastine must increase his levy."

Count Lavastine! Mistress Dhuoda was his chatelaine.

Alain recognized her now, as she turned toward him to gesture to the soldiers accompanying her. If he
could not sail with his father then he had hoped that at least he might be called to service in Count
Lavastine's levy, even if only for one year. But it was not to be. Alain knew why. Everyone knew why.
The church was the suitable place for the child Merchant Henri, had acknowledged and raised as his own

but whom everyone knew was really the bastard child of a whore.

"God speed you on your journey, Mistress," said Father Richander as chatelaine and deacon mounted
their horses. The soldiers readied themselves to walk.

Brother Gilles limped over to Alain. "If you wish for company on your path, you could walk with them,"
he said. "You will return to us soon enough."

T will."

He fell in behind the foot soldiers. Chatelaine Dhuoda, leaning to talk with the deacon, did not even
appear to know he was there, trailing along after the others. No one paid him any mind.

They passed out through the monastery gates and began the long climb up the hill. From behind, rising
out of the church, Alain heard the cantors begin the chant for the office of Nones. The voices of the choir
drifted after him as they inarched up into the trees. Then they were engulfed by forest.

He was used to the walk, but Count Lavastine's sol diers grumbled among themselves.

"King'smonastery, that's what they are," said the youngest of the men.

"King of Wendar, you mean. No king of ours, even if he claims the throne."
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"Ha! Selfish bastards, too, fearin' count's levy will take their servants away. Don't want to sully their
hands with commoner's work, do they?"

"Hush, Heric. Don't speak ill of the holy brothers."

Young Heric grunted irritably. "Do you think the abbot wonders, though, if the levy is being raised to
fight raiders or to join Lady Sabella's revolt?"

"Quiet, you idiot," snapped the older man, glanc ing back.

Alain tucked his chin down, trying to look harmless. Of course they had noticed him. They just didn't
think he was worth acknowledging. But no man, even in Varre, would talk rebellion against King Henry
in front of a man whose loyalties he did not know.

They trudged the rest of the long walk in silence. Alain measured it reflexively by the offices which would
soon circumscribe his day. It took from Nones to Ves pers to walk up and over Dragonback Ridge,
down the long slope to the dragon's head where lay the prosperous village of Osna. Fittingly it began to
rain, a dreary mist that settled in around them. By the time the little party reached the longhouse of his
Aunt Bel, he was soaked.

Chatelaine Dhuoda was expected, of course. She arrived once a year to exact the portion due to Count
Lavastine from the village. Usually the young people who had spent the previous year in the count's
service returned with her. Over time St. Eusebe's Day had become the traditional day for a young person
to embark on an apprenticeship or to bring a fosterling home. But this year Dhuoda was alone except for
her retinue.

Alain stood by the hearth, drying his clothes by the heat of the fire, and watched the greeting ceremony
at one end of the hall. At the other end of the hall, his sib lings and cousins and the servants of his aunt's
house hold laid the table on which they would serve a feast. Under the shadowed eaves on either side of
the long hall the youngest children sat on chests or huddled on beds, keeping out from underfoot.

The baby began to cry. He walked over to the cradle and picked it up, and it stilled at once, sucking a
finger and staring with now perfect equanimity at the scene. Motherless, this child, as he was; its mother
had died birthing it, but there was no doubt that his cousin Julien was the father since Julien and the young
woman had declared before the village deacon their intention to wed. Because Aunt Bel's daughter
Stancy was nursing a child and had milk to spare, Bel had fostered the baby in her house.

When it came time to serve, Alain handed the baby over to one of his young cousins to hold. It was a
mark of Chatelaine Dhuoda's importance that Aunt Bel, one of the richest persons in the village, had her
own kin rather than her servants serve the table at which Dhuoda now sat. Alain poured ale and so he
was able to hear much of the conversation that went on between the chatelaine and the merchants and
householders who were important enough to be seated at table with Count Lavastine's representative.

"Count Lavastine has been forced to keep for an extra year of service all of your young people whom
you sent to us last year," Dhuoda explained calmly, although most of the townsfolk regarded her with
ill-disguised annoyance.

"I expect my son's help in the harvest this year!" protested one; and another: "My daughter's skill at
weaving is sorely missed in my household, mark you, and we are well into negotiations for her betrothal."
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"These are troubled times. There have been raids along the coast. We need everyone who is already at
Lavas Holding. More men-at-arms are needed. The cloister at Comeng was burned—" Here the
chatelaine paused to survey the various expressions of distress on her listeners' faces. "Yes, alas, the
raiders grow more bold. They are a terrible threat to all of us who live near the sea." She beckoned to
Alain. "More ale." As he poured, she turned to Aunt Bel. "A likely-looking lad. Is he one of yours?"

"He is my nephew," said Aunt Bel coolly. "His father promised him to the monastery. He enters the
novitiate on St. Eusebe's Day."

"I am surprised that you would enrich the King's monastery with such a well-grown lad."

"The church serves Our Lord and Lady. What goes on in the world concerns them not at all," retorted
Aunt Bel.

Dhuoda smiled gently, but Alain, backing away,thought her expression haughty. "What goes on in the
world concerns them as much as it concerns any of us, Mistress. But never mind. That oath, once taken,
I will not attempt to break."

The conversation traveled on to kinder subjects, last fall's harvest, the newly minted sceattas bearing the
impressi n of the hated King Henry, trade from the southern port of Medemelacha, rumors of tempestari
— weather sorcerers—causing hail and ice storms along the border between Wendar and Varre.

Alain stood in the shadows and listened as the evening wore on, coming out into the light of the lanterns
posted around the long table only to pour ale into empty cups. Dhuoda's deacon was, by chance, a
woman of great learning and had a particular interest in old tales. To Alain's surprise she agreed to recite
a poem.

In those days when the Lost Ones held sway When these lands lay under the hand Of the people born
of angels and human women, Out of their people came one who ruled As emperor of men and elvish
kind both.

These skills he had, that he could bind And he could weave, and out of the stars draw down to him the
song of power.

These arts we call by the name of sorcery.
He was taught them by his mother.

In those days out of the north In the.bright spring therecame a dragon, To all the lands bordering the
sea it laid waste.

But the emperor came himself to fight it, and though it wounded him unto death, in the end with his last
strength he cast a great spell and turned the creature into stone. And here it lay, the ridge that bounded
Osna Sound, known to all as the Dragonback.

Alain watched them: the arrogant chatelaine, her attendants, the learned deacon and the young frater,
who, a man, was sworn to the order of wandering priests rather than to a monastery where a man would
be interred for his entire life within the walls of a single cloister. If only /e could travel, even if just once,
to Lavas Holding, as his father had before him. If only he could pledge service for a single year to the
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count. His father had gone there seventeen years ago and served the elder Count Lavastine for one year,
as was customary, but he had returned home with an infant in his arms and a sorrow in his heart. He had
never married, to his elder sister's dismay, but had turned his heart to the sea and now was gone more
than he was home.

Bel had raised the child, since hers was a generous heart and the child was healthy and strong.

What was it like, the place where he had been born? His mother had died three days after bearing him,
or so his father had always claimed, but perhaps someone there remembered her.

Alain blinked back tears. He would never know. Tomorrow, on St. Eusebe's Eve, he would leave to
pass the night in vigil outside the gates of the monastery, as was customary for conversi, those who
wished to con vert to the service of Our Lord and Lady as adults or young persons just come to
adulthood.

The next day he would swear his oath and be lost inside the monastery walls. Forever.

"What is it, Alain?" asked his cousin Stancy, coming to stand beside him. She touched his cheek with her
fin-

gers. "Weep if you must, but go with a good heart, Think of what great good your prayers will bring to
your kin. Think even that you will learn to write and read, and perhaps you will come to be as learned as
the deacon there. Then you can travel to many far places—

"But only in my mind," he said bitterly.

"Ai1, my little one, I know your heart. But this is the burden that has been given to you to bear. You may
as well bear it gladly." She was right, of course. She kissed

him affectionately and went off to the back of the hall to fetch more oil for the lanterns.

Eusebe' s Eve dawned clear and fine. The netting shed doors creaked lazily all morning in a soft spring
breeze. Red streamers painted with the Circle of Unity snapped and fluttered from every eave in the
houses set around the village common.

Every person in the village came to the common to watch Chatelaine Dhuoda collect taxes. Vats of
honey. Ambers of ale, both clear and dark. A cow or five wethers. Geese. Cheese. Fodder. Smoked
salmon and eels. Aunt Bel had fine brooches brought from the south by Alain's father to pay in lieu of oil
and ale. One farmer signed his son into service to the count for five years so that he would not have to
turn over his two best milking cows. Another couple had a slave, a young girl brought north from Salia,
whom they could no longer feed. Dhuoda looked her over, pronounced her fit enough, and took her as
payment. Old Mistress Garia, who had five adult daughters who were all as accomplished at weaving as
she was, presented, as usual, lengths of finely-woven cloth which Dhuoda received with evident pleasure.
A few paid in coin, and only a very few were marked delinquent since Osna was a wealthy place and the
townsfolk here were, Alain knew by his father's reports, prosperous.

This went on all morning and past midday, when folk from outlying farms arrived to pay their respects
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and deliver their rents or taxes. In the late afternoon Alain took his leave. He knelt before his aunt and
said the traditional words: "It is cus tomary for a conversus to stand vigil at the gates, Aunt,to prove his
desire to enter into the service of Our Lord and Lady."

"Go with my blessing, child, and with the blessing of your father." She kissed him on the head.
He rose and made his good-byes to the rest of the family. Three of Aunt Bel's children were now adults
with children of their own, so there were many farewells. Last of all, he gave the baby a kiss, hugged his

aunt a final time and, with a shake of his shoulders, set off.

By now the wind had picked up. The netting shed doors banged restlessly against the hex poles. A

misting rain began to fall. Glancing behind, he saw Chatelaine Dhuoda hastily moving her table into one of

the houses that bordered the common, to do the rest of her business under shelter.

The rain began to fall in earnest as he passed through the livestock fence that bordered the village and
set a steady pace for the three hours' walk back to the monastery.

The wind increased as he climbed the path that led up the ridge. Dirt churned into mud and stuck to his
soft leather shoes, seeping through the stitches. His small pack scarcely gave him enough ballast as he
reached the dragon's back height and headed out into the full force of the wind. Now he was alone, only
the wide swell of the bay, choppy and white-frothed, below him. The high forest hills stretched out
behind. Both the village and the monastery were hidden by the ridge's convoluted path along the middle
rim of the bay.

Alain had to lean forward into the wind to make headway. He wondered briefly about the ship he had
seen yesterday. Was it caught outside the shelter of the bay, or had it put into one of the many island
coves to wait out the storm? He turned his face into the wind and looked seaward. He gasped.
Amazement stopped him in his tracks.

The storm was coming in, fast. He had never seen such a storm as this.

Half the bay was gone, obliterated from view. A flatbank of mist scudded toward him, pursued by a
dense curtain of dark cloud that engulfed everything in its path. In moments he was surrounded, fogged
in. He could not see three strides before or behind himself. He hunkered down before the first fierce
gusts hit, turned his back on the bay, and bent his head.

The wind roared as if the dragon beneath this petrified dragon's back had come to life. Even crouched,
he fell forward to his knees from the force of it. Roiling black clouds girdled him. Bitter, hard rain
drenched him, ham mering in sheets. Between one breath and the next he was soaked to the skin.

This was not natural rain.

Even as he thought it, the pounding rain ceased entirely, although the wind did not slacken. Surely this
was the punishment sent on him for betraying, in his heart, the pledge given in his name to the service of
Our Lord and Lady. Or else it was a trial.

He struggled to his feet and turned again into the gale. Despite everything, despite his own desire, he
would reach the monastery. He would not shame his father and aunt. The wind tore at his hair, stinging
his eyes. His lips, wet half with salt spray and half with cold rain, parched in the harsh current of air that
whirlpooled around him.
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The fog lightened. An eerie light glowed down the straight road that led along the dragon's back height.
An unearthly presence, it grew closer, and broader, dis pelling the fog as it went . . . but only around
itself. He saw with a strange kind of distant tunneling sight that the storm closed back around once the
light passed. He smelled spring blossoms and the fresh blood of slaughter.

A rider approached. Armed in bright mail, it guided its horse forward at a sedate walk, untroubled by
the raging wind. Alain thought about running, but it was so brief a thought that it was ripped away on the
air almost as quickly as it formed. Because he had to stare. The horse was beautiful, as white as
untouched snow, almost blinding, and the woman—

He could not have moved even if he had tried. She reined her warhorse in beside him. She was a
woman of middle age, scarred on the face and hands, her boots muddied and scuffed, her coat of mail
patched here and there with gleaming new rings of iron. Her long sword, sheathed in leather, swayed in
front of him. A battered, round shield hung by her knee, tied to the saddle. She shifted in the saddle to
examine him. They stood in dead calm. Three strides beyond the storm raged around them.

Her gaze was at once distant and utterly piercing. If her eyes had color, he could not make it out. They
seemed as black as a curse to him. He stared up at her, and a cold fear gripped his heart.

"What must I pay you, to ride to war?" she asked. Her lips moved with the words, but her voice, low
and deep as the church bell, rang in his head with echoes scat tering off it.

Not knowing what else to do, he knelt. He did not let his gaze falter from hers; to blink might well prove
fatal. "Lady." His voice was as hoarse as hers was reso nant. He tried again. "I am sworn to the church."

"Not in your heart," she said. She drew her sword. Whatever he expected, no light flamed off the blade;
it did not gleam or spark. It was dull metal, hard, good metal, made for killing. She swung it over his head
in a high arc and pointed back the way she had come.

The air seemed sucked away from the height on which they stood. As down a long tunnel, seen with the
sight of eagles, he saw the monastery, though he could not pos sibly see it from here. The orderly pattern
of buildings, the retaining wall: Seen from so high, he thought for an instant he could discern a second
pattern underlying the monastery buildings, something ancient and troubling,

But his view tumbled, down and down and down, until he saw two boats drawn up on the strand and
the creatures pouring forth from them. They could not be called men, with their strange, sharp faces and
inhumancoloring. Naked to the waist, their torsos and faces were patterned with white scars and garish
painted colors. They carried axes and spears and bows with stone-tipped arrows, and their skin bore a
scaly, metallic sheen. Some had claws bursting from their knuckles, a horrible, white growth. Dogs ran
with them, packs of huge, ugly dogs that had less mercy than their masters.

They burned as they went, setting fire to the thatched roofs of the outlying buildings. They slaughtered
the monks without mercy. Somehow he could see inside the chapel. He could see Brother Gilles, where
he knelt praying at the altar, silver-haired and frail, clutching his beloved gold-leafed Book of Unities, the
treasure of the monastery. A white-haired barbarian stuck the old man through from behind and
wrenched the precious book from his dying grasp, then ripped the gold, jewel-encrusted cover off the
binding, tossing the parchment leaves like so much offal onto Brother Gilles' bloody corpse.

"You are not yet sworn by your own oath," said the woman. With a wrench Alain stood again on the
ridge, hemmed in by storm.

Page 18



"I must go!" he cried. He started up, impelled forward by some wild notion of saving Brother Gilles.
She stopped him with the flat of her sword. "It is too late for them. But see."

And pointed with her sword toward the village.

A haze of lights. Red streamers flapped damply against eaves. Most of the houses were well shut,
except for Aunt Bel's. She stood huddled in the doorway, staring forlornly, with bitter concern, up the
road in the direction he had gone. Behind her, Stancy played chess at the table with her youngest sister,
little Agnes; she moved, white Dragon takes red Castle. The other chil dren cast circle-sticks by the
hearth, and the baby slept in its cradle. The fire blazed and cracked, hot, smoking.

Alain's eyes watered from it, such heat, and then he was yanked outside into the sharp cold and the
stinging wind. On the strand below the village, a long, narrowboat beached. Ai, Lord and Lady! There
were more of them! They flooded out of the boat, clawed, painted, readying their weapons.

Fog boiled past his eyes. He swatted it away. Tears streaked his face. "It's too late." He turned to her
where she sat as serene as death on her white horse. "Why are you showing me this?"

She smiled. She had a terrible beauty, seared by hard ship and agony and the wild madness of battle.
"Serve me," she said. "Serve me, Alain Henrisson, and I will spare the village."

"How can you?" he gasped, remembering Brother Gilles impaled, the monastery in flames, seeing the
wild, savage creatures who charged up the strand toward the houses of his kin and neighbors.

"Serve me," she said.

Alain collapsed to his knees. Was that the baby's scream on the wind? "I swear it."

"Stand."

He stood. The cold steel of her sword came to rest on his right shoulder, then his left, then, last, achingly
cold, so that it seemed to suck all heat from him and yet burn him at the same time, she rested the flat of

the blade on his head.
"Who are you?" he whispered.

The sword, like pain by death, was lifted. Her reply rang out and yet was muted by the howl of the
wind. "l am the Lady of Battles.-Keep this, my token."

And she was gone. A blinding light pierced his eyes, and pain stabbed through his heart. The dark
clouds blew up and enveloped him. Far away, he heard a hoarse, gleeful battle cry, and then he fainted.

He woke suddenly. Sat up in fear. It was morning, St. Eusebe's Day, a bright, fine, clear spring dawning
without a trace of cloud. A day of good omens. The bay ran in smooth ripples below. The rich old green
of trees rimmed the blue bowl of the sky. He swore, shaking off his stupor, and stood up.

And saw, on the path, a tiny blood-red rose. It glit tered like a jewel, but when he reached to pick it
up, its petals were as soft as the first flower of spring. He shifted his grip, and a thorn pricked his skin,
drawing a welling bulb of blood.
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"Aunt Bel," he murmured. "Stancy." The baby. He thrust the rose stem under his belt and ran all the way
back to Osna.

A few people stared when he halted, gasping for breath, at the edge of the village common. Aunt Bel
saw him, and her face went from white to red in one instant. She rushed across to him and pinned him in
her arms.

"Alain! Oh, my child, I thought you were lost to us."
"You're all here? All well? Where is Stancy—?"

"In the workshop. My poor lad, come in, come in." She led him unprotesting into the longhouse and sat
him at the table, setting a mug of warm goat's milk in front of him. "Lord and Lady." She wiped a tear
from her weathered face. "I was sure you must have been there. Lord and Lady, thank Them, thank
Them." She drew the Circle of Unity, throat to heart and back again. "How did you escape? When old
Gilles brought the news—

He felt a surge of hope and relief. "Brother Gilles?"

"No, lad. Gilles Fisher. He never saw the ships, they came so fast, in with that cursed storm and gone
again as quickly. The whole monastery they burned, and every monk they slaughtered where he stood.
All dead. But somehow, Their blessings on us, we were spared. Never a sound or a sight of them here.
We're all safe. I'm sure Henrt is well south by now. They came from out of the north."

"I never got as far as the monastery," he whispered, but all he could see was that distant, unnatural sight
of the painted men, burning, killing . . . beaching their ship on the strand below the village. He could not
bring him self to speak of his vision, if vision it was.

"But I'm fair willing to believe," continued Aunt Bel in a low voice, "that it was the Lord and Lady's
judg ment on them in the monastery, for turning against heras ought to be Queen Regnant. Still, no use
speaking ill of the dead. Some of the village men have gone over to give them a decent burial."

"There's something I must see." Alain rose. Aunt Bel looked at him questioningly but he did not stay for
ques tions, he was out the door so fast. He ran down to the strand where the fishers and merchants
pulled up their boats, coming in to trade or shelter at Osna.

It took him a bit of a walk, down along the foot of the ridge, to find the long deep scar where the
low-bellied ship had beached and been dragged up onto the sand. Where the tide had not obliterated
them, some of the footsteps were still left, racing upward, and then stopping, milling about. There was
even one thin stain of blood, coloring the dun sand, and a single shod hoofprint.

The morning stayed clear and fine as he climbed the ridge. From the dragon's back he could see no sign
of ships at all on the flat opacity of the bay or on the farther blue-gray horizon of the sea. He walked
farther yet and came to an overlook where he could stand off from the path, which now wound down
away from the ridge into the forest, and see down from the height to the monastery far below. It lay in
smoking ruins. A few vul tures circled. To the north of the church tower a pit had been dug; he saw it
from here as a dark mouth. Men moved, dragging bodies into the grave. He ran, now, but by the time he
reached the remains of the monastery, Chatelaine Dhuoda's deacon was reading the mass for the dead
over the grave as men from the village pitched dirt in to cover the bodies of the slain monks.

"You, boy," said Chatelaine Dhuoda, startling him. He had not seen her. "You are the boy who was to
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be sworn into the novitiate today, are you not? You're of good age? Sixteen? Yes, and you're a fit, tall
lad, I see."

The way she looked him over made him feel like a horse or a slave from beyond the northern sea
brought to the auction block.

"There's nothing for you here now, and Count Lavas-tine has need of many more strong arms, as you
can see yourself. These are bad times. I'll speak with your aunt, but in any case, it is my right to mark you
out for service to the count. You will come with us when we leave tomorrow."

He did not know what to say. Overjoyed for the chance to go, he feared that it was his own desire to be
free of his duty to the monks that had brought death on them. But that, as his father would say, was pride
of self, to think his selfish, trivial wishes could affect the world as God's will does. It was the godless
barbarians who had brought death so cruelly; it was nothing to do with him.

Dhuoda regarded him impatiently, waiting for his reply. He nodded his head, and she turned away,
dismissing him. Her fur-lined cloak swayed as she walked briskly toward the deacon, who had finished
the hasty mass.

Alain's hand caught on his belt, and suddenly he remembered the rose. It was not crushed. It had not
wilted. It was as perfect as a budding rose just plucked from the bush. He held it in his hand all the long
walk back to Osna, and still it did not change.

In the morning, he carefully bound the rose to a thin leather string and hung it around his neck, tucked
between shirt and tunic where no one could see. A thicker string held the wooden Circle of Unity Aunt
Bel gave him to wear as a reminder of his father's promise to the church.

After bittersweet farewells, he slung his pack over his back and followed Chatelaine Dhuoda and her
retinue out of the village, into the world beyond.

IITHE BOOK OF SECRETS IN the northernmost reaches of the North Mark of Wendar lay a cluster
of hamlets and villages known as Heart's Rest. The people here spoke a peculiar dialect of Wendish
flavored with odd words and unconventional pronunciations.

Traveling fraters noted with distress that an alarm ingly pagan-looking Tree figured as prominently in the
wood-frame churches of Our Lord and Lady as did the Circle of Unity. The biscop of Heart's Rest
turned her gaze the other way, concerned more with the yearly increase in raids along the coast. But she
did not prohibit the most punctilious of the fraters from sending reports south of this heathenish practice.

Nothing ever came of these reports. Heart's Rest was too far north, too sparsely populated, and by no
means wealthy enough to attract the attention of either king or skopos. It was a quiet peninsula, set apart
from Wendar proper. People spoke softly and kept to their own business.

They remained as tolerant toward the occasional outsider who washed up on their shores as their
biscop remained to the lingering taint of pagan rites in the handful of churches under her watch.

Let well enough alone.People said it often, and firm ly. Those outsiders who came to rest there might
find peace, for a while.

It depended, really, on who they were running from, and how far their enemies were willing to track
them.
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"See, there," said Da. "Setting below the trees in the west. The Rose Star, known by the ancient
Babaharshan magicians as Zuhia, sun of the night, mage and scholar. What can you tell me about him?"

"The Dariyan astronomers called the Rose Star by the name Aturna, the Red Mage. It is a lesser light
than the Blood Star but of a truer cast. Aturna is one of the trav eling stars, also known as the erratica, or
planets. It rules the seventh sphere, whose upper surface is tangent to the orb of the fixed stars beyond
which lies the Chamber of Light. Its lower surface is tangent to the sixth sphere, that ruled by the planet
Mok. Aturna takes twenty-eight years to travel along the path of the twelve Houses of Night."

They stood in the clearing, trees below, the rocky verge of the hill above. The grass, growing hard now
that spring had come, reached their knees. Behind, on a level terrace of ground, the cottage sat dark but
for a faint red glow, the hearth fire glimpsed through the open door and window. It was a perfect night
for viewing: There was not a trace of cloud in the sky.

"Name the seven spheres and their order," said Da.

"The sphere closest to the Earth is that of the Moon. The second is that of the planet Erekes, and the
third is that of the planet Somorhas, also known as the Lady of Light. Fourth is the sphere of the Sun.
Then comes the fifth sphere, which is ruled by the planet Jedu, the Angelof War. The sixth sphere is ruled
by Mok, and the sev enth—and last—by Aturna. Beyond Aturna lies the field of stars each of which is a
fire burning bright before the Chamber of Light."

"And the seven ladders known to the mages, by which the learned can ascend as if through the seven
spheres to the place of wisdom and mastery?" He turned over the book he held in his hands but did not
open it. Three partridges, shot by Liath, hung on a line from his shoul der. They had been out hunting and
came back late, but since they always—always—carried book and astrolabe with them, they could
observe the heavens anywhere.

Liath hesitated, shifting bow and quiver on her back. This knowledge was new. She and Da had traced
out the stars, fixed and traveling, since she was old enough to point at the heavens. But only last month
had he sud denly begun to teach her the secret lore of mages. Last month, on the feast day of St. Oya,
saint of mysteries and secrets, he had remembered—as if the turning wheel of the stars in the heavens
and the progress of days on the Earth had taken a sudden, unexpected forward leap—that she would
turn sixteen on the spring equinox, first day of the new year. St. Oya's Day was indeed an auspicious day
for a girl to have her first woman's bleeding, and Da had taken her down to the inn for the traditional
celebration.

Liath had enjoyed the feast and the songs, but she had felt no different except for the changes in her
body. But ever since St. Oya's Day Da treated her differently: He made her read and recite and
memorize at a furious pace, like heaping wood on a fire and expecting it to blaze brighter and hotter.

Yesterday, by the reckoning of days and years she had learned at Da's knee, had been the first day of
the new year. She had turned sixteen. And this year when she and Da had gone to the village church for
the celebration of Mariansmass—the name the church gave to the day of the spring equinox—she had
sung in the congregationas a young woman, no longer as a girl at the children's benches.

"Liath?" Da waited.

She bit at her lip, wanting to get it perfect because she hated to disappoint him. She took a breath and
spoke in the singsong voice she always used when she first mem orized the words and sequences her
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father taught her.

"By this ladder the mage ascends: First to the rose, whose touch is healing. Then to the sword, which
grants us strength. Third is the cup of boundless waters. , Fourth is the blacksmith's ring of fire. The
throne of virtue follows fifth. Wisdom's scepter marks the sixth. At the highest rung seek the crown of
stars, The song of power revealed."

"Very good, Liath. Tonight we'll continue our mea surements of the ecliptic. Where is the astrolabe?"

The instrument dangled by its ring from her thumb. She lifted her arm out straight before her and sighted
on the delicate cluster of stars called "the Crown," now descending into the west. It was so clear this
night that perhaps she could see the seventh "jewel" in the crown of stars; usually only six were visible,
but she had keen enough sight that she could sometimes make out the sev enth. She was about to
calculate the altitude and rotate the brass rete when a movement caught her eye. An owl took flight from
a tree on the edge of the clearing. She followed the bird with her gaze, up, its wings pale against the night
lit only by stars and a crescent moon. And there, low in the east—

"Look, Da! No, there. In the Dragon. I've never seen that star before, and it's not one of the planets. All
the other stars are in their rightful places."

He peered into the sky. His eyes were no longer as keen as hers, but after a moment he saw it: a star out
of place in the constellation of the Dragon, Sixth House inthe Great Circle, the world dragon that bound
the heavens. It was of middling brightness, although even as Liath stared she thought it grew brighter; the
light it cast wavered as if it were throwing off sparks.

"Lady's Blood," Da swore. He shivered, although it was warm for a spring night. A white shape
swooped past them. The owl struck not ten paces from them, and when it rose, it bore aloft a small,
struggling shape in its claws. "So descends the greater upon the smaller. Let's go inside, daughter."

"But, Da, shouldn't we measure its position? Shouldn't we observe it? It must be a sign from the
heavens. Perhaps it's an angel come down into the lower spheres!"

"No, child!" He pulled his cloak tight and turned his face deliberately away from the sky. His shoulders
shook. "We must go in."

Clutching the astrolabe, she bit back a retort and fol lowed him meekly inside their cottage. It was really
too warm inside, with a fire still roaring in the hearth. But the fire always roared, and Da was often cold.
She remembered being a little girl, when he could with a single gesture call butterflies of rainbow light into
being for her to chase through the herb garden. All that—if they were true memories and not illusions
brought into being by her own desire—had died with her mother. All she had left were memories clouded
by the years and by the endless miles they had journeyed, across the sea, over mountains, through new
lands and strange towns. That, and a fire always burning in the hearth.

He barred the door behind them and suddenly bent over, racked by coughs. Recovering, he placed the
book on the table and threw his cloak onto the bench. Went at once and poured himself ale.

"Da," she said, hating to see him this way, but he only took another draught. To her horror, his hands
shook. "Da, sit down."

He sat. She set the astrolabe on the shelf, rested bow and quiver in the corner, and hung the partridges
from the rafters. Placing a log on the fire, she turned to watch her father. As she shifted, the plank floor
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creaked under her feet. It was such a bare room. She remembered richer, but that was long ago.
Tapestries, carved benches, a real chair, a long hall, and wine served from a pitcher of glass. They had
built this little cottage them selves, dug out the ground, driven posts in, sawed planks from felled logs and
set that planking over the cellar, caulked the log walls with mud and straw. It was rough but serviceable.
Besides the table and bench that doubled as their clothes chest, there was only her father's bed in the
darkest corner and their one luxury— a walnut shelf, the wood polished until it shone, its sur face carved
with a pattern of gripping beasts curling down the sides, their eyes painted red.

Da coughed again and fumbled to open the book, searching for something in the dense text written
within. Moving to help him, she passed by the window. The shutters were still open, and through the thin
skin tacked over the opening, rubbed so fine that it was translucent, she saw a dim light. It bobbed
closer, following the well-worn path that descended to the village.

"Someone is coming," she said, going to the door.
"Don't open it!"

His voice cut her, and she flinched. "What is it? What's wrong?" She stared at him, frightened by his
abrupt and manifest terror. "Was that new star an omen? Have you read of its coming? Does the book
speak of it?" They never called it by its title. Some words, spoken aloud, called attention to themselves.

He slapped the book shut and clutched it against his chest. Jumping up, he grabbed his bow out of the
corner, then, with book and bow, walked across to the window. Suddenly he relaxed, his expression
clearing. "It's only Prater Hugh."

Now it was her turn to shudder. "Don't let him in, Da."
"Do not speak so harshly, child. Prater Hugh is a good man, sworn to Our Lady and Lord."

"Sworn to himself, you mean."L"Liath! How can you speak so? He only wants instruction. He is no less
curious than are you yourself. Can you fault him for that?"

"Just give me the book, Da," she said more gently, to coax it from him. What she now knew of Hugh
was too dangerous to tell Da.

But Da hesitated. Four other books sat on the shelf in the corner, each one precious: Polyxene's
encyclopedic History of Dariya, The Acts of St. Thecla, Theophrastos of Eresos' Inquiry into Plants,
the Dreams of Artemisia. But they did not contain forbidden knowledge, con demned by the church at
the Council of Narvone one hundred years ago.

"But he might be one who could help us, Liath," he said, abruptly serious. "We have been running for so
long. We need an ally, someone who could understand the great powers that weave their trap around us.
Someone who could help us against them—

She snatched the book out of his hands and scrambled up the ladder that led to the loft. From her shelter
under the peaked roof she could see down into half the room and easily hear anything that went on
below. She threw herself down on her straw mattress and pulled a blanket up over her. "Tell him I'm
asleep."

Da muttered an inaudible reply, but she knew once she had made a decision, he would not gainsay it. He
closed the shutters, replaced the bow in the corner, then opened the door and stood there, waiting for
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Fra-ter Hugh.

"Greetings, friend!" he called. His voice was almost cheerful, for he liked Hugh. "Have you come to
watch this night with me?"

"Alas, no, friend Bernard. I was passing this way—
/ was passing this way. All lies, delivered in that honey-sweet voice.

"—on my way to old Johannes' steading. I'm to per form last rites over his wife, may her soul rise in
peace to the Chamber above. Mistress Birta asked if I would deliver this letter to you."

"A letter!" Da's voice almost broke on the word. For eight years they had wandered. Never once had
they met anyone Da knew from their former life. Never once had he received a letter or any other kind of
communication. "Ai, Blessed Lady," he murmured hoarsely. "I have stayed too long in this place."

"I beg your pardon?" asked Father Hugh. The light of his lamp streamed in through the window,
illuminating her father's figure in the threshold. "You look ill, my friend. May I help you?"

Da hesitated again, and she held her breath, but he glanced up toward the loft and then, slowly, shook
his head. "There is nothing you can do. But I thank you." He reached out for the letter. Liath ran her
fingers along the spine of the book, feeling the thick letters painted onto the leather binding. The Book of
Secrets. Would Da invite Father Hugh inside? Da was so lonely, and he was afraid. "Will you sit with me
for a while? It's a quiet night, and I fear it will prove to be a long one."

She eased backward into the deepest shadows of the loft. There was a long pause while Hugh
considered. She could almost feel, like the presence of fire, his desire— his wish to enter, to coax Da
into trusting him more and yet more until at last Da would trust him with every thing. And then they would
be lost.

"Alas, I have other duties this night," Hugh said at last. But he did not leave. Lamplight shifted, spilling in
turn into each of the four corners of the room below, searching. "Y our daughter is well, I trust?" How
sweet his voice was.

"Well enough. I trust the Lady and Lord will watch over her, should anything happen to me."

Hugh gave a soft laugh under his breath, and Liath curled farther into the shadows, as if hiding could
pro tect her. "I assure you They will, friend Bernard. I give you my word. You should rest. You look
pale."

"Your concern heartens me, friend." Liath could see Da's little smile, the one he placated with. She knew
it was not sincere—not because of Hugh, but because of the letter, and the owl, and the athar, the
strange new star shining in the heavens.

"Then a blessed evening to you, Bernard. I bid you farewell."

"Fare well."

So they parted. The lamp bobbed away, descending the path back toward the village, toward, perhaps,

old Johannes' steading. Surely Prater Hugh would have no reason to lie about such a serious thing. But he
was hardly "passing by."
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"He is a kind man," said Da. "Come down, Liath."

"I won't," she said. "What if he's lurking out there?"

"Child!"

It had to be said, sooner or later, if not the whole truth. "He looks at me, Da. In such a way."

He hissed in a breath in anger. "Is my daughter so vain that she imagines a man heartsworn to the church
desires her more than Our Lady?"

Ashamed, she hid her face in shadow although he could not see her. Was she so vain? No, she knew
this was not vanity. Eight years of running had honed her instincts.

/ was passing this way.

Hugh stopped by the cottage often to sit and visit with Da; the two men discussed theology and the
writings of the ancients and now, six months into their acquain tance, they had begun tentatively to
discuss the hidden arts of sorcery—purely as an intellectual exercise, of course.

Of course.

"Don't you see, Da?" she said, struggling to find words, to find a way to make him understand without
telling him the thing that would ruin them, as it had in the city of Autun two years ago. "Hugh only wants
your knowledge of sorcery. He doesn't want your friendship."

Hugh stopped by often, but now, since St. Oya's Day, he had also begun "passing by" when he knew
Da was out on an errand or on a laboring job, though Da's health had taken a turn for the worse and he
wasn't really strong enough for day labor. Liath would have gone, but as Da always said: "Someone
must stay with the book." And he didn't want her out alone.

" was passing this way, Liath. Has anyone ever told you how beautiful you are? You're a woman now.
Your father must be thinking of what will become of you— and of all that he has taught you, and
everything that you know of him and his travels and his past. I can protect you . . . and the book."
And he had touched her on the lips as if to awaken the breath of life in her.

For a pious brother of the church to proposition an innocent girl not yet sixteen was obscene, of course.
Only an idiot would have mistaken his tone and his ex pression; Liath had never much liked Hugh, but
this had shocked and horrified her because Hugh had by this action betrayed Da's trust in him in a way
Liath could never ever reveal.

If she told Da, and Da believed her, he would accuse Prater Hugh, might even attempt to strike him.
Two years ago in Autun something like had happened; Da in his impetuous way had attacked the
merchant who pro posed a concubine's contract for Liath but only managed to get himself a beating by
the city guards and the two of them thrown out of the city. But if Da accused Hugh, if he attacked Hugh,
he would make a powerful enemy. Hugh's mother was a margrave, one of the great princes of the land,
as Hugh himself made sure everyone knew. She and Da had no kin to protect them.
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And if she told Da, and Da did not believe her, then . . . Ai, Lady. Da was everything to her, he was all
she had. She could not take such a risk.

"Da?" In all her long silence, he had not replied. "Da?"

When she heard a pained grunt from below, the faint crackling of parchment, she half slid and half
Jumped

down the ladder. Da crumpled the letter and threw it into the fire. Flames leaped, flaring. She jumped
forward, grabbed—and Da slapped her hand.

"Leave it be!" He was pale and sweating. "If you touch anything their hands have touched, they have a
further link to you." He sank down onto the bench, rest ing his forehead on a hand. "We must leave
tomorrow, Liath."

"Leave?"

"They will not let us rest."

"Who, Da? Who are we running from? Why won't you tell me?"

"Because your ignorance is all that protects you. They have the power of seeking and finding, but I have
sealed you away from them." So he always said. In time. When you are stronger. "If we go in the
morning, we'll have several days' start at least. We should not have stayed here so long."

They had stayed here so long because she had begged him to. Because for the first time in her life she
had made friends. Standing in the center of the little cottage, her head almost brushed the rough planking
of the loft. Da was a shadow in firelight, half formed, half sunk in gloom, but she could see him clearly
despite the dim ness. It was a joke between them: salamander eyes, named for the salamanders, the tiny
spirits who inhab ited the element of fire. Liath remembered seeing them, many years ago before her
mother died, their forms as liquid as water, their eyes sparks of blue fire.

No longer. No matter how closely she peered, no matter how long, she saw only flames leaping and
spark ing in the.hearth, consuming the wood until it burned as red coal, ashes sifting down to make a
dark blanket beneath.

"She is not strong enough yet," he said into his hand.

"I'm strong, Da. You know that."

"Go to bed, child. Keep the book with you. We'll take what we need in the morning and go."

She swallowed tears. They would go, and leave

behind two years of contentment. This was a fine place, this village, or had been at least until Prater
Hugh had arrived last autumn. She could not bear the thought of leaving her friends behind: two friends
—imagine!—as close as if they were her own kin, of which she had none. Only her father.

But they would go. Whatever drove Da drove her along with him. She would never abandon him.

"I'm sorry, Liath. I'm a poor excuse for a father. I haven't done well by you. I should have—" He shook
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his head. "I was made weak by blindness."

"Never say so, Da!" She knelt beside the bench and hugged him. He had aged so fast in the past two
years, since that beating in Autun. His hair was now gray, that had once been rich brown. He walked
bent over, as if under an invisible burden, who had once strode hale and straight. He drank enough ale
for four men, as if to drown himself, despite that they could not pay for so much. There was little enough
work to be had in such an isolated spot for a man who was no longer strong enough for field labor,
whose only skills were drawing hex signs against foxes around hen coops and setting down on parchment
or strips of bark the words of women and men wishing to make contracts with col leagues many leagues
away or send letters to relatives. But they had managed.

"Go to bed, daughter," he repeated. "We must leave early."

Because she did not know what else to say, she did what he had asked of her. She kissed his cheek.
She let go of him and stood. Pausing by the fire, she searched in the flames but the parchment was
burned to nothing. To aslies. Her father sighed heavily. She left him to his thoughts, for certainly she could
not fathom what they were or where they led him.

In the loft, she stripped to her shift and lay down under the blankets, tucking the book against her chest.
The fire's shadow danced on the eaves, and its soft popand roar soothed her. She heard Da pouring
more ale for himself, heard him drink, it was so quiet.

So quiet.
"Trust no one," he murmured, and then her mother's name, on a dying breath: "Anne."

Many nights she heard him speak her mother's name, just so. After eight years his sorrow still sounded
fresh, as raw as a new knife cut. Will I ever be bound to someone so tightly? She wondered.

But the dance of shadows, the rustling movements of her father below, the shush of wind over the steep
roof, the distant whisper of trees, all together these weighed on her, bearing her down and down. She
was so tired. What was that strange star that came to life in the Dragon? Was it an angel? A
daimone of the upper air?

She fell into sleep.

And sleeping, dreamed.

Fire.She often dreamed of fire, cleansing, welcoming. There are spirits burning in the air with wings
of flame and eyes as brilliant as knives. At their backs a wall of fire roars up into black night, but
there is nothing to fear. Pass through, and a new world lies beyond. In the distance a drum sounds
like a heartbeat and the whistle of a flute, borne up on the wind like a bird, takes wing Wings,

settling on the eaves. A sudden gust of white snow blew down through the smoke hole, although it was
not winter.

Asleep and aware, bound to silence. Awake but unable to move, and so therefore still asleep. The
dark ness held her down as if it was a weight draped over her.

Bells, heard as if on the wind.

Had old Johannes' wife passed on into the other life? Did the bells ring her soul's ascension to the
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Chamber of Light? One bell to toll her past each sphere and the last three for the Alleluia of the voices
of the angels raised to greet their new kinswoman.

But the bells were a voice shuddering in the air. Two sharp thunks sounded, something hard striking
wood. If she could only look, she could see, but she could notmove, she dared not move. She had to
stay hidden. Da said so.

"Your weak arrows avail you nothing," said the voice of bells, whether a man or a woman she could not
tell. "Where is she?" Liath felt that voice against her like the touch of something old and corrupt dragged
over her skin.

"Nowhere you can find her," said Da, panting, out of breath as if he'd been running,.

Sweat started up on her forehead as she strained to move. But it was only a dream, wasn't it?

The fire flared suddenly until it flashed, brilliant, and sparks glinted in sudden bursts and then all was dark
and quiet.

She slept.

And woke. It was the hour before dawn, the light more a suggestion of gray. She stirred, caught herself
with the book pressed against her arm, fingers tingling, half asleep.

Something was not right.

Da had fallen asleep draped over the bench, arms thrown over the table, head lolling at an odd angle.
His bow, strung, lay on the floor beside him. Cold all over, she scrambled down the ladder.

Da was not asleep.

The shutters were closed and barred. The door was barred. For eight years, wherever they stayed,
there was always a fire in the hearth. Now the hearth lay stone cold.

And there, as if tracked out of the hearth itself, a slender footprint dusted with gray ash. Two of Da's
arrows stuck out from the log wall beside the hearth.

And on the table, next to Da's right hand, lay a white feather of a kind she had never seen before, so
pale it shone.

Wind whistled down through the smoke hole, stirring the feather, smoothing the ash footprint and
scattering its lines until no trace remained. She reached for the feather. .L eave it be!

She jerked her hand back as if Da had slapped it. // you touch anything their hands have touched—
"Where is she?"the voice had said. And Da refused to answer.

She stared at his body. He looked so old, as if his mortal frame would crumble into dust at the slightest
touch of wind.

Trust no one.
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The first thing she did was to hide the book.

THE slow drip of water nagged Liath out of her restless sleep. "Da?" she asked, thinking the trough
be hind the cottage had sprung a leak again. Then, opening her eyes into the gloom of the cell, she
remembered.

Da was dead. Murdered.

The thin slit of a window, set high into the earthen wall, admitted only a dim streak of light that the stone
floor absorbed like a dry plant soaks in water. The drip still sounded. Liath curled up to sit. Dirt clung to
her tunic, but she was too filthy and too tired to brush it off. Her face still hurt from Prater Hugh's blows.
She lifted fingers to her right cheek. Winced. Yes, it had bruised. Her left arm ached, but she did not
think it was broken. She allowed herself the barest of smiles: small favors.

She sat forward onto her knees. The movement brought with it a lancing pain in her head, and for an
instant she was back in the cottage. She was kneeling on the bench next to Da's body. It seemed to
stiffen as she watched. The door banged open and the draft pushed the white feather against her bare
skin.

Pain, like a knife driven into her temple. A voice, so far distant that it was no more articulate than the surf
on a rocky shore. . . .She pressed her palms to her head and shut her eyes, as if that could shut out the
vision. Slowly the pain and the memory ebbed. She set a hand on the wall and got up on her feet. Stood
a moment, testing her strength.

The drip came from the opposite corner, steady and remarkably even. A dirty pool of water covered the
earth there. She didn't really remember coming in here, but she was sure this must be the Common
House root cellar. Even Hugh could not have persuaded Marshal Liudolf to confine her in the church
crypt. Which meant, by the drip, that she must be below the pig troughs and therefore just five strides
from the edge of the wood. If only the windows were not so narrow and the four iron rods barring it so
very thick.

A hissed whisper sounded, sharp and anxious, next to the slit. "Liath? Are you there?"

"Hanna?" Her heart raced with sudden hope. "Did you find the book?"

A gusting sigh, of anxiety lifted, answered her. After a moment Hanna spoke again. "Yes. Under the
floor boards, just where you said it would be. And buried it where you said to." "Thank the Lady," Liath
murmured. Hanna went on, not hearing this brief prayer. "But we haven't enough coin for the debt price.
Or .. ." She hesi tated. "Not even the bond price. It'll be the auction tomorrow. I'm sorry."

Liath went to the window and grasped an iron bar in each grimy hand. Peering up into the sunlight, she
could not quite make out Hanna's face. "But Da's four books. Surely they brought a good price. Those

four books alone are worth two horses."

"Didn't Marshall Liudolf tell you? Prater Hugh said those books were church property and he
confiscated them. They're not to be sold at all."

"Lady's Blood," swore Liath, but the bitter anger, filling her, made her hurt everywhere. Why had Da
trusted Hugh?

"I'm sorry—" Hanna began again.
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"Don't be sorry. What could you have done?"

"If Inga hadn't been so selfish about her wedding feast, we might have been able to at least pay the bond
price—

"It isn't Inga's fault. Prater Hugh means to pay the debt price, so it wouldn't have mattered."

"Even so, Liath, how did your Da run up such debts in two years? You never said anything. All this time
...." Her voice dropped even lower. A shadow colored the ground and Hanna's chin and mouth
appeared to Liath's view. A moment later, a strong hand gripped hers. "My mother says it isn't from
natural pursuits ."

Hanna's hand felt warm in hers. Liath held it tightly. My father is a sorcerer. Of course it isn't from
natural pursuits. But she could not say it aloud, not even to her dear friend. In the village they all had
thought Master Bernard was a defrocked monk, a man who had dishon ored his vow to Our Lady and
Lord and been forced to leave the cloister because he had confessed to getting a woman with child. A
churchman knew how to write. A churchman understood the power of herbs and hexes to ward off pests
and sickness and worse evils. Da had never disabused them of this notion. It made it possible for the
villagers to accept him without fear. A fallen monastic was a shamed man but not a dangerous one.

Only Prater Hugh had suspected. Only he had wormed himself into Da's confidence. Footsteps sounded
in the corridor behind. She heard muffled voices.

"Hanna. Go."

"But, Liath—"

"Someone's coming."

"Mother is going to bring you food. I'll come tonight."
A key scraped in the lock. Chains met and rang softly.

Liath turned as the shadow vanished from the lip of the window. With a slow grind of wood against
stone,the door opened. Liath retreated until her back was against the wall. She lifted her chin defiantly.

Three figures stood at the door. Two entered: Prater Hugh and the marshal. Hugh carried a candle. 7he
better, thought Liath coldly, to illuminate his handsome face.

"The book," Hugh said immediately in his clipped, arrogant voice, so unlike the honeyed tones he used
to cozen her father. "After a night here, have you thought better of telling me where the book is?"

"Prater," interposed the marshal in a calm voice. "You have finished with the child's testimony, I believe.
I am satisfied that she had nothing to do with her father's death." Marshall Liudolf had an accounts book
clasped under one elbow. "Now, child," he said, turning to Liath, "I have tallied the whole of your father's
debts and possessions, and Prater Hugh has copied them here, in these pages. I will list them to you
now."

Hugh was staring at her. Even when she kept her eyes focused on the old marshal, she could feel Hugh's
gaze. Four books he had found in the cottage; four books he had stolen, whatever he might say about the
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church. He knew there was a fifth book, one she had hidden.

Marshal Liudolf stated the tally aloud, not referring to the parchment, since he could not read. But his
memory was good. The tally of debts was impressive, and the tally of possessions short in comparison:
one bow, a quiver, and fourteen arrows; quills and scraping knife and parchment; a silver sceatta minted
during the reign of the Emperor Taillefer; one cooking pot, one bowl, two spoons, and one knife; a
honestone; two shirts and one wool tunic; a wool cloak lined with rabbit's fur; a bronze brooch; leggings,
boots; a bed, a table, a bench, a shelf, and a copper basin; two wool blankets; half a barrel of ale, honey,
smoked meat, and three soapstone vessels, one filled with salt and two with ground wheat; two hens;
two pigs; and one daughter.

"Aged fifteen," Liudolf finished.
"I turned sixteen four days ago, on Mariansmass."

"Did you?" Liudolf asked with interest. "That changes the auction, then. There can be no question of a
bond price. As a legal adult, you assume all of your father's debts. Unless there is some other living
relative?"

"None that I know of."
He sighed and nodded. "Then whoever assumes your debt will buy your freedom with it."

"There were books," she said quickly, not looking at Hugh. "My Da had four books and a ..." Here she
must be circumspect. "And a brass instrument for telling the time."

"Those items have been confiscated by the church." "But they would bring enough to pay Da's debts!"
"I'm sorry, child." He said it firmly. She knew at once there was no point in arguing. Why should he listen
to her, a kinless girl with no possessions and no one to pro tect her? "Here, you must mark the page
where this is all written, to show that I've tallied it out correctly, so far as you know."

She took the pen and balanced the open book in her left hand. Hugh watched her avidly, but she
carefully drew an awkward 'X' below the last bit of writing. She handed the book back to the marshal,
and he clucked under his breath, looking truly sorry for her plight, sighed again, and scratched at his hair.

"It will be the auction tomorrow, child." Liudolf glanced at Hugh, knowing as well as Liath did that the
frater was the only person able to buy off the entire price—especially now that he had also taken the
books. Or at least, Hugh was the only person who might want to buy her. Old Count Harl had the
wherewithal, and he even had a few slaves, but he had never interested him self in the affairs of the village
except to hire Hanna's mother as a wet nurse for his children.

"Begging your pardon, Frater, Marshal," said a woman from behind them. "May I come in now?"

"Of course, of course. We're finished here." Liudolf retreated. Hugh glared at Liath, not moving.
"Frater,"

said Liudolf mildly. "We've business to finish before tomorrow, have we not?"
"T'll have that book," muttered Hugh. He left, taking the candle with him.

Mistress Birta came forward out of the gloom, holding a pitcher and a small package wrapped in cloth.
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"Here, Liath. I heard you had no food nor drink at all yesterday."

"I had a little wine." Liath took the pitcher. Her hands shook as she set it down on the floor, and she
unwrapped the cloth to find a loaf of bread and a square of goat's cheese. "Oh, bless you, Mistress Birta.
I'm so hungry. I didn't know it until now."

Mistress Birta glanced behind. The two men stood in the dank corridor, waiting for her. "I'll see that
you've food in the morning, too." She raised her voice slightly. Daringly, Liath thought. "It isn't right to
keep you hungry, no matter your circumstances." Taking a step closer to Liath, she dropped her voice to
a whisper. "If we could have, child, we would have made the bond price at least, and treated you well.
But custom has been off this year, and with Inga's wedding feast last autumn . . ."

"No, please, Mistress," Liath said hastily, embar rassed. "I know you did all you could. But Da never
had any head for what it cost him—" She broke off, aware of the silence from the corridor, of Hugh
listening avidly to every least word she said. "To live as he wished. He loved it here and had many a good
evening at the inn gossiping with your husband."

"Yes, child," said Birta briskly, taking Liath's cue. "I'll leave you now. They wouldn't let me bring a
blanket, but I trust to the Lady and Lord that it will stay warm tonight." She kissed Liath on the forehead
and left her.

The door was shut behind her, scraping along the stone. Liath was alone. She ate first, all the food, but
drank the ale sparingly. Then she paced.

Walking helped her think, even if it was only five

paces and a turn, five paces and a turn. But though she might pace the cell a hundred times, she could
not escape what Da had left her. Da was dead. Tomorrow his possessions would be sold to pay the
debts he had left, and then she would be sold to cover what remained of those debts. Tomorrow she
would lose her freedom. But she possessed Da's treasure. 7he Book of Secrets, and as long as she had
that, she still possessed a measure of freedom in her heart.

She curled up in one corner, hugging her knees to her chest. Small comfort. She tucked her chin down
onto her knees and closed her eyes. Liath started once, thinking she heard a soft voice calling her name.
It did not call again. She rubbed at her eyes and curled tighter for warmth, shivering, and fell into a fitful
sleep.

Murdered. Whoever had been hunting him had caught up with him at last. When had he lost his power?
Or had it been her mother's gift he had used to call butterflies from empty air to charm a small child's
lonely days?

"They've killed her, Liath," he had said to her that day eight years ago. "They've killed Anne and taken
her gift to use as their own. We must flee. They must never find us."

Her mother. Her face rose from the remembered dream, her hair as pate as straw, her skin as light as if
sun never touched it even when she sat for hours under the sun in the garden, eyes seeing elsewhere.
Liath would sit and watch her and, sometimes, scrub her own skin, hoping to make the dirt come off,
only the dirt never came off because it was baked there as if she had been formed in an oven and her
skin baked to a golden brown before she was brought into this world.

Once they began their long, their endless, trail lead ing away from the little cottage and the garden where
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her mother had been killed, she had come to appreciate her skin, for even in the deepest heat of the
summer's sun, she never burned or blistered. At first she thought it was Da's magic that spared her, for he
burned and he blistered. Then, when she understood that Da had no

real magic, no sorcery beyond tricks and homely reme dies, beyond his encyclopedic knowledge, she
thought it might be her own magic that protected her, waiting, qui escent, to be born when she grew old
enough. Strong enough.

But Da told her over and over that she must never hope to have the gift. What little frail sorceries he
con jured had not the slightest effect on her. If he called fire, it did not burn her hands. If he spelled a
door shut, she could open it as if the spell had not worked at all, and then Hanna would come by and
wonder how their door had gotten stuck.

She was dumb to it, Da said, like a mute who cannot speak. Like a deaf man who can see others
speaking but not hear them. Once Da had caught her reading aloud a fire spell out of the book. Nothing
had happened, but he had been so mad at her that he had made her sleep in the pig shed for the night, to
teach her a lesson. But she had never minded the pigs.

"Liath."

She jerked awake, rose, and found her way by touch to the window. But there was no one outside.
Wind whispered in the trees. Nothing else stirred. She shiv ered, rubbing her hands along her arms. She
was not cold, really; she was scared.

However much they had roamed, however much they had lived from one day to the next, picking up and
moving at the strangest signs, to the tune of mysterious portents that only Da recognized, she had always
had Da. Whatever else he might be or failed to be, he had always taken care of her. Loved her. She
wiped a tear from her cheek, and another.

"I love you, Da," she whispered to the cool night air, but there was no answer.

In the morning Marshall Liudolf escorted her to the common. The entire village had turned out, and quite
a few farmers from farther out had heard the news that an auction was to be held and had come in for the
occasion.

The inn had set up tables out front. Liath could not bring herself to blame Mistress Birta and Master
Hansal for taking advantage of this windfall to increase their custom. She refused the marshal's offer of a
seat. Prater Hugh stood to one side, silent, while the marshal sold off each item from the list. However
eccentric Da had been, he had been a man willing to help any woman or man who came to his door and
no doubt Liath was the poorer now for Da having spent much of his sub stance trying to help others for
no return. But even with the bidding running high, for Da had been well-liked, when all his worldly goods
were sold, the debt was not yet covered.

Liudolf nodded and sighed his great, gusting sigh, and looked at her. The crowd looked at her. By the
inn door, Hanna stared, her face caught between anger and grief. But not crying, not Hanna. A sudden
commotion stirred at the far edge of the common, and a horseman appeared.

Hugh flung up his head, starting ‘round, his fine pro file set oft by his angry expression.

"Ivar!" cried Hanna. She ran to hold the horse's reins while Ivar dismounted.
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They were too far away for Liath to be able to hear what they said, but Hanna spoke quickly,
gesticulating wildly. Ivar shook his head. Hanna said something more, impassioned, but Ivar simply shook
his head again. He led the horse across the common, Hanna walk ing and still talking beside him, and
halted before the marshal.

Liudolf raised his eyebrows. "My lord Ivar," he said politely. "Have you come at your father's bidding?"

Ivar glanced once, swiftly, toward Liath, then away. Where she and Hanna, at sixteen, looked more like
women now than the girls they had been two years ago when the three of them had formed their bond of
friend ship, Ivar still carried much of the coltish boy in his limbs and in the awkward grace that he would
soon grow out of.

"No," he said in so low a voice she barely heard it. Hugh smiled contentedly.

"I just heard of Master Bernard's death," Ivar went on. He turned to face Hugh. "I came to see that. . .
that Liath is treated well." He said it sturdily, but as a threat or promise, thrown up against Hugh's
overweening con fidence, it had little impact. Hugh had at least eight years on Ivar and the kind of natural
grace that comes from a tyrant's soul melded with a handsome man's conceit. And though Hugh's father
might be baseborn—or so at least Birta gossiped—-his mother was a margrave, by several degrees
Count Harl's superior. Bastard or not, Hugh was destined for greater things, starting with the vast church
holdings endowed by his mother and mother's mother. While it was rare for a man to act as an
administrator of church property—as the Lord tends the wandering sheep so the Lady tends to the
hearth—it was not unknown, especially where monasteries controlled vast estates. Or so Mistress Birta
had said when Prater Hugh came as wandering priest to Heart's Rest last year to minister to the folk
hereabouts. Mistress Birta was the most reliable source of news, gossip, and lore in all of Heart's Rest.

"Marshal," said Hugh quietly, looking bored, "may we finish? [ haven't the leisure to stand here all day."

Ivar grimaced, blushing, and made a fist with his right hand, but Hanna grabbed him by the wrist and led
him back to the inn. That he went unresistingly was marked by the crowd, which had gotten an extra bit
of drama out of the morning. Liudolf sighed again and made a great show of tallying up the coin and
barter gained from the sale of Da's possessions.

"Ho\y much remains?" demanded Hugh.
"Two gold nomias, or sceattas of equal worth."
"It's a shame," muttered someone in the crowd. - "The price of the books," whispered Liath.

Without blinking, Hugh handed two coins to the mar shal. She stared, trying to get a look at them, but
Liudolfclosed his hand over the coins quickly, a startled expres sion on his face which made Liath
wonder if e had ever seen a nomia either. Hugh turned to Liath. "Will you come? Or must I drag you?"

Da always said to let them think you knew something they did not. Liath spared a glance for Hanna and
Ivar, who were standing together under the eaves of the inn, watching her. Hanna was pale, Ivar flushed.
Liath nodded toward them, hoping her expression was calm. She began to walk toward the church,
which lay down the road from the common. Hugh was caught off guard by her abrupt acquiescence, and
he had to hurry to catch up. That gave her some small satisfaction.

He grabbed her arm at the elbow and with that grip walked out of the village and to the chapel, going
inside and all the way along the nave and past it into the little warren of chambers behind. All the way to
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the small chamber where his bed stood.

"Here." He held onto her tightly. This room was rather more luxurious than Liath expected. Prater
Robert, who had ministered here before Hugh, had slept on a cot in the nave. The chamber held a finely
carved table and chair and a wooden chest inlaid with bright gems and enameling. On the table sat
parchment, three quills, and a stoppered bottle of ink. A thick rug covered the floor, an expensive carpet
woven with eight-pointed stars. Liath knew better than to let Hugh realize she rec ognized the pattern as
an Arethousan design. A feather bed and a feather quilt lay heaped on the bed. "Here is where you
sleep," he said.

"Never."
"Then with the pigs."
"Gladly, as long as it spares me from you."

He slapped her. Then, while her skin still stung from the blow, he pulled her hard against him and kissed
her on the mouth. She got a hand in between them and shoved him away.

He laughed, wild and a little breathlessly. "You fool. My mother has promised me the abbacy of
Firsebarg assoon as the old abbot dies. With the abbacy I will have entry into King Henry's progress, if
wish it. And in a year or five more, there will be a presbyter's crosier in my hands and I will walk among
those who advise the skopos herself. Only give me the book and show me what your father taught you,
and there is nothing you and I could not accomplish."

"You took his books already. You stole them. They would have matched the debt. I would have been
free." His expression chilled her. "You will never be free, Liath. Where is the other book?" "You
murdered Da."

He laughed. "Of course I didn't. Died of a bad heart, that's what Marshal Liudolf said. If you think
other wise, my beauty, then perhaps you ought to confide in me. Another season and your father would
have taken me into his confidence. You know it's true."

It was true. Da was lonely, and Hugh, whatever else he might be, could be charming. Da had liked him,
had liked his quick mind, his curiosity, even his arrogance, since Hugh had the odd habit of treating Da as
if he were his equal in social standing. But Da seemed to ex pect that.

"Da never had any sense in his friends," she said reck lessly, to shake off these distracting thoughts.

"I know you've never liked me, Liath, although I can't imagine why. I've never offered you an insult." He
placed two fingers under her chin and tilted her face up, forcing her to look at him. "Indeed, there isn't
another woman in the village, in this whole frozen wasteland, that I'd ever think of offering my bed, and
I've slept with a duchess and refused a queen. Once I'm abbot of Firsebarg you'll have your own house,
servants, what ever you wish. A horse. And I don't intend to stop my whole life at Firsebarg. I have
plans."

"If you have plans, then they must be treasonous." She twisted out of his grasp. "King Henry and the
skopos have never tolerated sorcery. Only the Lady Sabella welcomes heretics into her company."

"How little you know of the church, my beauty. Sor cery is not a heresy. Indeed, the skopos is usually
harsher toward heretics than toward sorcerers. Sorcery is only forbidden by the church when it is
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practiced outside the supervision of the skopos. I wonder what teacher your Da had. And in any case,
you would be surprised how tolerant King Henry and the noble princes can be, if only the means further
their aims. Where did you hide the book?"

She retreated to the door and did not answer.

He smiled. "I'm patient, Liath. Lady and Lord, what were your parents thinking, to call their child by an
old Arethousan name? Liathano. An ancient name, linked to sorcery. Your Da admitted as much to me
once."

"When he had drunk too much."

"Does that make it less true?" She said nothing. "Where is the book, Liath?" When still she did not speak
he shook his head, but the smile remained on his lips. "I'm patient. Which will it be? My bed, or the

pigs?"
"The pigs."

With a lightning strike he grabbed her wrist with one hand and slapped her hard once again with the
other. Then he embraced her and ran a hand up her back. His breath was hot on her neck. She stood
rigid, but when he began to move her toward the bed she fought against him. Got a heel behind his ankle
and tripped him. They fell in a heap on the floor, and she pushed away and scrambled to her feet. He
laughed and caught her by one knee, jerked her down so hard her knees bruised on the stone and the
breath was jarred out of her. Then he let her go and stood, breathing hard. He bowed in the most formal,
court manner, offered her his hand to help her to her feet.

"You'll come to my bed willingly or not at all." He pulled a scrap of white linen from his belt, wiped her
right hand clean, then bent to kiss her fingers. "My lady," he said, perhaps mockingly. She was too dazed
to interpret his tone. His golden hair brushed her hand, and

he straightened. " 'She is dark and lovely, this daughter of Sai's, touched by the sun's breath. Turn your
eyes away from me; they are as bright as the star of morning."'

She shoved her hand behind her back and wiped it against her tunic.

"Now. You will feed the pigs and the hens, sweep this room, get me a bath, and then tell Mistress Birta
that she no longer need send a meal over twice a day. You can cook, I suppose?"

"I can cook. May I go?"

He stood aside so she could leave, but she had only gotten as far as the narrow passageway when he
called her name.

"Liath." She turned back to see him leaning in the doorway. Even in the semigloom of the little warren of
cells, his golden hair and his combed linen robe and his fine, clean skin made him seem to shine as he
watched her. "You may even last out the summer with the pigs, but I don't think you'll like it so well when
winter comes."

How far she would get if she tried to run away? A use less thought. She would not get far, nor would
she have any means to live if she did escape from him. She had seen herself in eight years of running that
there were far worse circumstances than these.
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Hugh chuckled, mistaking her silence for a reply. "Tell Mistress Birta that she may tally up any food or
goods you buy from her, and I'll pay her each Ladysday. I expect a good table. And you will dine with
me. Go on."

She went. Going outside to feed the animals that were stabled in the shed alongside the storage rooms,
she saw a horseman sitting astride his mount, out in the trees. It was Ivar. Seeing her, he began to ride
forward. She waved him away, quickly, desperately. For there was another thing she had seen in Prater
Hugh's chamber, resting on the feather quilt. A fine, gold-hilted long sword, sheathed in red leather. A
nobleman's sword. She had no doubt that Hugh knew how to use it and

king's dragon would not hesitate to, even against a son of the local count.

Ivar reined his horse in and sat, watching her, while she worked. After a while she went inside. When
she came out again, carrying two buckets yoked on a staff across her shoulders to fill for Hugh's bath,
Ivar was gone.

SHADOWS FROM THE PAST ITtook five days to walk from Osna village to Lavas Holding, the
sergeant in charge told Alain. The journey this spring, however, took fifteen days because the chatelaine
and her company stopped at every village and steading to accept taxes or rents or a young person in
service for the upcoming year. They came to Lavas Holding on St. Marcia's Day, and Alain stared at the
high timber palisade that enclosed the count's fortress, the timber great hall built on a rise with a stone
bailey behind it. these two central buildings surrounded by a smaller palisade. The village spilled out
below the outer palisade, down to the banks of a slow-flowing river.

He had little chance to gape. He and the others were promptly herded into the fort, where they waited in
an untidy line in the huge dirt yard—the outer court—as Chatelaine Dhuoda and her retinue set up a table
and began to call the company forward one by one. Alain

found himself in a group of young men, and soon it was his turn to stand before Sergeant Fell.

"Can you ride a horse? Ever handled a spear? Worked with horses, perchance? No, of course not." The
burly sergeant motioned for the next man in line to step forward.

"But, sir—" Alain began desperately. Had it not been promised him, to learn the arts of war?

"Go on, go on! We haven't time to train new recruits into men-at-arms, not now. Count Lavastine is
already gone out to hunt the Eika and we're marching out with a second force in twenty days. Get into
the other group and don't waste my time, lad."

Chastened, Alain retreated to the other line, this one composed of women as well as men, lads his age,
and girls not quite women, folk of varying degrees and ages and stations. He came in time and in his turn
before Chatelaine Dhuoda. She asked him a few questions. He did not truly hear himself answer. Though
her hair was veiled by a clean linen cloth, it showed a tendency to come free of its confines, wisps of
reddish, coarse hair curling at her ears and on her forehead.

"What an accent!" she said to the young cleric in the plain brown robe of a frater who sat next to her,
marking out the list for Count Lavastine. "Well, boy, Master Rodlin can use you in the stables. Who is

next?"

"But Brother Giles taught me the letters. I can write all of them in a neat hand."
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At this, the frater looked up with interest. He had a fierce gaze, like a hawk. "Can you read?" he
demanded.

"No ... no, I can't read yet, but I'm sure I could assist with the clerics. I can count—' The frater had
already looked away dismissively, toward the next candidate. Alain turned desperately back to
Chatelaine Dhuoda. None of this was going as he had dreamed it would. "Surely you remember my Aunt
Bel telling you I was meant to be con firmed as a—

"Move on!" said Dhuoda. A young woman stepped forward to take Alain's place, so Alain had no
choice but to do as he was told.

He found the stables and was at once put to work at a job any idiot could manage: filling a cart with
manure and hauling it out to the fields. His only companion at this task was a halfwit called Lackling, a
boy of about his age who was as thin as a stick, with bandy legs and a misshapen jaw through which he
could not form true words. He was skittish and as likely to stare at the clouds or stroke the donkey as to
keep to his work, but Alain did not have the heart to be angry at him, poor creature.

"I see you get along well enough with our Lackling," said Master Rodlin that evening after the two boys
had been given a hasty supper of cheese and bread and an onion. "You can share the loft with him. Make
sure the new lads don't tease him too much. He's a harmless creature and the animals trust him, for I
suppose they know he's as dumb-witted as they are."

Lackling made an odd snuffling noise and picked up the crumbs of bread from the dirt floor of the
stables. With his treasure in his hands he went just outside and stood, hand out and open, staring at the
sky and shuf fling nervously back and forth.

Master Rodlin grunted, not without pity. "Thinks the birds will come and feed from his hand," he said.
"But Deacon Waldrada says it is our duty as good Daisanites to shelter the weak. And the lad was born
here, in the shadow of the fort. His mother died birthing him, for it was a hard birth and perhaps it would
have been best had the child died as well, poor dumb creature."

"I was born here," said Alain. "In Lavas Holding, [ mean."

Rodlin looked at him with a keener interest. "Who was your mother?"

Now Alain flushed. "I don't know."

"Ah," said Rodlin knowingly. "Fostered out, were you? In a town like this there's always a woman or
two who can't admit whose child she bore and so gives it away."

"She didn't give me away. She died birthing me."
"Had she no kin? What about your father?" Alain hung his head, seeing the expression on Master
Rodlin's face change from curiosity to a thin incuri ous smile: identified and dismissed as some whore's

unwanted bastard.

"Go on, then," continued the stable master. "You'll do well enough in the stables. Just don't go into the
kennels."
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"There're no hounds in the kennels." "But there will be when Count Lavastine returns. They'd as soon kill
you as pass you by, lad. Don't forget it and don't get in the habit of going by there, for your own good.
See this scar." He pointed to a ragged white scar that ran from ear to shoulder. "They gave me that, and
more besides. Stay well away and you'll be safe."

"Why would the count keep such vicious hounds?" asked Alain, but Rodlin was already walking away,
intent on more important duties than chatting with a motherless stableboy.

Lackling, crumbs still in hand, came back inside, looking disconsolate. Alain sneezed and wiped the dust
of hay from his lips. "I don't suppose you know about the hounds," said Alain.

"Moewr," said Lackling. "Hroensgueh lakalig." Alain smiled sadly at the halfwit. Wasn't it only self-pity
to feel sorry for himself when faced with this half-grown manboy no longer a child and yet incapable of
becoming a true man? In Osna village he had been Bel's nephew, and that counted for a great deal. Here
he was just a village boy from the outlying lands who didn't know swordcraft and had nothing further to
recommend him and no kin to come to his aid. So they made him a stableboy and ordered him to shovel
manure. But he had his wits and his strength and a whole body.

"Come," he said to Lackling. He took the halfwit by the elbow and led him outside where dusk shaded
the stone tower in a wreath of shadow and the last glint of sun sparked off the banner riding above the
palisade gate: two black hounds on a silver field, the badge of the counts of Lavas. "Open your hand.
Here, I'll cupyour hands in mine. Now we must just stand still enough. . . ."

So they stood as dusk lowered down and the beasts thumped and rustled in the stables and the outer
court quieted as day passed. A sparrow came, flitting out of the twilight, and perched on Alain's
forefingers where they peeped out from underneath Lackling's smaller hands. It took a crumb. Lackling
crowed with delight and the bird fluttered away.

"Hush," said Alain. "You must remain quiet." They waited again, and soon another sparrow came, and a
third, and ate all the crumbs oft Lackling's hands while the halfwit wept silently with joy.

Master Rodlin proved indifferent to Alain as long as the boy did as he was told. In fact, that first month
while Sergeant Fell prepared his new soldiers to march out, everyone proved indifferent to Alain. He
watched while the other boys got into feuds that escalated to fistfights and once to a knifing. He stared,
shamed and yet shame fully curious, while the young men-at-arms flirted with the servant girls and
slipped away with them to a dark corner of the loft. He studied the more experienced men as they
readied their weapons and honed their fighting skills.

On St. Kristine's Day, she who was the holy martyr of the city of Gent, a woman cloaked and badged
as a King's Eagle rode in to deliver a message to the count. That night at supper in the hall, sitting at the
lower tables, Alain watched in astonishment as the Eagle's conversation with Chatelaine Dhuoda, at the
upper table, degenerated into an argument.

"This is not a request, " said the Eagle with obvious indignation. "King Henry expects Count Lavastine to
attend his progress. Are you telling me that the count refuses?"

"I am telling you," said Dhuoda calmly, "that I will send a message to the count with Sergeant Fell and his

company when they march out in two days' time. WhenCount Lavastine returns at the end of the
summer, I am sure he will act as soon as he is able."
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"If you send this sergeant and his company back with me, it would go a good way toward convincing
King Henry of the count's loyalty."

"Only the count can make that decision." Dhuoda ges tured for more ale to be brought. Alain recognized
by now that wine was reserved for the most favored visi tors, which this King's Eagle clearly was not.
"The Eika burned a monastery and two villages already this spring. The count needs every able man in his
county to strike back and protect his lands. But of course I will include all that you have said in the
message my clerics write to him."

But it was clear to everyone present, and especially to the Eagle, that although Dhuoda's answers were
per fectly legitimate, they were also evasive.

The Eagle left the next day, still looking angry. And the day after that Sergeant Fell and his company
marched out. The remaining horses and cattle—except for a few workhorses, the donkeys, one old
warhorse, and a lame cow who still gave milk—were taken out to the summer pastures. Most of the
village worked out in the fields, labored in their vegetable gardens, or gathered fruit in the forest beyond
the cultivated land. The few servants left in the holding went about their business with an efficiency that
left them plenty of time to drink and dice in the long pleasant evenings.

No one bothered Alain; no one noticed him to make sure he did his work. Every night, lying beside
Lackling in the loft above the stables, he would touch the wooden Circle of Unity Aunt Bel had given him
and then draw out the string from which hung the rose and finger the soft petals. The vision he had seen
from Dragonback Ridge above Osna Sound seemed so distant now. He would have thought it an illusion,
born of storm and sorrow, except that the blood-red rose he wore as a necklace beneath his shirt had
not withered or died.

In the holding, a quiet month passed. Trained by a navigator, Alain watched the skies when it was clear;
the moon waned and waxed to full and began to wane again. Lackling showed him where all the best
berry bushes ripened, in bright clearings hidden away in the forest. He found a path leading farther up into
the hills, but the boy became frightened and dragged him away from it.

Alain asked Master Rodlin if he knew of any old toils in the forest, and the stable master merely said that
an old ruin lay up in the hills beyond and that more than one foolish boy had broken leg or arm climbing
on crumbling walls. Like the kennels, it was something even a halfwit avoided.

Now that most of the stable animals were gone, Alain was given whatever odds and ends of the worst
work were left, whatever task no one else wanted to do. He spent more and more time leaning on a
shovel inside the empty stables and staring at nothing. That moment up on Dragonback Ridge when the
Lady of Battles had invested him with her terrible sword seemed like wishful dreaming now. How could
he have been chosen for a special trial? Unless digging out the latrines was one.

"Ooo00. There he is," said a female voice. This decla ration was followed by a giggling.

Alain whirled around. Two of the kitchen girls stood at the stable doors, thrown open to admit more air.
Light streamed in around them, showering their disheveled hair in dust motes. Hay drifted down from the
loft to settle in the empty buckets they carried. One of the girls sneezed. The other giggled again.

Alain blushed, but he marched forward resolutely nonetheless, heading out through the door. He refused
to be cowed by a pair of serving girls no older than he was, girls who would never have looked at him
twice if there had been more single men than old Raimond and witless Lackling about.
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The blue-eyed girl dipped her shoulders as he passed, enough that her shift slipped down to reveal a
tantalizing expanse of flesh. He stumbled on even ground.

"Isn't your name Alain?" asked Blue-Eyes. They only meant to tease him. He knew that. And yet, he
could not help but stop. "Yes." He knew he was still blushing.

"Have you heard about the ruins up behind on the hill?" asked Blue-Eyes as she straightened up. Her
friend, whose eyes were a nondescript hazel, giggled again, then covered her mouth with a hand to hide
her crooked teeth.

"T've heard of it," said Alain cautiously.
"Withi, you daren't do it," said the friend in a choked voice.

Blue-Eyes cast her a scornful glance. "I'm not the one who won't dare." She looked back at Alain.
"Where do you come from?"

"Osna village," he said proudly, but they looked blankly at him, never having heard of such a place. "It's
called Dragonback, too, for the great ridge—"

For some reason this sent both girls into wild laughter, as if he had said something indecent.

"Dragonback, is it now?" asked Blue-Eyes finally. She was the prettier of the two, although she had an
open sore on one lip and her hair was more grime than color. "I'll be walking up to the ruins at sunset, this
eve ning. They say at Midsummer's Eve the ghosts of dai-mones walk abroad!" She blinked those blue
eyes at Alain and put her hands on her hips, thrusting them provocatively forward. He knew he was
flushing again, however hard he tried not to. Withi was one of the girls the men-at-arms took up into the
hayloft. She had never had time for him before today.

He took in a breath. "Deacon Waldrada at last week's sermon said it wasn't devils or daimones who
built those ruins. She said it was the people of the old Dariyan Empire built them, long ago, even before
Taillefer was emperor over all these lands. That it was men, like us. Or maybe elves."

"Oo00. What a fine learned young man we have here. What was your father? The abbot of
"Dragonback"Abbey, making dragonback with a sweet innocent village lass?" She laughed, and Crooked
Teeth laughed, too.

"My father's a merchant, and a good, decent man! He served the old count in his time. And the brothers
of Dragon's Tail Monastery are dead, killed in an Eika raid this spring. The Lady scorns those who laugh
at the mis fortune of others!"

"Huh!" said Crooked Teeth disdainfully. "You sound like a cleric yourself. Think you're too good for us,
don't you? I'm leaving, Withi." She swung her buckets out with a nourish and departed in the direction of
the well.

Withi lingered. "I'm still going up there." She fol lowed her companion but paused and looked back over
her shoulder with a grin. "If you're not too scared, you could meet me there. I might just show you
something you haven't seen before." Then, to Crooked Teeth: "Wait for me!"

Digging out the latrines was such filthy work that he was relieved when Master Rodlin called him in.
Sergeant Fell had brought a company of soldiers back to the fortress and Alain helped unload their
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wagon. Then he washed his face and hands and rinsed down his boots before going to supper.

Chatelaine Dhuoda had ridden east to escort Lavas-tine's cousin's wife to Lavas Holding for the
remainder of her pregnancy. Because of the summer heat and the absence of lord and lady in the hall,
Cook had set up two trestle tables out behind the kitchens. The party of young soldiers took up all of one
table, where they boasted of their great exploits and ate their supper of wheat bread and pease porridge
and roasted fish and berries with equal gusto. Sergeant Fell sat at their head, tolerant of their high spirits.

Lackling sat alone at the end of the other table, which was set beside the first. If the soldiers hadn't been
too busy flirting with Withi and Crooked Teeth and a black-haired woman, they would likely have
chased him off. Alain sat down beside the halfwit and was rewardedking's dragon with a smile and one
of the boy's incomprehensible phrases as greeting.

"So," said Sergeant Fell, continuing his news. He had a dramatic facial scar on his left cheek that had not
been there when he and the others marched out. "Then the count tells us we're to be riding east to join up
with the king's progress—

"Nay," exclaimed Cook. "Say it's not so! Count Lavastine has decided to swear loyalty to Henry?"
Alain caught in his breath. He set his spoon down, porridge only half eaten, to listen more closely.

" think not," said the sergeant. "I think he only wanted to beg aid from Henry, because these raids have
been so bad. But it never came to that. For then a lad rode in from the west, saying the Eika have raided
again.”

Cook rubbed her chin. "But they've burned both monasteries along the coast, we heard. There's nothing
else rich enough along there to tempt them, I'd thought."

"Not only along the coast, but if they was to sail in along the River Mese, they'd come up past St.
Synodios' Monastery which was richly endowed by the count's grandfather and indeed all the way to this
very holding."

"When [ was a lad," said old Raimond in his queru lous voice, "we followed the laws set down by the
church. Our faith was enough to keep those barbarians away from Varre." He clapped his tin mug down
on the table for emphasis. "Before Henry took the throne as wasn't his to take. When was a boy, Eika
raided all the way west and south to Salia, and laid it waste, we heard. We even got Salians come up
hereabouts, running from them." Raimond was so old that he was bald and his beard was mostly stray
wisps of curling hair. "That was when Taillefer's last daughter was still alive. Biscop she might be, but
neither her prayers nor the Salian king's soldiers would drive the Eika off. Had to pay them, in the end."
He clucked, pleased at this manifestation of the Lord and Lady's dislike of the Salians. "Those were hard
times, I don't mind saying."One of the young soldiers laughed. "How would you have known about
goings-on in Salia when you've never set foot outside of Lavas Holding?" He snorted, pleased with his
retort, and called for more ale.

Sergeant Fell swatted him in the head. "None of your impudence, Heric! You give the old man respect,
you hear? If you live so long, I'll be amazed!" The other sol diers chuckled. "My old uncle said the same
thing, that the Salian king had to pay the Eika to leave and that they left only after they'd plundered the
countryside. Well, then, Cook, I don't know what is meant to be done about Lady Sabella and her
banner, or the king's progress. I do know that we've been sent by the count's order to ask Biscop
Thierra to offer up church's gold, for we've need of more weapons and more supplies. There are too
many Eika and too many raids this year. Count Lavastine must have aid."
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Withi paused beside the sergeant and leaned close enough that her clothing brushed his. "Is it true that
Eika are dragon's get? That they have skin scaled like a snake's? And claws?"

Alain shuddered. Withi's interest seemed uncouth.

"I've heard a worse story," said the sergeant, settling a hand on her hip. "If you're brave enough to hear
it."

"I am! n

He grinned. "Well, then. It was once told me that Eika came about by foul magic, and a curse. That a
great dragon was killed and as it lay dying it cursed any who might dare profane its corpse. But all the
women of the village had heard stories of the great power of the dragon's heart—power they could use
to charm any man they wished, so they had been told. They cut open the dragon's body and pulled out
the heart all bloody and steaming hot. They cut it into many pieces and shared it out between them."
"They ate it?" Withi made a face, pulling away from the sergeant's casual embrace.

"Ate it, every bit. And soon enough all those womenking's dragon

were pregnant, and when they gave birth, they gave birth to monsters!"

His audience was hushed, and every person in the hall jumped when he spoke the word "monsters. "
The sergeant chuckled, pleased with the success of his tale. "So these monstrous children, it is said, ran

away into the north and were never seen again. Until the creatures we call the Eika came raiding."

"I saw one dead," said Raimond, undaunted by this story. "Saw no claws, but his skin was as tough as
leather, and it shone like polished gold."

Young Heric snickered again. "Like polished gold! More like it was armor stolen off a Salian body. I
heard they steal women, and what would they need women for.. ." Here he paused to measure Withi up

and down with a grin. "... if they were dragon's get? They're men just like you and me."

"Oooh," said Withi in her most scornful tone, "and I suppose that you think the old ruins back up the hill
were built by men just like you and me, and not by dai-mones and devils and other ungodly creatures?"

"Hush, Withi," said Cook in a brisk voice.
Heric laughed, as did some of his comrades. But the sergeant did not. "You've not seen the Eika yet,
Heric," said the sergeant, "or you'd not laugh. Nor is it ever wise to laugh at the things left on this earth by

creatures we do not know."

An indefinable hush settled over the older men and women, a taut attention, that the young soldiers
seemed unaware of.

"I hear," continued Withi defiantly, "that if a person goes up to the ruins on Midsummer's Eve, you can
see the ghosts of them who did build it."

"I'll go with you," said Heric, winking and nudging his fellows, "Just to see what I might see." They
snick ered and coughed.
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"You'd not joke," said Raimond, echoing the sergeant's grim words, "if you'd been there yourself. Ai, |
recall it clearly. There was a girl, back these many years, who went up to those ruins on Midsummer's
Eve, On a dare, it was." His gaze was sharp suddenly as he looked right at Withi. ""She came back at
dawn half crazy, and pregnant, too, or so we found out in due time. And she died bearing the child she'd
taken from what ever haunts up there!" Hands shaking, he gripped the handle of his cup and banged it on
the table for emphasis.

"What?" scoffed Heric. "She gave birth to Lackling here?"
"Nay, and you'd not laugh, boy. One of the men from the country took the child away."

"Now you listen to me, young Heric," said Cook in the assured voice of one who rules her domain
com pletely. "It's true enough, what Raimond says. It hap pened not so many years back either, for I
knew her when we were both girls. She was a pretty, black-haired slip of a thing. Her parents were
Salian, fled from the Eika raids. She did go up to the ruins, though everyone said she shouldn't, and she
told me—" Here Cook's husky voice dropped to a whisper and every stray con versation at the two
tables vanished as does a snowflake in fire. Everyone strained forward to listen. "She told me that the
shade of an elf prince come to her, one of the Lost Ones, and lay with her, right there in the altar house,
and that it was his child she bore." No one, not even Heric, made a noise. "But the Lord and Lady grant
it not to those of mortal frame to have concourse with the Lost Ones, for they are not believers. So she
paid the price. She died three days after birthing the child."

Alain stared at Cook. Sergeant Fell had told a tale to frighten and amaze Withi. Cook's story was
different. Certainly she was telling the truth. She was of an age to be his mother. He had black hair, and
his features were sharper and a little foreign, or so everyone in Osna always said. What if this
black-haired Salian girl was his mother, and the shade in the ruins truly his father? A Lost One! Wouldn't
that explain why the Lady of Battles had come to him? He had always felt different—

and it was often said the elvish kind were daimones in truth because unlike mortal men they did not die
in the natural course of years, and if killed by accident or vio lent death, they were not succored into the
Chamber of Light but damned to wander this world forever as dark shades.
"I'm going anyway," said Withi stubbornly.

"I'D go, too," said Heric with a leer.

"You'll not!" said the sergeant, "and that by my order. We've no time to waste. We ride to Biscop
Thierra at dawn."

"None of you are brave enough to go," declared Withi with a contemptuous toss of her head.

"I'll go," said Alain, and then started, surprised to hear his voice so loud in summer's drowsing endless
afternoon that melded into the long bright evening.

Everyone stared at him. Most of the men-at-arms laughed, eyeing him where he sat, the only person
among them to keep Lackling company. He was nearly as filthy as Lackling.

Old Raimond snorted but said nothing.

"Who's this stripling?" demanded Heric. "Enough of a chickling to grow some down on his cheek but not
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more of a man than that! Or hoping to become one!" He chuckled at his own joke, although no one else
did.

"He's the stableboy," said Cook, not unkindly.

Alain found that, once noticed, he did not like the attention. He had grown comfortable with anonymity.
He lowered his gaze and stared fixedly at the table.

"He's the only one brave enough to go!" said Withi.

"Heric!" The sergeant looked annoyed. "If you've a mind to act like a fool, I'll see you're whipped in the
morning. Here, girl. I've a better idea for your entertain ment tonight."

Alain looked up to see the sergeant draw the girl closer against him, but Withi had a mulish look on her
face now, and she shoved him away. "You may all laugh, but I'm going."

Heric stood up. "I won't let any stableboy—"
"Heric, sit down or I'll whip you right here!"
Heric vacillated between drunken pride and the fear of immediate humiliation. Finally he sat.

Lackling burped loudly and, when everyone laughed, blinked good-naturedly into their attention.
Sergeant Fell went back to talking of the Fika raids and of the count's plans to protect his lands and
villages along the coast.

It was easy enough for Alain to slip away, once the sergeant had gotten into full flood about the latest

de vastated village and the rumors that a convent much farther east—over the border into Wendar—had
been set upon by the Eika. He had heard that all the nuns and lay women had been raped and murdered
except for the ancient abbess, who had been set free with her feet mutilated to walk the long, painful road
to the nearest village.

It was finally twilight, a handful of stars coming to life against the darkening sky. It had to be true! Only
by vis iting the ruins on a night when the shades of the old builders might return could he learn the truth.

He changed into his clean shirt—for Aunt Bel was too proud to send him away with only one—and
pulled his old linen tunic on over it. After some hesitation, he bor rowed a lantern. Then, taking a stout
stick from the sta bles, he set off on the track that wound around the earthen walls and four wooden
towers of Count Lavas-tine's fortress and up into the wooded hills behind. Of Withi he caught neither
sight nor sound. He walked alone except for the night animals: an owl's hoot, the flap of wings, a shriek,
then a sudden frantic rustling in the undergrowth.

It was terribly dark and there was no moon, though the stars were uncannily bright. Eventually his eyes
adjusted. He dared not use the lantern yet; oil was too precious. It was a fair long walk up along the hill
and curving back into the wilder wood beyond. By the time the path led him up to where the tree line
ended abruptly at the edge of the ruins, the bright red star—the Serpent's Eye—rising in the east had
moved well upinto the sky.

Alain paused at the edge of the trees. The forest ended abruptly here, thick, ancient trees in an oddly
straight line at the clearing's edge. No saplings encroached on the meadow beyond. Though it had taken
uncounted years for the old buildings to fall into such complete ruin—many generations back, long before
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the Emperor Taillefer's time, even back to the time when the blessed Daisan first walked on the Earth and
brought his mes sage to the faithful—still the forest had never overtaken the stones. There was something
unnatural here.

He felt all at once that the stones were aware of him.

An outer wall of stone—still almost as tall as he was—circled the inner ruins. The craggy height of hill
rose above it, trees straggling along its slopes. It was far quieter here than it had been in the woods. As
he stared, a shadow flitted above and vanished into the trees. He gripped the stick more tightly in his left
hand and picked his way carefully across the uneven ground to a gap in the wall. It looked like a sally
port or servant's entrance, or something more arcane, unknowable to men. Now stone had fallen from
the wall to partially block it. If the gap had once been shuttered by a door, that door was gone. He
climbed carefully over the tumbled stone and paused at the top, staring into the ruin.

The stone itself gave off light, a pale gleam like the phosphorescence of foam and weed on the waters of
Osna Sound. And the stars shone unnaturally bright. Indeed, some few of the constellations he knew
—taught to him by his father who, as a merchant, needed to also be a navigator—glittered with an eerie
brilliance, as if some unseen power called brighter fires up from theirdepths.

More shadows played among the ruins than ought to. Distinct shadows covered the ground at strange
angles impossible to trace to any of the fallen walls. The air stirred, shivering, a faint noise. . . .

He froze, terrified. A silent shape winged across the ruins, and he relaxed. It was only an owl.

He stood there for a long time, balanced precariously on a block of fallen stone, just looking. It was not
a good night to walk inside these ruins. He knew that now. And yet, he #ad to see the altar house, to see
if he felt a link there, a calling of blood to blood. He lit the lantern, and as its light flared, he had to blink
and look away. With its glow the shadows along the ground and walls shifted as he took a step forward.
He realized what he was seeing. He was seeing the shadows of what had been, not the shadows of the
ruins lying there now. The lantern's pale light and the gleam of stone illuminated the shadows of the
buildings as if they still stood, complete, unfallen. This filigree of arches and columns and proud walls
stretching out as impossible shadows along the ground was the shade of the old fort, come alive on
Midsummer's Eve. There were four buildings', one at the west, one at the south, one at the east, and one
at the norfti, and a circular building in the center; arcaded avenues /inked them.

A branch snapped in the woods behind him. He flat tened himself against the stone and looked back.
Nothing, no one, appeared at the clearing's edge. But something stranger still: The shadow of the outer
wall, next to the trees, was the shadow of the wall in its ruined state—its shadow as it stood now, this
night, worn down by time and the Lord's and Lady's Hands. The enchant ment, if enchantment it was,
only lived within the ruin itself.

He slipped down and slowly walked forward into the ancient fort. Stepping around shadows of stones
that did not exist, he saw at once that the stonework in here was as far superior to the stonework on the
outer wall as the count's fine charger was to the old donkey he and Lack-ling hitched to the pony cart to
haul manure out to the fields.

Grass grew from between cracks in the paving. He knelt and ran his fingers over a stone surface too
smooth to be man's work, even old and broken as it was now. The wall of the nearest building stood
only as high as his waist. It was built of black stone, as black as pitch. He held the lantern close to it and
by this light examined it. Faint pictures had been carved into the stone, stiff fig ures of creatures with the
bodies of women and the heads of hawks and snakes and wolves; their eyes glowed like lit jewels.
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Beyond, at the end of the ave nue, the central building gleamed with a startling irides cence. Its white
stone seemed to reach into the heavens, touching the sovereign constellations—the Sword, the Staft, the
Cup, and the Queen herself, whose Bow was aimed at the Dragon—and drawing their light by invisible
threads down into itself, casting it back as luminescence.

Round and white. That building was the altar house.

A shadow moved, detaching itself from a far wall. Alain jumped to his feet, then shuddered, suddenly
unable to move. It was not Withi.

It walked with a man's form, moving toward the altar house.

Yet it was not a man's form. Tall and slender he was, yes, but indefinably different in the subtle grace
with which he walked and in the strange cut of his garments. The figure halted at the shaded entrance to
the altar house and slowly turned, surveying the ruins. At first pass his gaze traveled right over Alain, as if
he could not perceive him at all.

He had a wonderful, disturbing consistency to him, partly shade and partly real. He was very dark, but
Alain could still see his features clearly. A thin face, more bronze than northern pale, and deep, old eyes
under a shock of black hair.

Black hair. Like Alain's black hair. The man was clean-shaven or else beardless, although how any man
could truly be called a man unless he wore a beard Alain did not know. Unless he was no true man. He
wore a fine metal cuirass decorated with intertwined beasts whose twining points led down onto the
leather fringe that

ended halfway to his knees. Under it he wore a plain linen tunic, and he held a white cloak draped over
his left arm. He was looking for someone. Or meeting someone.

Alain heard the whisper of a tentative footstep. Over to his right, through a gap in the stone, he saw the
opaque shape of a girl appear. But she had a leaden, earthy heaviness to her that marked her instantly in
Alain's eyes as a mortal, like himself. She stared around, looking straight at the shade without appearing
to see it, and then caught sight of Alain. Or at least, of his lantern.

"Alain?" she said, her tone low and uneasy. "Is that you?"

Alain took one step forward. The shade took a step forward, mirroring him, and their gazes met.

Dizziness swept him. The distant roar of flames sounded in his ears. He smelled smoke thick and oily in
his nostrils.

"Where has Liathano gone?" The shade now held in his hand a lance, pointed and deadly, but it was held
upright, not threatening Alain.

"I—I don't know," Alain stammered. He could not break his gaze away from the shade's eyes. They
gleamed, like the altar house, like the fine outline of the shade's entire body, more gold than white. He

heard the pound of horses galloping past, a haze of distant shouting, a faint horn caught on the wind.

"You are not of the blood," said the shade abruptly, lifting the lance like a challenge. "And yet, how else
could you be here? What is your name? Who is your mother? How have you come here?"

Page 48



Though he could not look away from the shade, Alain saw with his peripheral vision the shapes of the
build ings. They stood tall, beautiful, and surprisingly delicate for such massive stone structures, but even
now the dull red of flame cast its color across them. Burning. Burning. Smoke swelled from the burning
and wind swept the thick oily stench across his face. He coughed.

A lost prince, truly. For,now Alain understood what was happening, what he saw: The final destruction
of this fort. The sounds of fighting came inexorably closer, the terrible music of fate.

"My name is Alain," he said, wanting desperately to help, yet knowing that this fort was already doomed.

What could he possibly do? Who was Liathano? Was this shade his true father? "I don't know how I
came here. I don't know who my mother is."

"You are a man, " said the prince, and his eyes widened with elegant astonishment, "and yet marked. If
only we had time to unravel this enigma." But his chin lifted. He broke his gaze away from Alain as if he
had heard his name called.

A voice shrieked in terror. Alain staggered and flung a hand up to press against his pounding temples.
"It is you, Alain!"

Through the pain in his head he heard her stumble toward him across the cracked paving. "Did you see
it? Did you hear it?" She threw herself on him. He stag gered back under the force of her fear and
dropped the lantern. It sputtered out. "All black, they were, running through the sky like the count's own
hounds but screaming with hunger! If they had caught us, they would have devoured us."

The heat of her body pressed against him drained the fog from his mind. He pushed her away though she
was still babbling about red eyes and six-legged dogs, grabbed the lantern, and ran to the altar house.
But the shade was gone.

"Don't go in there!" she screamed as Alain crossed the empty threshold.

But there was nothing inside, nothing except the gleam of the ruined stone walls and an ovoid stone of
pale marble—what those like Cook would call an altar—embedded in the earth at the center of the
chamber. Nothing else except for grass and one scraggly bush whose waxy leaves left a trail of sticky
ooze on his fingers. From outside he heard sobbing and then the sound of Withi running away down the
broken avenue. He sat down on the altar stone. This place, this outpost of the old Dariyan Empire, had
stood here in all its glory so very long ago, for how many years he could not imagine, knowing only that
the Lost Ones lived many more years than did men. Only in the end it had died, in its way, burning, while
the lost prince searched for his Liathano and horses galloped away into a night drawn red with fire.

The gleaming stone faded to dull shadows. The stars lost their miraculous glamour and moved onward,
ever westward on their endless'round. He lifted a hand to his face and discovered his eyes were wet with
tears. A shadow raced overhead, but it was only the owl, hunting in the night.

SUMMER passed. Alain did not have the heart to go back to the old ruins, knowing he would only find
them empty. There was no answer for him there. Withi no longer spoke to him, and when he watched
her, remembering her embrace, how she had clasped him close against her, he knew she was whispering
of him to the others. Bitter, he kept to himself.

No other strange incidents disturbed the quiet of long summer days. Spelt was harvested. The oats were
almost ripe. Chatelaine Dhuoda returned to the fortress with Lady Aldegund, wife of Lavastine's cousin
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Geoffrey. A girl of about fifteen, she arrived at Lavas faint from exhaustion and from her advanced
pregnancy. A wan dering laborer, come to Lavas for the harvest work, had been one month ago in Osna
village; he reported that Aunt Bel and her family were all well and had given him

three days' work hauling stone for quernstones from the quarry to Bel's workshop.

On the feast day of St. Tiana the Joyous, holy martyr of the town of Bens, a messenger rode in. Alain
looked up from the shed where he had been stacking bundled hay from the second crop cut on the south
quarter.

The man had a dirty white rag tied around his head, covering his right eye and ear. Old blood stained it
brown. His clothes were worn out, patched with the remains of other hose and tunics. When he
dismounted next to the hall, he walked with a limp. It took Alain that long to recognize him as Heric, the
brash young soldier of midsummer. His entire aspect was muted now.

Alain leaned against the low fence that hemmed in the open side of the shed and listened as Heric
delivered his message in a vivid, penetrating voice to Chatelaine Dhuoda and her shadow cleric, the
frater. People gath ered to hear the news.

"The campaign is done for the season. The winds are changing. The Eika have sailed north back to their
own ports for the winter. All along the coast they attacked. But here at the end three Eika ships bottled
themselves up the Vennu after the tide had gone out. They built themselves a stockade, but the count
begged for the Grace of Our Lord and Lady and led the attack. We stormed it!" He slapped a fist onto
his other, open hand, grinning for the first time where he had been grim before. "Even their dogs gave
way before us, and they more ferocious than their masters, for they would gladly eat any person who fell
within reach of their teeth." His audience murmured appreciatively at this gruesome detail. He went on.
"But this time we slaughtered them Eika like sheep. Though it's true they have tough hides. Hard as
leather and gleaming like they was forged in a blacksmith's furnace, not born from a decent mam like the
rest of us. Those that ran out onto the flats got caught as the tide come in, and their ugly dogs with them!"

"I heard they was shapechangers," said Cook, who
had status enough that she might press to the front. "Half fish."

Heric shrugged. The brief note of triumph died in his eyes; now he only looked weary. "They drown as
well as we do. If any swam away, well then, J never saw them go. We took a captive, a prince of their
kind. Lord Geof frey wanted to kill him, but the count in his wisdom said we'd do better to give his kin
someone to ransom than someone to avenge. They're bringing the barbarian back, in a cage, with the
count's hounds tied to the bars, so no one can get in nor the barbarian out." He shud dered and drew the
Circle of Unity at his breast.

Chatelaine Dhuoda glanced about the fortress yard, marking each listener who loitered to hear the
messen ger's tale. "How soon will his lordship arrive?"

"Within a fiveday. They were marching hard behind me. It was a long summer, and too much fighting.
We're all anxious to be home."

"Go with Cook, then, and she'll feed you." Dhuoda nodded briskly at Cook, who took the hint and
hurried back into the kitchens. "Then you'll come back to me— what is your name again? You will give
me a more detailed report." Her gaze raked the loiterers again. Alain, half hidden, watched as the others
moved quickly away. He stayed where he was.
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When the yard was clear, Dhuoda signaled to the mes senger to wait for a moment. "Did the count give
any direction as to where he wants this Eika prince confined? Below? Or in one of the tower chambers?"

"I can't be certain, Mistress," said Heric with a bowed head. Alain marveled at how much the young
man-at-arms had changed since midsummer. "I believe he means to kennel him with those black hounds.
I heard him say with my own ears that he can't be sure by any other means that the Eika will not find
some unnatural way to escape."

The chatelaine's expression remained placid, although the frater drew the circle as against a bad omen.
"That is all," said Dhuoda. "You may go."

Heric inclined his head obediently and limped off to the kitchens.

Dhuoda and the frater walked back toward the gate. Alain, shifting back against a shadowed wall, heard
their voices as they passed.

"Is it true," the frater asked, "that it was those black hounds that killed Count Lavastine's own wife and
daughter? That the count only keeps them because of a pact made by his grandfather with unholy devils,
of which those black hounds are the living representatives?"

"I will only tell you once," said Dhuoda. Alain had to strain to hear her voice, "To talk of such things
here, Frater Agius, will give you as good a reception as if you were to argue your heretical views in front
of the skopos."

"But do you believe it to be true?" asked Agius.

"It is true that the original hounds, and the descen dants born ever after of those first black hounds, obey
only the trueborn counts of Lavas. Where they came from, no one knows, only that they were a gift from
a Salian biscop—

They walked on, and Alain could no longer hear them. Everyone said the black hounds traveled only
and every where with Count Lavastine. No man otherwise could handle them, and they were known to
have ravaged more than one servingman in the holding. Not even Master Rodlin, master over the stables
and kennels, could control them.

"Horses," said Lackling.

Or at least, he made a noise which Alain knew he meant to signify horses because the boy then threw his
head back and scraped the ground with one foot, re markably like a horse. He sniffed the air, as if he
could smell their approach. And perhaps he could. Cook sometimes called him a changeling, and it was
true he had an affinity for animals, just as a child born of a goblin mother would have, though he looked
human enough. The others, of course, said that animals—God's innocents—were said to recognize the
halfwitted as innocents like themselves.

Impatient, Lackling dashed outside.
Alain finished oiling the harness he had in his hands. Eight days had passed since Heric had come to the
holding and warned them to expect the count's return. Alain could wait a bit longer to look. It was an

oddly auspicious day for the count and his forces to arrive back home: At the morning service the deacon
had reminded them all that this was the saint's day of St. Lavrentius, the very saint venerated with relics
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and a chapel in Lavas Church, which stood just outside town. Lavas Holding rested under the protection
of St. Lavren tius' hand. There was an ivory reliquary in the church that contained some of the holy
martyr's bones and a scrap of the leather belt that had bound him to the wheel on which he had died his
martyr's death in the last years of the Dariyan Empire. But thinking of the wheel made Alain think of the
stars that wheeled in the heavens on their ceaseless round. It made him think of Mid summer's Eve and
the vision he had seen, and of Withi's rejection of him after.

He sighed. Well, Aunt Bel would tell him that a serving maid like Withi wasn't worth pining over in any
case. And she would bluntly remind him that he was sworn to the church and, thus, to celibacy. But he
couldn't help thinking of Withi, even if he knew Aunt Bel was right.

By the time he hung the harness back on a peg and went to the stable door, he saw the guard waving
one arm at a distant sight and then, in a loud voice, calling out to those below.

"They have come! The count arrives!"
The yard dissolved into a wild frenzy of activity.

Alain and Lackling found shelter at the corner of the stables, out of the way. From there they watched as
the militia marched in through the gates, a lord who was obviously Count Lavastine at their head. The
count rode a chestnut gelding. His kinsman Lord Geoffrey rode beside him on a roan, his fine armor
betraying his status as a lord, and with them at the fore rode a young man wrapped in a cloak bearing the
badge of the, King's Eagles. With them also rode the count's captain, two clerics, and a dozen mounted
soldiers Alain did not rec ognize. Behind these riders marched the militia, led by Sergeant Fell, and after
them rolled the wagons and pack mules, kicking up dust.

The count pulled up his gelding in front of the steps that led into the hall. There waited Chatelaine
Dhuoda, together with her retinue and Lord Geoffrey's young bride, Aldegund, now hugely pregnant. As
soon as the count dismounted, Lackling ran recklessly forward and stood shifting from one foot to the
next while the count handed his reins over to his captain and then walked forward to greet his
kinswomen. The captain glanced at Lackling and, with the barest nod, allowed the boy to walk beside
him as he led the chestnut toward the stables.

Suddenly all the horses in the yard flung their heads back and shied. One of the clerics was thrown from
his mount, and Lord Geoffrey cursed and fought his mare to a standstill. Only the chestnut, under
Lackling's hands, remained calm. Howling pierced the air, accompanied by a chorus of barks and ugly
growls. Count Lavastine broke away from the women and hurried down the steps.

A wagon trundled through the gate, pulled by four oxen. A stocky man walked at the head of the lead
0x, a good long way away from the bed of the wagon. Six black hounds lunged, snapping, toward the
soldiers and onlookers, who shouted in alarm, or cried out, or scut tled back. But with yips and angry
barks the hounds were, again and again, brought up short by thick chains fastened to the undercarriage.
From the bed rose a cross built of heavy wood spars. To this cross was chained . . .

Not a man.

Like everyone else, Alain drew back, but more from the sight of the prisoner than from the savage
hounds.

An Fika prince. Sergeant Fell's tale of a dragon's heart and its curse suddenly seemed more believable.
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Alain had seen creatures like this before: the painted beasts, worse for looking so much like men, who
had murdered frail, gentle Brother Gilles and the other monks at Dragon's Tail Monastery. Garish painted
swirls faded from this one's face and chest. Hard white claws thrust out from the backs of his bony
hands. The creature wore an armband of beaten gold around his right arm and two of bronze, curled like
snakes, around his left. He wore as well stiff trousers caked with mud and a girdle of surpassing beauty,
tiny links of woven gold chain and delicate faience, belted at his narrow waist and hanging down past his
hips. He was naked above the waist, and his skin, under the paint, looked more like scaled copper than
flesh. Despite his savage aspect, he looked every bit an arrogant prince, with black slit eyes and coarse
white hair bound into a thick braid that ended past his waist. His thin lips were pulled back in an
expression that resembled the hounds' baring of teeth more than a smile. Tiny jewels studded his teeth,
giving his snarl an unexpected brilliance.

Chains bound his ankles to the base of the cross, and chains shackled his wrists against the crossbeam.
As the wagon lurched to a halt, he deftly balanced himself against its rocking. The hounds yelped
furiously, surging around the wagon, nipping and snapping at each other in their frenzy. No one dared
approach. The Eika prince stared about the yard defiantly. Certainly all of those from the town and the
fortress shrank away from him. Even many of the soldiers took a few steps back, now that he stood so
boldly, though chained, among them.

Lavastine turned back to speak with Dhuoda. The Eika prince threw back his head and howled.
The hounds went wild.

They scrabbled madly against their chains, drowning out even the Eika's awful howl with their own
cacopho nous barking. As black as a moonless night, they were frightful creatures to behold.

With a splintering snap, part of the side board of the wagon broke off. Two hounds lunged forward.
One of them pulled entirely free of the wagon and charged, leaping onto the nearest soldier. Bowling the
man over, the hound went for his throat. At first, like an indrawn breath, no one moved. Then came
screams. The crowd scattered as the hound, leaving a welter of blood and a still-twitching body behind
him, raced on toward the count. The yard erupted with panic and at once dis solved into chaos.

But the other hound had not broken free. He yelped madly after his fellow, then, after straining forward
to the limit of his new freedom, broke into a vicious growl, spun, and leaped up into the wagon to attack
the captive.

To Alain it seemed an endless space during which no one apparently noticed that the Eika prince,
helpless to defend himself, was being savaged. Other soldiers moved impossibly slowly toward their
fallen comrade; the burly man at the head of the oxen yanked hard on the head of the lead ox, but to
what end? Alain pushed him self away from the wall. He felt as if he were running in a world separate
from the rest of the frantic activity in the yard: just himself, alone with the Eika prince and the savage dog.

He reached the side of the wagon. He grabbed the hind legs of the hound, bent his own knees, and
tugged backward with all his might.

A new scream, shivering through him. He tumbled backward and fell. The hound landed heavily on top
of him. For an instant Alain lay stunned. The hound scrab bled around, claws digging into Alain's tunic to
tear at his skin. It growled deep in its throat.

Alain stared up at the maddened eyes, like dark amber, depthless. Another snarl sounded. He realized
then that he had fallen within reach of one of the still-chained hounds. Saliva dripped onto his face, and he
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saw teeth.
His face was going to be ripped clean off by those powerful jaws.
Far away, like an echo, a man laughed.
Because he was about to die, he said, firmly, but calmly, the first thing that came to mind.
"Sit."

The hound sat, panting, on his hips. Its weight pressed his flesh into the hard ground, bruising on small
stones. Saliva dripped down its incisors and wet Alain's tunic. The other hound, moving in, nuzzled him,
licking his face, smothering his cheek with its wet tongue.

Abruptly, both hounds looked up and growled menac ingly at the soldiers who had approached and
lowered their spears but who still hesitated to come any closer, even with their weapons. Behind them, a
man was alter nately moaning and shrieking in pain. Another man issued orders in a curt voice, but Alain
for some reason could not distinguish the words. His gaze tracked up and up and past the broad black
back of the hound sitting on him and caught on the face of the Eika prince. The savage's eyes were as
black as obsidian. The prince was, oddly enough, grinning down at him. His teeth had much the look of
the hound's: sharp and white. The hound had ripped one trouser leg clean through, and blood seeped out
through the torn cloth. A great deal of blood, as thick as a man's but with a greenish tint. If the wound
pained him, he did not show it on his face.

The hound sitting on Alain lunged forward suddenly, plunging through the ring of lowered spears, and
closed his jaw around the arm of a soldier. The formation van ished as the soldiers broke backward to
escape. With a yelp of pain the poor soldier wrenched his arm free and staggered away. Brought up by
his chain, the hound jerked back and growled. Then, content, he padded back and settled his weight on
Alain's legs.

"Move back! Take those men to the infirmary. Get this wagon to the kennels. Go on, man, get those
oxen moving. Hold one moment. Let the boy rise."

Count Lavastine appeared, a black hound panting beside him, his muzzle thrust into the man's palm. The
Eika prince shifted his gaze to glare at his captor.

"Sorrow! Up, boy!"
The hound remained draped comfortably over Alain's legs.

"Up!" There was a tone to the count's voice that sug gested he did not tolerate disobedience from his
vassals. Sorrow heaved himself up and with a cursory tug at the chain tried to reach his master, then gave

up.

"Get up!" said the count.

Alain suddenly realized that Count Lavastine was addressing /#im. He scrambled to his feet and barely
had time to jump out of the way as the driver tugged the oxen forward and the wagon jolted on across

the yard.

Alain found himself staring straight at Count Lavas-tine. The count was a slight man, not as tall as Alain.
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But he was no one to be trifled with. He examined Alain for a moment and then his gaze flicked away,
seeking more important sights. The two mauled soldiers were carried away. Lord Geoffrey and the two
clerics ap proached, pausing at a respectable distance. The hound, ears brushing Lavastine's fingertips,
growled at them, but it seemed to Alain the growl now sounded more dutiful than heartfelt.

"Take Rage to the kennels as well," said the count, grasping the hound's broken chain and handing it
without further ado to Alain. The broken links felt cold, their iron seaming rough, in Alain's hands.
Lavastine turned away and walked over to Lord Geoffrey, and then, as if nothing untoward had
happened, he returned to his chatelaine and they vanished into the hall.

Alain stared down at Rage. Rage snuffled at Alain's feet, then at his knees. Then the hound took Alain's
hand between her teeth and held it there, and whined.

By this time, those few people who had not fled from the yard stared at him, safe in doorways or behind
fencing, or protected by weapons, even if only a pitch fork. Rage wagged her whipcord tail, thumping it
hard against Alain's thigh. Gingerly, Alain pulled his hand out of the hound's mouth. Red marks showed
where Rage's teeth had pressed into but not broken the skin.

Alain grasped the chain a little more tightly and took in a deep breath.

"Come, girl," he said and began to walk even as he braced for the hound's resistance. But Rage padded
alongside obediently enough, pausing only to snarl and bare her teeth at anyone who moved toward
them. On the steps, Prater Agius stared somberly at them, hand poised to draw a Circle at his breast.
Alain shuddered. It was like that first moment in the old ruins, on Mid summer's Eve, when he had
realized he had somehow stepped outside the world as he knew it. It was bad enough to have everyone
staring at him, to know that everyone would be talking of this incident for days, but to have Agius mark

Alain had never cared for the militant gleam in Prater Agius' eyes, one so at odds with the peaceful
serenity that had invested Brother Gilles' expression and, indeed, his entire being.

He passed around the corner of the hall, leading the hound past a knot of soldiers, who stepped away
from him although they were not particularly close by. They drew the Circle at their breasts as though to
avert evil. He heard them muttering.

"It's uncanny, it is."

"Not even Master Rodlin can handle them hounds. None but his lordship can, or his heir, if he had one."

"I thought he'd kill them all after what they did to his child-

"Hush. Don't go speaking of that."

"It's unholy. Devil's blood, it is. My papa told me that those hounds will only tolerate the count or his
heir, or those in whom they can smell devil's blood. Them hounds were bred by elvish kind."

Alain fixed his gaze on the ground and pretended not to hear. A furious chorus of barking splintered his
thoughts. He passed through a palisade and came to the low stockade that enclosed the kennels.

Dirt swirled under the feet of the hounds chained to the wagon. They yanked at their chains and nipped
at
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Master Rodlin and his two assistants, who wore padding bound around their arms and legs. The Eika
prince, blood still weeping from his torn thigh, watched the spectacle with cool scorn.

"Go," said Alain in what he hoped was an authorita tive voice, shoving the hound toward the gate that
led into the enclosure. But the wagon had not yet gone in, though the oxen had been unharnessed and led
away, and Rage dragged against Alain, pulling the wrong way, eager to fling herself into the fray. The
knot of soldiers had drifted after Alain. Evidently they were the Eika prince's ostensible guards, although
they were clearly more interested in watching the efforts of Rodlin and his dog-handlers as they
attempted to unchain the hounds and get them into the kennel without being torn to bits.

Alain sighed and tugged the ungrateful Rage to the gate. "Go! Go in!" Rage went, whimpering an
apology. Alain hurried back to the wagon. Sorrow had gotten hold of the leg of one of the handlers and
was worrying at the padding, trying to rip through it to the tender flesh beneath.

"Stop that! Sit!" Alain grabbed the hound by his collar. Sorrow whined and then, sitting abruptly,
released the man's leg. The man limped back, out of reach, and sat down heavily. Master Rodlin and the
other handler backed out of range swiftly enough. They eyed Alain and the hounds uneasily.

They were as afraid of him as they were of the hounds. Ai, Lord and Lady, what had he ever done to
deserve this/ "Come on, boy," he said to Sorrow. "In you go." One by one he led Sorrow and then the
other four hounds into the stockade. Four other hounds, brought in a separate cage, had already been
chained inside. He sat with them to one side, holding them back by word and once by main force as the
soldiers skittishly rolled the wagon in and installed the Eika prince in an open-sided, barred shed that had
been built by Chatelaine Dhuoda's order in the very center of the kennel. If the Eika prince

somehow broke free of his chains, and then his cage, he would have the hounds to contend with.

"He'll need that wound looked at," said Master Rodlin, eyeing the prince from a watch platform built on
stilts against the stockade, "but I daresay he'll be as likely to bite the healer as the hounds would."

The prince watched them. Blood still leaked from the wound although he seemed oblivious to it.

A cleric appeared, peering first nervously in at the kennel gate, first at the hounds, then at the Eika.
"Master Rodlin. Begging your pardon, Master," he cried, finally finding the man above him. "His lordship
wishes to see you and the boy."

"Which boy?" asked Master Rodlin. At once everyone else, and belatedly Rodlin himself, looked
toward Alain. A moment later even the Eika prince turned his stare on Alain. Alain fidgeted. Rage and
Sorrow, sitting at his feet, growled.

"Everyone out," said Rodlin. The haste with which the soldiers and handlers retreated brought a
contemp tuous grin to the Eika's lips, a savage baring of his sharp teeth. "Come with me, Alain." Rodlin
disappeared down the stairs that led from the platform to the ground. Alain let go of the hounds. They
bolted away and began to race around the kennel, barking. Rage and Sorrow fol lowed him to the gate,
but he rubbed their great heads roughly and promised them he would be back. Then he slipped outside
and shut the gate. The handlers chained it tightly closed.

"Follow me," said Rodlin curtly. They walked together in silence, the cleric padding before them, into the
hall.
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Alain had never been permitted past the great hall where everyone ate. Rodlin led him out through a
door that opened onto a tiny courtyard alive with color and fragrant with herbs and flowers, then up a
curving stair case that led to a circular chamber in the stone tower. The chamber had been whitewashed,
and a magnificent painted glass window depicting St. Lavrentius' martyr-

dom let light stream into the room. There was, amaz ingly, a second window in the chamber, though this
one had no glass; its shutters were open wide to admit light and air. Count Lavastine sat behind a table,
attended by Chatelaine Dhuoda, Lord Geoffrey, Frater Agius, and the captain of the Lavas guard.

Count Lavastine glanced up from some documents as Rodlin and Alain entered the room. The cleric
crossed the chamber to take his station beside Lord Geoffrey. Rodlin bent one knee in a brief but clear
obeisance, and Alain copied him, shaking in the knees.

But Lavastine looked away and returned to his other business. "I believe we are free of the threat for this
season," he said to Lord Geoffrey. "I have no further need for you and your men-at-arms. You may
return to your wife's estates when you are ready."

"Yes, cousin." Lord Geoffrey nodded. Though a good head taller and quite a bit heavier than his
kins man, Geoffrey seemed hopelessly overawed by his elder cousin, Lavastine. "But we hope you will
suffer our presence a month or two more. My precious Aldegund is young and this her first confinement.
It would be well—"

"Yes, yes!" Lavastine tapped his fingers impatiently on the table. "Of course you must not leave until
Lady Aldegund has given birth and she and the child gained strength for the fiveday's journey." His lips
thinned as he gave Lord Geoffrey what might have been intended as a smile. "It is this child, is it not, if it
is granted life and health by God's hand, who will be named heir to my lands."

"Unless you marry again," said Geoffrey gravely. But even Alain knew that as kindly and evidently
unambi tious a man as Lord Geoffrey might harbor ambitions for his children. The Lavas lands were
considerable.

Count Lavastine made a sudden sign as if against the evil eye or a bad omen.

"I beg your pardon," said Geoffrey quickly. "I did not—"

"Never mind it," said Lavastine.

Alain's knee, crushed into the carpet, was beginning to hurt. He attempted to shift—

Like lightning, Lavastine's gaze jumped to him. "Master Rodlin. This is the boy? What is his name?"

"Alain, my lord."

Lavastine looked Alain over. Seen so close and without his mail, the count was slighter than he had first
appeared. He had a narrow face and hair of a non descript brown, but his eyes were a keen blue. "Your

parents?" he asked. "What village are you come from?"

"Son of Henri, my lord," Alain choked out. He could scarcely believe that he was talking to a great lord.
"I never knew my mother. I'm from Osna village, on the Dragonback—"

"Yes. The monastery there burned down early spring. A royal benefice." He paused for long enough that
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Alain wondered if he was pleased or displeased that a monastery which had received its grant of land
and rents from King Henry had burned down. "And it's a port, too, one of the emporia. Do you know
aught of that?"

"My father is a merchant, my lord. My aunt is a suc cessful householder in the town and she manages
what he brings home and manufactures goods for him to trade, finishing quernstones, mostly, in the
workshop."

"Have you handled hounds before?"
"No, my lord."
"You went up to the old ruins on Midsummer's Eve. Did you see anything there?"

A casual question, seemingly. Alain dared not look anywhere but at the count, and yet hardly dared
look at the count. He struggled, trying to sort out his thoughts and decide what to say.

"Well?" demanded Lavastine, who clearly had little patience for waiting on others.

Should he admit to his vision? What might they accuse him of? He felt Prater Agius' gaze on him,
searching, probing. Witchcraft? Forbidden sorcery? The taint of devil's blood? Or ought he to deny the
vision altogether and imperilhis soul for the lie?

Lavastine stood up. "So you did see something." He paced to the open window and stared out onto the
forest and hills beyond. "Master Rodlin, you will take this young man on as your deputy. He will assist
you in caring for the hounds."

Disappointed, Alain began to bend his knee again, since Rodlin, too, was backing up, readying himself
to leave. At least it was a step up from digging out latrines.

The count turned back from the window and for an instant stopped Alain short, measuring him. "You will
report as well to Sergeant Fell, who will begin training you as a man-at-arms."

While Alain gaped, too stunned to respond as he ought, the count strode back to the table and sat
down. "Frater Agius, tell Deacon Waldrada I would speak with her before supper." The frater nodded
and, with a piercing glance toward Alain, left the chamber. "Cap tain." Lavastine turned his attention
away from Alain as thoroughly as if he was no longer in the chamber. "We will set stockades all along the
Vennu shore this autumn. I will call out an extra levy for this work. If we set them up in these patterns—

Rodlin touched Alain on the elbow. "Come."

Alain started and, turning, walked with Rodlin toward the door. But his eye caught on the two tapestries
that hung on either side of the door. One depicted the Lavas badge: two black hounds on a silver field.
But the other depicted a scene, and it was this he stared at.

A prince rides with his retinue through a dark forest. A mountain rises in the distance, touched at its
height by the smoky gray of the mountain's breath eking into the twilit sky. A shield hangs from the

prince's saddle: a red rose against a sable background.

Rodlin took him by the arm and tugged him out of the chamber while behind Count Lavastine discussed
with his captain and kin and retainers his plans for the autumn and winter building and for the introduction
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of a new, heavier plough for breaking new fields in forest country.
A red rose on a shield. Of course the vision had been a true one. He had only to be patient.

In the castle yard, waiting while Rodlin spoke with Sergeant Fell, Alain brushed his fingers over his tunic.
The younger soldiers lounged at their ease around the yard. Having nothing better to do, they stared at
him and whispered among themselves.

Even through the cloth the rose felt warm to his touch, as if she, knowing somehow that he was to train
as a soldier, was pleased. He shivered, though the day was warm. He felt blessed, indeed, to be granted
his heart's wish. But he wondered now how safe it was to have come to the notice of such a power,
whether she had been a dead saint walking abroad on Earth or the angel of war descended from the
realm of the stars to mark out her champion ... or her next victim.

THE TREASURE-HOUSE WHATshe hated most about Hugh was the way he watched her
constantly. He was waiting. The effort of simply guarding her tongue, her every action, for every moment
in the day was exhausting. He was waiting. Sooner or later she would betray herself.

She hated it most in the evenings after she had fin ished her work, when she ought to have been free of
him at least for the hour between Nones and Vespers, before she settled down on her bed of straw in the
pig shed for the night's sleep. Had he left her alone, she could have observed the heavens, held onto the
memory of her old life with Da. But usually Hugh sat up until late on a chair placed out back, watching
her, waiting for her to do something that would betray her to him.

Her only defense was to pretend she knew nothing: Da had taught her no secrets, of the heavens or
otherwise; she said nothing when Hugh sat outside with the astro labe in his hands, turning it over,
spinning the alidade, tracing the lines on the plates with his fingers, and obvi ously having no idea how to
use it even to tell time.

That Hugh, an educated churchman, did not recognize the athar, the spectacle that shone now so brightly
in the Dragon that it cast as much light as the quarter moon, appalled her. And frightened her. She had
never before realized how forbidden the knowledge of the heavens must be, which she had begun to
learn at her Da's knee as effortlessly as a duck takes to water.

"Sorcerers and navigators,"Da always said, "study the heavens because they must."

Now and again, when she judged she was alone, she observed as well as she could. Da always wrote
down his observations in the margins of 7he Book of Secrets in a tiny, precise hand. She had perforce to
write them in her mind.

"For as it is written in theMemoria of Alisa of Jarrow, 'Knowledge is a treasure-house and the heart
is its strongbox.' Make of your memory a great city, Liath, and map its streets as if you walked
them in your own body. This is your own, your secret city, and in this city place all that you wish
to remember, giving each thing a seal or a portrait by which you can recognize it. Each thing shall
be set in its rightful place, in its rightful order, and by this means you shall be as wealthy as any
king. Knowledge is an incorruptible treasure which can never lose its brightness."

So over the years and with much concentration, she had made her memory into an imaginary city she
pic tured in her mind, so complete that with her eyes shut she could walk through it as though it really
existed:
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On a great lake rests an island, perfectly round, its sides sloping gently to a small circular plateau. The
city rises upon the island, seven levels ringed by seven walls, each wall painted a different color. Within
the upper most walls, on the plateau, lies a plaza bounded by four buildings, one at each compass point;
in the center stands a tower of stone. The observatory, a circular building built of marble, sits on the
north-south axis, on the point of north, its eye toward the north star, Kokab, and the constellation
known as the Guardian.

When she stood outside on those summer nights, in the yard between the chapel and the pig shed, and
looked up at the heavens, she made a picture in her mind of this observatory, its curved walls, the sighting
stones and gaps, the central pillar. She imagined the twelve arches that represented the twelve houses of
the zodiac, also known as the Houses of Night, the world dragon that binds the heavens.

In the house of the Dragon she placed, in her memory, a seastar such as she had once seen in tide pools
along the Andallan coast. This seastar with its six arms glowed with a bright white light, like the spectacle.
She placed it within the curved archway of the Dragon at fifteen degrees, so that she would always
remember at what degree it had resided in the constellation. Around it she affixed imagined seals so she
would remember where the Sun and Moon and other planets were, to what degree in which Houses;
then in five or twenty years, if she were even alive then, she could show to another mathematicus
—another sorcerer trained in the knowl edge of the stars—precisely where and when the spec tacle had
first shone forth.

But summer passed and, three and a half months after it first appeared, the star faded, its sparking
brightness diminishing. She could still see it, a star blended in among the others that made up the
constellation of the Dragon, but it was now an ordinary star. Perhaps this was how angels were birthed: a
brilliance to announce their nativity followed by the long steady glow of Our Lady's and Lord's work.
Perhaps it was merely a comet, as mathematici called those stars which had tails and sometimes moved
across the sphere of the Sun.

She had not known until then that she had hoped, somehow, that Da would return, that he was not truly
dead, that he would miraculously rescue her. The strange star had shone forth on the night Da died as if it
were a harbinger of death; certainly, she realized now, Da had thought of it that way. As the athar faded,
so her hope faded. He was dead, gone, passed up through the seven spheres to the Chamber of Light.
He wasn't coming back. She was alone.

liathwas turning leaves and manure into the damp ground for next year's garden when Hugh appeared
from the stable, leading his piebald mare. She glanced up at him, but he said nothing and seemed con tent
to watch her work. When she had finished the row, she stopped, leaning on her shovel, and regarded him
evenly.

He smiled, looking pleased with himself. "I'll be gone for twelve days, north to Freelas to get news from
the biscop and to minister to the holdings between here and the town. You may take your meals at the
inn while I'm gone. But you will dine with me on Ladysday after next."

Liath ducked her chin, in assent. He had ridden to Freelas six weeks ago and been gone eight glorious
days. Something in her expression must have given away her feelings. He dropped the mare's reins and
walked for ward. Stopping before her, he lifted a very clean, very white hand and brushed her tangled
hair, that which had escaped from her braid, back out of her eyes while she held herself stiff.

"There," he said, and went back to the mare. He swung on with the leisurely grace of much practice and
studied Liath a moment longer from this high seat. "Take a bath. There's an underdress and a fine long
gown in the chest. I want you to wear those when we dine." He reined the piebald around and rode off to
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the road and away, north, into the forest. Oddly, for a man wearing a frater's plain brown robe, split for
riding and

thrown over a nobleman's dress of tunic and hose, he wore his long sword strapped to his back.

Liath finished five more rows before she went to the kitchen to wash her face and hands. The water from
the well was cold and getting colder as summer passed into autumn. Oh, yes, the summer had passed
easily enough. But it was getting chilly at night. Last night she had been grateful when Trotter had rolled
up against the wood rail set between her dry bed of straw and the pigs' pen, to give her warmth at her
back.

She sighed and dried her hands on her tunic, then stoked up the fire to keep the great copper pot of
por ridge simmering. It was a little too hot in the cookhouse, a small building set a few strides away from
the sprawling haphazard warren of chambers that had grown out over many years from the chapel. The
central core of this warren of rooms had been built, it was said, by a frater from the kingdom of Aosta.
Unaccustomed to the cold winters, he had sealed and insulated the timber frame so the building kept in
warmth too well. She had probably been more comfortable out in the pig shed this summer than Hugh
had been in his cell.

She sneezed, wiped a scrap of straw from her face, and went outside. Sun shone down on the autumn
trees, turned gold and fire-red, and on their taller, evergreen companions. Hugh rode out frequently to
make his rounds of the sick and dying and those isolates who simply wanted the comfort of a holy man's
sermons and prayers, but those rounds lasted an afternoon or, at best, a single night. She had not dared,
when he rode before to Freelas, to go anywhere or to attempt anything, she had been so sure for all eight
of those days that he was simply lurking out of her sight waiting to catch her out. But Hugh did have his
duties, and he did carry them out faithfully. This time, perhaps, she could risk the hike up to where Hanna
had buried the book.

She thought of the book constantly. Could hardly fail to, because though Hugh had not spoken of it once
this long summer, she knew it was always in his thoughts.

She knew it by the way he looked at her, by the way he fingered the other books in front of her, as if to
remind her of what she had hidden from him.

There are degrees of freedom among the unfree. Hugh owned her body. He did not own her mind or her
soul. The Book of Secrets still belonged to her.

She rummaged through the storage rooms until she found a piece of oilcloth and the hand towel. With a
last glance up the north road, she set off west into the rolling wooded hills.

It was fine early autumn weather. As she left behind church and chapel, pig shed and stables, kitchen
and garden, she felt a weight lift from her. Hugh's oppres sive presence, everything that reminded her of
her loss of freedom—all these, for this short walk, were gone. For this hour, she was no longer chained
in the ranks of the unfree. Da would have wept to see her so, knowing that it was his own folly that had
forced her into slavery. Poor Da. She wiped away a tear. She was so lonely.

A bird trilled. A squirrel chirruped and scampered out along a branch. Fallen leaves and summer's debris
cush ioned her strides. She sang. It came out husky and low at first, hesitant, then with more confidence;
she sang an old song her mother had taught her, words whose meaning she did not know although they
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had a mellif luous flow that joined with the exotic melody to make beauty. She knew Dariyan well
enough that she could guess these words were related to the language of that long-dead empire, for they
were some of the same cadences.

"Liath."
She stopped dead. "Hanna?"

Behind, an animal rustled in the trees. But when she whirled to look, there was nothing there. A trick of
the breeze or the wish of her mind. The faint memory of her mother's voice. That was all. She went on.

When she came to the clearing where the ancient oak stood, she paused at the edge of the trees and
listened for a long time and intently. A bird sang, the same repeated five-note whistle. In the distance she
heard a steady, rhythmic chopping, someone out getting wood. Nothing else. She was alone.

After so long, she was amazed how vividly the book came to mind, how she could feel the texture of its
pages against her skin, changing as the reader leafed through the book. For The Book of Secrets was
truly three books, bound together.

The first book was written on parchment in Dariyan, the language of the church and of the old empire
which had been born in the city of Darre, far to the south where now the skopos reigned at the great
Hearth of Our Lady. Except for the first three pages it was all written in her father's hand or, toward the
end, in her own, a long and rather confused compilation of the knowledge gleaned over the years by a
mathematicus, thrown together as though Da had copied every reference he could remem ber or find in
whatever library had been at hand during his travels. Although she had not memorized the entire florilegia,
scraps of it emerged, quotations like fish swimming to the surface.

"Astronomy concerns itself with the revolutions of the heavens, the rising and setting of the
constel lations, their movements and names, the motions of the stars and planets, Sun and Moon, and the
laws governing these motions and all their variations. . . .

"The mathematici seek the secrets of the heavens even beyond these laws, for such movements invoke
the powers and such powers can be used for sorcery. . . .

"So also the sea wonderfully agrees with the Moon's circuit. They are always companions in growing
and waning. . . .

"If in the month of Novarian you ring the bell for Vigils when you see Arktos rise, then thirty psalms may
be sung without difficulty. . . .

"Do not shave when the Moon is in the sign of the Falcon....

"In this manner, when Aturna and Erekes are in opposition, the daimones of the seventh sphere may he
drawn down through the second sphere and if the Moon is full her influence will pull them into the bonds
of your invocation...."

The third book was written in the infidel way—on paper—and in the infidel's language, its curling loops
and switls like fanciful bird tracks. This was the great Jinna astronomical tract, On the Configuration of
the World, written by the infidel scholar al-Hasan ibn al-Haithan al-Tulaytilah. This copy came from the
great scholar's own scribes, for they had met him when they resided for over two years at the court of the
Kalif of Qurtubah in the infidel kingdom of Andalla.
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The oldest and most frail of the books, written on yel lowed and brittle papyrus, was bound into the
middle. The hand that had painstakingly written out each word and page had done so in an alphabet she
did not know, but the ancient text was glossed with notes in Areth-ousan. Its contents remained a
mystery, for Da could not read the old text either, and though he knew Arethousan, there was simply no
time to teach her a new and difficult language. What time they did have for learning he used to hone the
skills she had: her memory city, her knowl edge of the stars, her understanding of Wendish and Dariyan
and Jinna. According to Da, she had spoken Salian and Aostan as a child, but she had long since
for gotten them.

"Better to know three languages well than half a dozen badly, "he would say to her.

The bird whistled again. Nothing moved except wind through the branches. She took in a breath for
courage and walked across the clearing to kneel beside the old oak. Low, among roots bursting up
through the ground, a little den lay, half filled in with leaves and debris. She worked quickly with the
trowel, digging it out.

A branch snapped behind her. Birds shrieked, wings beating as they lifted out of the trees toward the
safety of the sky. Silence fell. She started up, but it was too late.

Fool, and a greater fool yet. There stood Hugh at the clearing's edge, smiling. He walked forward
slowly, savoring his victory. Liath planted her feet on either side of the gaping hole, even raised the trowel
in useless pro tection. But what good would a garden trowel do against a man trained at arms and
carrying a sword?

"Dig it out," he said, halting before her. He was too fine a man to get his hands dirty or to sully the hem
of his fine azure tunic—where had his frater's robe gone?—by kneeling in the dirt.

She threw the trowel down. "No. Do it yourself."

He hit her so hard backhanded that she fell stunned to the ground. She could not make her hands move,
or her legs, but she heard the soft noise the trowel made, stab bing into the dirt and debris and spilling it
to one side, a shower of earth, like water.

Hugh gave a satisfied grunt. "There," he murmured.

She pulled in a deep breath, sucking in a cloud of fine dirt, and choked, coughing. But she could move
again. She could not let him get the book. It was all that was left to her. She shoved herself up, trembling,
only to see Hugh shake out an empty roll of cloth.

He stared. Streaked with dirt and damp from earth and leaves, the cloth stirred sluggishly in the breeze.
Horri fied, she scrambled forward on her hands and knees and dug frantically into the den. But the den
was empty.

"It's gone!" She slumped forward and leaned her head against the oak. Gone. Some animal had rooted it
out and torn it to bits. A child, digging for eggs, had found it and taken it home for fuel for the fire. Ai,
Lady and Lord! Such a precious thing, to be lost so stupidly. If she had only thought of a better place to
hide it, but she had only had one brief chance, begging Hanna before she was dragged off by Marshal
Liudolf to her jail; the old oak was their favorite meeting place. What if Hanna had not hidden the book
at all, but had only said she had? What if Hanna had taken it for herself—?
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But this was Hugh's influence. If she could not trust Hanna, then nothing and no one, ever again.

"Damn you," said Hugh. "A pretty charade. But I'll have the book, Liath. I am more patient than you can
imagine."

She ducked her head, waiting for the blow, but it never came. She heard his footsteps and turned to see
him walking away. He vanished into the forest. A moment later she caught a glimpse of his mare; the
sound of their passage through the undergrowth receded into the afternoon.

She began to cry, then squeezed her eyes shut. She would not give in to despair. All summer she had
held out. If she gave in now, she might as well give herself entirely to Hugh.

"Never that," she said in a low voice. She wiped hard at her eyes to let the pain still the tears and, finally,
went back to the chapel. First, she must talk to Hanna. As Da always said: "Take one step at a time so
you may know where to place the next one."

This time, wise to Hugh, she waited an entire day before she went to the inn. Master Hansal stood
outside, daubing chinks in the timber walls. He laid off working when he saw her. "Greetings, child," he
said in his slow, gruff voice. He looked to see her. "Prater Hugh came by yesterday to say he's off to
Freelas for these twelve days to visit the biscop. You're to eat with us. Very generous, to my mind."

Very generous.Liath touched a hand to her left temple, where Hugh had hit her. It still hurt. "Good day,
Master Hansal. Is Hanna in?"

"Yes. She's inside, helping the Mistress. I'm sure she can visit a moment, if you've time."
"Thank you." She hurried inside, relieved to get away from him.

Mistress Birta leaned over the great hearth, placing scrubbed turnips one by one into a bank of coals set
off from the blazing fire. Finishing, she straightened. "Liath! It gladdens my heart to see you, child. Prater
Hugh was by."

Liath stopped short. Where was Hanna? "Mistress Birta. I give you greetings in return.”

Birta shook out her apron. She smelled of scallions. "I am well, truly, by the blessing of Our Lady and
Lord. And you, lass? I was sore worried, I confess, after your father died. But the frater has been
generous, more than generous, that I can say. There's many a freeholder works harder 'an you and lives
not so well nor eats meat four times a week. I don't say you don't deserve it, mind. He's not a bad man,
is Frater Hugh. A bastard he might be, and proud, but he's of noble blood, so we must expect that. I've
never heard it said that he's stinted in his duties. Never afraid of the sick or too high to visit the humblest.
Why, old Martha by River's Bank, dying of the pox, asked him to lay hands on her for his blessing and
he was not afraid to do so."

"Martha died."

"Now, lass. It may not be to your liking, and I have no doubt that Hugh may ask of you what you may
not wish to give him." Here Birta hesitated. "He's noble, and we can't argue with his kind. When old
Count Harl, as was younger then, brought little Ivar down and told me to suckle the boy with my Hanna,
I might have worried there wasn't milk enough for both, but I did as I was told. You must do the same.
There's far worse you could be doing."
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Liath flushed, heat like a slap stinging her cheeks. "He swore a vow to the church. Like all brothers he
has shaven off his beard as an offering to the Lady together with his vow to serve only Her."

Birta snorted. "I'm sure he'll never marry, not wanting to risk Their displeasure or, to more point, that of
the skopos. What has that to do with you? There's those who say a man's not a true man without his
beard, and that the churchmen are but men pretending to be women, but it's a rare man, even sworn to
the church, whose feet do not tread on the earth. Are we to expect them all to lack the appetites of
men?" Then her expres sion changed, as if she had at that instant come upon a new thought. "Or were
you thinking that he might for sake his vows to marry you?

"I wasn't! I never said that!"

"Listen you to me, girl. You and your father came from far parts into these lands, and you with that
coloring and accent and he with his fine educated ways. Anyone can see that you're not like us, landbred
and freeborn, but of another place entirely, though I know not what that place might be. I've heard no
talk of kin coming to rescue you, and you told Marshal Liudolf yourself that you have none. You're too
handsome a girl to be on your own with no family to protect you. Prater Hugh will take care of you, if
he's a mind to, and he comes from a powerful family with a noble mother. Ai, lass! Think before you cry
out against injustice. You'll not do better than him."

Goaded beyond bearing, Liath lost her temper. "He beats me!"

"With that temper, I'm not surprised. He bought you. Whatever you may have been before, wherever
you have come from, whatever kin you left behind, if there is any, you're a slave now. Hugh's slave. If
you're smart, you'll see that he comes to value you. Perhaps in time, if you are obedient and useful, he'll
write a manumission and free you from his hand, but until that time comes, you are lower than the least
poor freeholder who farms in these hills. You're a proud girl, and I think you do not realize that yet."

Liath fought down several savage retorts. Ai, Lady, but weren't Birta's words the simple truth? At last,
her voice strangled by anger and grief and a real fear of losing Hanna by antagonizing her mother, she
choked out a reply. "Forgive me, my wretched tongue. You've been nothing but kind to me, Mistress,
and I'm sorry if I've been rash and impolite."

Birta laughed uneasily. "You're a good girl, Liath.

You must learn to make the best of what Our Lady and Lord have given to you. There's many a girl in
this vil lage who's looked longingly at our handsome frater. For all that the church teaches us that men
sworn to the church have forsaken congress with women, it's a rare churchman who can say he's done so

with a clean heart."

Liath woul not stand to think that people already spoke of her as Hugh's mistress. "I never—!" She
stumbled over her own words, furious and flustered. "And I never will!"

Mistress Birta sighed and smiled sadly. Then, to Liath's immense relief, Hanna entered from the stable
yard.

"Liath!" Hanna ran to hug her, then pushed away. "You smell like the pigs, Liath. The frater was by, to
say he'll be gone for—What's wrong?"

"Perhaps you should take Liath outside and sit a moment, the both of you, drink a bit of warm milk."
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Hanna looked startled. "Why, yes. Mama." She grabbed Liath by the wrist and dragged her quickly out
of the front room. "Before she changes her mind." In the pantry she got down mugs and filled them from a
pitcher, talking all the while. "She's never so generous when it doesn't bring coin with it. What's
happened?"'

"She's just told me that the whole village knows that I'm to be Hugh's mistress, and that the whole village
approves it, and she's just discovered that I don't, and I'm not, and I won't be."

"Ah. Come outside. We'll sit on the bench." Hanna led Liath outside to the stable yard. The broom and
rake leaned against the side of the house and a large swathe was raked clean, parallel stripes marking the
beaten-down earth. The two girls sat on a bench in the sun. "You've never had time just to sit with me,
not since the auction—except that week he was gone to Freelas and I came to visit you. I've seen how

he never lets you out of his sight." She glanced toward the inn and lowered her voice. "Do you really
mean he hasn't bedded you yet? Everyone knows he intended—"

"Hanna!" Liath laid a hand on Hanna's arm to silence her. ""What happened to the book?"

"The book?" Then her face lit. "I thought you'd come mad. Don't tell me you went looking for it?"
Liath grabbed both of Hanna's hands. Her heart pounded wildly. "You have it?"

"Ow! Let me go! Yes! I buried it where you said, but then I thought that wild animals or young Johan's
pigs, or even one of the children out looking for eggs might get to it, so I moved it. When were you up
there?"

"Yesterday. I thought Hugh had gone."

"You went up there the same day he left? I thought he looked angry when he came by. You idiot. I
could have told you to wait a day or two, to make sure he'd gone. If he wants that book so much—

"T know. I know. I didn't think. But he'd gone before. I thought it was safe. I just zave to see it, Hanna."

Hanna looked furtively around the stable yard. She got up, ran over to the cookhouse door, and peered
in side, then looked into the back room of the inn. Finally, with a wordless sign, she led Liath into the
stables.

All the way back, past the stalls and the sheep pen and the pig trough, back where straw and hay drifted
lazily down from the loft above, spinning in sunlight stream ing through the windows where the shutters
had been thrown back. Up in the loft her younger brother was kicking at nothing, legs dangling.

"Karl. Out. You're to finish raking the yard."

"That's your job!"

"It's yours now. Go!"

He made a face, grunted a "hello" to Liath, and clam bered out by a side ladder. Hanna waited until he

was gone and then knelt and pulled boards out from below the pig's feed trough. From underneath the
trough she drew out a package wrapped in old, stained wool.

Page 66



Liath grabbed it out of Hanna's hands. Her hands shook as she unwrapped it. Her fingers brushed the
long metal clasps that held the book together and beneath it the leather binding, thick and graying with
age, fine cracks like veins of hair revealed to the light as she pulled off the last of the cloth. She ran a
finger down the spine, traced the brass roses that adorned the metal clasps, read with her fingers the
embossed Dariyan let ters: The Book of Secrets. A masking name. Da called it, to hide the true name of
the books within.

Liath clutched the book against her chest. For a long while she simply gulped in breath, half panting, eyes
shut. She opened her eyes at last to see Hanna watching her with a bemused expression.

"I thought it was gone." Liath's voice caught, then steadied. "Oh, thank you, Hanna. I knew you wouldn't
fail me." She embraced her, the book crushed between them, then stepped back. "He thinks if he beds
me that I'll give him the book. But I never will."

"Liath." Hanna regarded her with a frown. "That isn't a church book. I've seen the psalter Prater Hugh
uses on Lordsday, and that once when the deacon came and read a mass here, she had the Holy Verses
with her." She hesitated, looking troubled. With her pale hair plaited back and her blue eyes as bright as
the clear autumn sky, Hanna looked as guileless as any ignorant freeholder's daughter ought to. But Liath
knew she was deeper, and thought more, and understood much, though no one might suspect it of her.
Hanna had inherited as well her mother's ruthless practical streak. And she never told secrets.

"Liath. I know very well you can read and write. Not just because you used to correct Mama's tallying,
but— well—I would see you writing in that book you're holding, sometimes when I'd come up the path
to your Da's cottage before you saw me coming. If you don't trust me, who will you trust?"

"It's true enough. I've no one but you now, Hanna."
"Ivar."
"Ivar is still a boy, with five elder siblings and that old bear for a father."

"He's the same age we are—"

"He never looks past his nose. He acts before he thinks, and then doesn't think anyway."

"How can you say so? He has a good heart, and he's not too proud to think of himself as my kinsman,
though he's a count's son. He's never been ashamed to be my milk sibling. It's all very well for you, Liath.
Even old Prater Robert, strict though he was, kept a mistress for a while. Old Martha, it was, and he was
probably the one who gave her the pox. For all that the monks and fraters talk about giving themselves
up entirely to Our Lady and Lord, there's always those who bind their hair or shave their beards and yet
don't keep faith in every article. But Hugh's never noticed a woman in this vil lage or any of the holdings
hereabouts. Not even to be angry with, nothing except to order them to water his horse and fetch his
bread. We're too far beneath his notice to even care for, except that he must minister to all. There's many
who still think he's truly heartsworn to Our Lady and Lord, as Deacon Fortensia is, or the flock of
brothers at Sheep's Head. Except for the way he looks at you, Liath. If it was just the book he wanted,
he'd find another way to get it. He'd never sully himself with anything he didn't want." Liath stood stunned
by Hanna's tirade. "Hanna—" Words did not come. "Hanna, [—" Hanna waited, and at last Liath
collected herself. "You don't actually wish that Hugh would . . . that he wanted to— that—" She faltered.
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The gap was too great to leap. "But you and Ivar—

"Ivar is my milk brother. Of course I'm fond of him. But Ivar is a boy. Hugh is a man. Haven't you ever
noticed how clean his hands are? The fine weave of his clothing? The way he smells different, sweeter?
How blue his eyes are? He even smiles sometimes. But he doesn't know that people like me exist."

Liath was so shocked by Hanna's confession that she did not know what to say, or how to say it. "l
didn't want this. I didn't want him to notice me." Hanna sighed. "Of course you didn't. You never do.

Ivar loves you, Liath, but you never notice that either. I hope you never fall in love with a man you can't
have. Now." She reverted to her usual practical self. "What do you mean to do with the book?"

From the yard, they heard Mistress Birta calling. "Hanna! You girls have spoken long enough. There's
work to be done."

Liath clung to the book. It was all she had left of Da. Yet was it truly the only thing he had left to her?
There remained a secret to be unlocked, her birthright, kept hidden all these years. But she could not
imagine where to start looking.

"Liath," said Hanna, exasperated, "you'd be a fool to take it to the church if you don't want the frater to
getit."

Reluctantly, Liath handed back book and oilcloth. She had to wring her hands together, biting her lips,
as she watched Hanna wrap up the book and shove it into the gap below the trough and cover it,
otherwise she would have snatched it out of Hanna's hands. But she did not. They walked together back
through the stables.

"Hanna," she said softly as they crossed the inn yard where Karl raked away fallen leaves and sticks
blown by last night's winds, "he may be handsome, I know he is, but you would never want him if you
really knew what he was like."

"You're my friend first. That's all that counts."

Mistress Birta met them at the door. "Will you have supper in with us, then, Liath?" Her face was
streaked with sweat and soot from standing so close to the hearth.

"Gladly. I'll return in the afternoon." She took her leave.

Jhe walk back to the church seemed short enough, with her mind so confused. How could Hanna think
of Hugh in that way? Da had always claimed that it did no good to take vows unless you meant to keep
them. She had disliked Hugh the instant she first set eyes on him, that day over a year past when he had
appeared at their cottage. He had said he was making his rounds, meeting

his new charges, gathering his flock, but she felt instinc tively that he had heard something in the village
to make him investigate Da.

He had courted Da assiduously but carefully, and Da was so very lonely for another educated man to
talk to. Da had never been the same since his beloved Anne had died; he had never really been able to
take care of him self. For the two years in Andalla they had lived decently, but that had ended terribly
one night. They lived poorly and precariously in the four years since then, and while Liath never minded
the extra work she sorely missed the sense of simple well-being. Or as Da sometimes said, when he
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drank too much: "What man can call himself a lord who has no retinue?"

She wiped away a tear. It had done no good to cry when Mother had died, and they had thrown what
they could carry in packs and fled their house in the middle of the night. It would do no good to cry now.

There was a new animal stabled next to Hugh's bay gelding: a small gray mare. Liath found Ivar in the
kitchen.

"Liath!" He hugged her. ""You smell like the stables," he said, laughing self-consciously, and he pulled
away from her, as if he was embarrassed to have taken such a liberty with her.

Liath smiled despite herself. Ivar had a sunny smile and he was very glad to see her. She kissed him on
the cheek, and then they both blushed.

"I didn't expect to see you here," she said quickly, to cover the awkwardness.

Deliberately he put a log on the fire. "I saw Prater Hugh riding north yesterday. I thought you might be
alone."

"I am. I went down to the inn."

He stayed by the fire, but his gaze lifted to her. The flames lit his reddish-blond hair and gave color to his
pale, freckled cheeks. When he spoke, his voice was low and serious. "Come away with me. Now.
Today. You can't stay here. I know he must—" He faltered. "Hemust mistreat you. I've never liked him.
Thinking that he's better than my father and him just a bastard."

Here it came. Poor Ivar; he had always been one to shoot the deer before he had the bow in his hand.
"Where would we go?"

"I heard the Dragons rode through Freelas, with the prince himself leading them. They say there've been
Eika raids this spring and summer all along the northern coast. The biscop sent word to King Henry
there's been a sighting out at Sheep's Head."

"Do you truly suppose the Dragons would take me? You're a count's son, and you have fighting skills. If
your father petitioned King Henry, he would take you. But I've nothing more than what my Da taught me
to defend ourselves while traveling. I don't have kin to speak for me. And I can't imagine why I would
want to join the Dragons, when everyone knows they get all the worst fighting and will most likely die
before their first year of service is up."

Stung by her words, he flushed. "I suppose Hugh's bed is comfortable enough, is it?"

"Take it back! How dare you say that to me? I sleep with the pigs rather than with him!" All of her anger
flooded out. She was shaking.

Ivar went so pale, even standing next to the fire, that his freckles stood out even more. "Forgive me," he
said finally in a whisper. "It's just that [—" He broke off. She was still too angry to apologize for her
outburst. "But what will you do? You may sleep with the pigs now. You can't think he'll let matters stay
that way?"

"He's a brother of the church. You know what they swear when they are invested into orders." It
sounded lame even to her.
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"Perhaps you don't understand how this works. Hugh was invested into the church because he's a
bastard. My own father had a girl child by—well, never mind by who—and she's now a deacon down
south at Wisslaren. He has yet to decide which one of us younger boys he's going to give to the church.
Before I was bom, my sister Rosvita took orders first as a nun and then as a cleric in King Henry's
schola. That was never by her choice, though she accepted it gratefully enough. So what makes you think
Hugh ever chose to be in the church or ever meant to give up his ... pleasures?"

She thought of ten answers, but there was no point in speaking words that were meaningless or, worse,
lies. She could not lie to Ivar in order to try to lie to herself. She said nothing.

"Listen." Carefully, like a man approaching a wounded dog, he crossed to her and, gently, took her
hand. "It's a fool's notion about the Dragons. I know that. But Father must send a levy next spring to
King Henry, and if he does, he's sure to send me. Perhaps ... well, if the Dragons really have ridden
north, there must be some Eagles with them, to carry messages back to the King. I've heard it said that
the Eagles will take any strong-minded person into their ranks as long as they're free-born. And you are
freeborn. Gero is riding up to Freelas tomorrow. I'll see what he can find out."

"But you won't tell him what you plan?" It was an idea made more horrible because she began to hope
again.

"He guesses enough. We can trust Gero. He hates Hugh worse than you do. Here Gero is my father's
heir and Hugh insulted him to his face last spring, treated him no better than a common potboy." Clearly
the insult still stung. Ivar flushed and his tone grew quite heated. "My father is a count of the land, and just
because we're so far north that the king's progress never comes here nor has any child of our line served
the king except my sister as a cleric and a great uncle who died as a Dragon at the Battle of Lenzen. But
no matter what Prater Hugh said, there was nothing Gero could do unless he wanted to raise his hand
against a brother of the church."

She scarcely heard him. "I always wanted to be a King's messenger."
"But the Eagles ride alone. It's very dangerous, even with the King's seal to protect you."

"It wouldn't be so different from the life Da and I lived. And I'd be free, Ivar. Not bound. The Eagles
are beholden to no one but the king." She choked down a heartsick laugh. "Freeborn or not, they
couldn't take me anyway. I'm not free. Hugh bought me for two nomias. I'd never seen nomias in my life
before the auction."

Ivar released her hand and began to pace. "Your father had four books. They must have been worth a
nomia at least."

"Hugh took them and never paid for them. He said they belonged to the church now. He stole them."

For once Ivar did not share her indignation. "Deacon Fortensia says all books pass to the church.
Anyway, they're no good to you if you can't read. Liath." He stopped in front of her. "Promise me that if I
can find a way to take you out of here, you'll come with me."

He looked so young, a boy pretending to be a man. He hadn't even begun to grow a beard yet. Liath felt
infi nitely older, wiser, felt so very tired, struggling against*Hugh. Still, Hanna had gotten the book safely
away. [var might yet discover an escape. "I promise. Thank you."
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He flushed. Leaning forward, he kissed her, but he was inept and their lips did not meet squarely. He
flushed more deeply yet, excused himself, and fled, leaving Liath alone in the kitchen.

Unexpectedly she felt heartened. She had touched the book. If there had been Eika raids in the west,
then per haps the Eagles would even take someone like her to fill their ranks. Perhaps Count Harl would
need volunteers for his levy, to support King Henry against the Eika raiders. Perhaps the winter would be
mild. She could outface Hugh. She would.

Five days passed too quickly. She was nervous, afraid Hugh would return at any moment, that every
sound was the track of his boots. But he didn't come back. She slept in the kitchen, lingered at the inn
and helped Hanna with her chores, and even, once, terrified and shaking for fear Hugh would appear out
of thin air beside her, crept to the inn stables and leafed through her precious book. Hugh remained
blessedly absent.

On the first Ladysday Eve, she stared up at the low ering sky and let herself embrace a brief
contentment. Though it was cool and cloudy, so she could not observe the heavens while she had
solitude to do so, still she had seven days until he returned. She poured a bath for her self, hauling the
water, heating the water. As from down a long distance she recalled the old Dariyan baths in the villa
where she had lived with Da and her mother. Remembering those times she luxuriated in the hot water,
head back, hair floating on the ripples made by her body as she shifted in the great copper tub. The
roaring hearth poured warmth over her. She heard the light patter of rain from outside. After she had
soaked to her heart's content, she washed every piece of her clothing—something she dared not do
when Hugh was around—and hung it to dry on chairs in front of the hearth. Wrapping herself in a
blanket, she hesitated, then with a determined grimace walked to Hugh's cell.

The chamber was cold and empty. Empty. She poured a bucket of hot coals into the brazier and while it
warmed the little room she knelt on the soft carpet and opened the chest. A rich emerald robe lay folded
on top. Underneath it lay three fine linen undershifts. She lifted one out and pulled it on. The cloth felt so
very soft against her skin. She sighed with pleasure and dug far ther down to find cool silk beneath.
There was a man's fine tunic and a woman's overdress of pale gold silk. She admired it for a long time.
Had it been a gift to him from his mother? What was he keeping it for? She folded it up again and placed
it back in the chest. Dug farther down yet. . . And found books.

The first four she knew at once: Da's books. She felt down, seeking the astrolabe, but it was gone. Hugh
must have taken it with him. At last she lifted out the fifth book. It had a frayed binding, but it was
stamped in gold, and the spine was encrusted with pearls, some of them missing. She opened it.

The Acts of the Magicians.For the longest time her hand could not move, even to touch the words. Da
had spoken to her of this book.

"Chaldeos was a minister to the Empress Thaissania, she of the mask. At her order he wrote a lesson for
her three children, so that they might learn the magics by which the Aoi ruled their empire."

At last she managed to turn the first page. A neat scribal hand had written in three narrow columns on
each page. The first was Dariyan, the second the graceful bird tracks of Jinna, and the third was
Areth-ousan. Glancing at the Dariyan and Jinna, she saw that each column reproduced—translated—the
others. If she could puzzle out the letters of Arethousan, comparing them to the other two languages, she
could learn how to read it as one unraveled a code.

A spray of hard rain pounded on the shutters. A storm was blowing in. It had become much chillier and
the coals had burned away. Her hands were numb with cold. Setting the book on the bed, she wrapped
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herself in the blanket and hurried back to the kitchen to stoke the fire, light a lamp, and bring more coals
for the brazier. Back in the chamber she looked at the chair and then at the featherbed. Surely, just this
one afternoon, she could allow herself this luxury: to read until dark in this soft and gloriously warm bed.
She could not decide. It seemed indecent somehow, and yet, the book, lying open to the first page of
text, beckoned her. The Acts of the Magicians. Secrets her father had only begun to teach her the
month before he died.

Why not? Why not be reckless this once? She settled herself in the marvelous soft bed and propped
herself up on one elbow to read.

And lost herself.

Book One. The Courses of the Stars and the Spheres of the Heavens, how they may be divined
according to the ancient Babaharshan magicians to lend strength to the Art,Dariyan she knew so well that
she could read it mostly with her eyes, her lips shaping the words but not speaking them aloud. To read
the Jinna was a more labo rious process, though she had once spoken it easily. She must sound out each
letter and, melding them together, create the words.

But at least much of this material was familiar to her. The stars follow a fixed course, and the pole star,
Kokab, is the axle around which the great wheel of the stars spins on its infinite round. The lesser wheel
is known as the zodiac, the world dragon that binds the heavens. It is a circle of constellations, each
representing one of the Houses of Night, and through these houses move the Sun and the Moon and the
wandering stars known as planets. The ancient Babaharshan magicians gleaned this knowledge from a
thousand years of observation and mastered sorcery by drawing on the powers of the stars and the
planets as they waxed and waned.

A scuffing sound. Then a low laugh. Utterly startled, Liath gasped and jerked her gaze up from the

book. Froze, terrified. She had no idea how long she had been reading or how long he had been standing
there, watching her scan the pages and turn them, watching her form the difficult Jinna words and speak
them out loud. Thus did she betray herself to him.

Hugh walked into the cell. He was travel-worn and damp, his riding cloak slung over one shoulder and
his frater's robe spotted with rain. His golden hair was wild in disarray, there was a smudge of dirt on his
pale cheek, and he looked completely satisfied.

"What's this?" he asked. She could not move. He took the book from her nerveless fingers and scanned
the pages that lay open. "Not only can you read, but you can read this edifying work. I am impressed,
but not entirely surprised, that you know Dariyan, even in this antique form. Surely you do not know
Jinna as well? Even I, with my court education, do not know Jinna, although of

course I can read the Arethousan as well as I can read Dariyan."

"You know Arethousan?" she demanded, torn by such an acute desire to know that she forgot herself.
Then she broke off, grabbed her own worn blanket, and wrapped it tightly around her torso. The linen
undershift was far too light to wear alone, in front of Aim.

He smiled. He set the book down on the table, casu ally, loosened each finger of his gloves and drew
them off slowly. He rested his hands on the bed, close to her, bending down right next to her, his face a
hand's breadth away from hers. "I like your hair unbound." He lifted a hand and ran it up along her neck,
then drew his fingers back down through her hair. "And so clean. Have you changed your mind, my
beauty?" His voice changed timbre, taking on an odd, hoarse note.
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"No." She turned her head away, out of his touch, and waited for him to hit her.

He straightened. "It is a comfortable bed. You'll share it with me soon enough. [ want a bath. You may
keep the undershift, as long as you promise me you will care for it properly. Fine cloth is too precious to
be treated care lessly. And dinner will be tonight, instead of Ladysday next. You'll wear the gold
overdress for dinner." He glanced down at the open chest. "Which you've already found." He smiled
again. Liath could not imagine what had transpired to put him in such good humor.

"There will be much finer things than these, Liath. The abbot of Firsebarg has died at last. My mother
has duly overseen the election of his successor. When shall we ride south? You'll like Firsebarg. I think
you'll even like my mother. She was convent educated, so she can read, though not, I think, as well as
you or I. And cer tainly she can't read Jinna, which is never taught in the church schools."

Ride south.Liath stared up at him. She had not really considered before that she might be torn away
from the last people she knew and trusted, from her last link with Da. How could she possibly carry the
book on such a

journey without Hugh finding it? He must know she would take it with her. In Firsebarg, knowing no
one, she would be entirely 'within his power.

Hugh watched her, enjoying her discomfiture. "Not until spring, I think. There's no hurry. I do hate
traveling this late in the year."

She said nothing, only held tight to the blanket, grip ping it around her as if it could protect her.

"Must we keep up this pretense? I know you are edu cated. You betray yourself constantly, with
words, with the way you speak, with knowledge you ought not to have. I am bored, Liath. I have never
been so bored as these last two years, wandering here in these northern wilds tending to my blessed
sheep. Ai, Liath, we might at least call a truce so we can converse like the educated people we are. I will
even offer you a trade."

He paused, to let her consider his generosity. "I will teach you Arethousan. //you will teach me Jinna.
Queen Sophia, while she lived, was very firm that all of us in the king's schola be taught Arethousan. She
was the Arethousan Emperor's niece, as I'm sure you know, a marriage prize brought to these benighted
lands by the younger Arnulf for his heir. And although our prae-ceptor, Cleric Monica, thought it
acceptable that those few of us chosen for her special tutoring should indeed learn Arethousan, should
any of us ever be called upon to lead an embassy to that distant land, she cuffed me hard and well the
one time I asked if she might teach us Jinna as well. 'A language fit only for infidels and sor cerers,' she
said, which only made me wish to learn it the more, although I never said so to her again. But I never met
anyone who knew it until I met your father. And now you, my treasure. What do you say?"

There was something very wrong with all this, and Liath knew it. As long as she gave him nothing, she
was safe from him. But a small doubt had arisen. Perhaps he was owed some sympathy, flung from the
bright center of the king's progress into these hinterlands, where there was no one like him. No wonder
he had gravitated toward Da.

And if she could learn Arethousan, she could translate the glosses in the oldest text of 7he Book of
Secrets. Per haps she could even puzzle out the unknown language, written in that ancient hand. . . .

"I don't know," she said in a low voice.
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He smiled. She understood at once that she had lost something important, that he had won this battle
and was on his way to winning the war. She slid off the bed, pressing herself against the wall to keep as
much dis tance between herself and him as possible, and ran out of the cell and down to the kitchen, to
the safety of rougher work.

Behind, incongruously, she heard him begin to sing.

"The Lady is glorious in Her beauty. The Lord is mighty with His sword. Blessed are we, Their children.
Glory, glory, rests where Their eyes linger. Glory sleeps on Their hearth."

He had a beautiful voice.

ON the morning of the first hard freeze, Liath woke from a fitful sleep at dawn. It hurt to stand up. With
her blanket pulled tight around her, she shuffled to the woodpile. It hurt to uncurl her fingers and touch
any sur face. A thin shell of ice covered the wood, and she bit at her dry lips to cover the pain of
wrenching the logs free. She had to struggle with the latch before she could get it open and make her way
into the kitchen. In here the change in temperature was abrupt. It hurt almost more than the cold did.

She stoked up the fire and simply stood before it, shuddering and coughing. After a while she bent to
ladle warm water into her mouth. The water slid down her throat, warming her. She looked around,
although cer tainly there was no one else here, then plunged her hands into the kettle of water and just
stood there, letting her hands thaw. The fire snapped and burned so close her face felt seared, but she
did not care. She heard something, a voice, a footstep, and she jerked her hands guiltily from the kettle
and bent to scoop out rye flour for flatcakes.

Hugh appeared in the doorway. "It's cold. It's damned cold and I zate cold. I hate this frozen
wasteland, and I damned well don't want to winter here. We should have ridden south last month when I
got the news, but it's too late now." He strode across the room and gripped her chin, wrenching her face
around so she had to look up at him. "You look like hell. You look like a damned land girl burned brown
from doing a man's work in the fields all day long, with a chapped face and a running nose. Go make my
chamber warm. Make me breakfast. Then get out of here. I can't stand to look at you."

He cuffed her on the cheek. It stung the worse because her skin was still chilled. She shrank away, trying
not to cry. In his cell it was warmer even than in the kitchen. She heaped glowing coals into the brazier
and crouched next to it, soaking in the heat. On the table rested a single neatly-trimmed piece of
parchment with fresh writing in a graceful hand damp across the top. She craned her neck to read the
words.

"Out! Out!" Hugh came up behind her and slapped her casually on the back of the head-. "You're filthy.
Get out!"

She fled back to the kitchen. She dawdled as long as possible, making porridge and flatcakes and then
serving them to him. But she could only draw out the work for so long; soon he emerged from his cell
and drove her outdoors. She tucked her hands into her armpits and set off briskly for the inn. She had to
fetch meat, after all, from Mistress Birta. It was excuse enough. But she had scarcely gotten there, had
only two heartbeats lingering in front of the hearth, surreptitiously watching a lone traveler eat his solitary
meal at a table a few paces from her, when Hugh burst in through the front door.

He did not even have to say anything. She would have died rather than cause a scene. Mistress Birta
emerged from the kitchen with the meat, dressed and wrapped since it was the frater's portion. She
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greeted Hugh but he replied with a monosyllable. Hanna appeared from the back room and watched as
Liath took the meat from Birta and then retreated toward the door. Hugh walked two paces behind her,
as if he was driving her. The trav eler looked up. He was a grizzled, weather-beaten man wearing a
fur-lined riding coat. He studied the scene with interest. Liath felt his gaze on her back as she left.

Outside, Hugh hit her. At least he was wearing gloves, so the blow did not sting quite so badly. "Did I
give you leave to come down here?"

"I had to fetch the meat—"

He slapped her again. Unable to help herself, she cov ered her cheek with a hand. Lady, it hurt. From
the shad owed eaves of the inn came a movement, stifled; someone was watching them.

"You will ask my permission. Any time you go any where. Wait here." Hugh went back inside. Liath
waited.

Hanna crept out from the side of the inn: "Liath—

The door opened and Hugh came out. Mistress Birta following behind him as if she were his bonded
servant. "Of course, Prater," she was saying with her hands placed just so and her expression as fixed
with good cheer as any image carved into wood, "T'll have my boy Karl deliver everything from now on."
She cast a piercing glance toward Hanna, and Hanna retreated hastily back around the corner of the inn.

"Come, Liath." Hugh grabbed her by the arm, his fin gers as sharp as talons, and dragged her forward.
She shook his arm off and kept up on her own. He said nothing more, the whole walk back. Nothing
more the entire day, but he dogged her movements everywhere, and he hit her any time he thought she
might be getting the least rest or respite from the cold.

She slept fitfully that night. The next day, and the day after, passed the same. And the next, and the next,
until the days blended together into one seamless blur of cold misery and she lost track of time passing.
The weather remained cold, but it was not yet bitterly cold. She settled her dirty heap of straw well in
among the pigs. Trotter liked her best and allowed her to sleep huddled up against his rough back.

Once, brushing down the horses, she heard Hanna's voice outside. She ran to the door. There stood
Hugh surveying Hanna with coldest contempt.

"Y our young brother is to deliver goods, no one else," he said. "So I arranged it with your mother."
"I beg you, Prater, if you would only let me speak with—"

"I told you to go."

Hanna turned and saw Liath.

"Do you intend to challenge me, girl?" Hugh demanded.

There was nothing Hanna could do but leave.

"Get back to your work," Hugh snapped to Liath.

She slunk back inside the stable, denied even the solace of watching Hanna walk away.
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One early morning Ivar appeared on his rnare. He was bundled in a bulky fur-lined cape, his face white
with cold and distress.

She was chopping wood. She stopped, staring; she had riot seen a familiar face for so long that at first
she thought she was dreaming.

"Liath." He spoke low and fast. "Come with me. I've got a plan. Gero will help to hide you, and then
we'll—" He flung up his head, listening. From inside, Hugh called out to her.

She ran to Ivar, clutched his hand, jumped to get her belly awkwardly on the horse's back and swung
her leg all the way over. Ivar turned the mare and kicked it for ward. It was a sturdy creature, broad of
beam, and it seemed able to carry both of them though it could not manage any gait except a jarring trot.

They made it most of the way to his father's holding before Hugh caught up to them on his bay gelding.
He rode past the struggling mare and pulled around in front before drawing his sword.

"Are you armed, boy, or are you smarter than I thought?"
Ivar was alarmed only with a dagger. He stopped.
"Liath, dismount," said Hugh.

Liath dismounted.

"Liath," protested Ivar, "you can't just—

"T have not done with you yet," said Hugh to Ivar. "You can come with me and present your case to
Count Harl or I can simply present your folly to him by myself. I don't care. Liath. Walk beside my
horse."

She walked, head down. At least walking had the benefit of keeping her almost warm. She stumbled
once, not from fatigue but from sheer despair.

She could not look up as they crossed over the ditch and through the palisade and into the great open
yard of Count Harl's castle. She stared at her feet, at Hugh's feet, which she followed up the broad path
that led to the lord's hall, up a stone stairway, into the count's cham bers. She heard voices, speaking her
name, speaking Ivar's name. She could not bear to see their staring faces.

A chatelaine ushered them into Harl's private chamber. The old count was still in bed, covers heaped
around him. A tonsured and clean-shaven cleric wrote to his dictation onto parchment. Ai, the room was
so very warm. Liath inched toward the hearth. Hugh grabbed her and jerked her back to stand beside
him in a cold eddy of air.

"Count Harl," he said curtly. He offered Harl only a stiff nod. It was a remarkable piece of arrogance,
and if Liath hadn't hated him so much she would have admired

his astounding vanity: that he, a mere bastard, considered a legitimate count his social inferior. But his

mother was a margrave, a prince of the realm, and his family far more powerful than Marl's. "This
stripling of yours has just attempted to steal my slave."
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Liath risked a glance toward Ivar, who stood by the door. His face was bright red, and a few tears
streaked his face. It wasn't fair that he be humbled so for trying to help her. Yet she dared not speak.

Harl rubbed at his grizzled beard and considered Hugh with obvious dislike. In the silence, a man
marked on the cheek with the brand of the unfree came in to pour fresh coals into the brazier. Liath's

gaze flinched away from him. Harl ignored the slave and turned his gaze to his son. "Is it true, Ivar?"

"TI've some silver saved, not enough yet, but . . . but others have offered to help me make the price. To
buy out her debt price."

"She is not for sale," said Hugh smoothly. "Nor will there be any manumission but the one written by my
own hand."

"You have not answered my question, [var."

Ivar glanced, searingly, toward Liath, then bowed his head. "Yes, my lord."
Harl sighed and looked back at Hugh. "What do you want?"

"I want nothing except your promise it will not happen again."

Hope flared. Could it be possible that Hugh actually feared that Ivar might find a way to free her?
Everyone knew Count Harl disliked the frater.

"Very well," said Harl. He looked as if he were con templating maggots in his meat. "It will not happen
again."

"How can you assure me?" demanded Hugh.

Count Harl had much the same coloring as his son: Liath watched a flush spread across his lined skin.
"Are you doubting my word!" he asked softly. The tone in his

voice made her shiver. To gain this man's dislike was one thing; to gain his enmity, something else.

Hugh smiled, his ugliest, most insincere smile, made the worse because it affected his beauty not at all.
"Cer tainly not, Count Harl. I would never question your honor. But your son is young and impulsive.
And my property is quite valuable to me."

For the first time, Harl looked straight at Liath, so hard a gaze that she had no choice but to meet his
eyes. He was appraising her—teeth, face, build, youth, strength—and whether he thought her worth
unlikely or obvious she could not tell from his expression. At last he looked back at Hugh.

""You may rest easy, Frater. Your property will remain safe from my son. There is a monastery in
Quedlinhame where my first wife gave birth safely in a storm, many years ago now. [ have wished for
these many years to endow them with some manner of thanksgiving. I intend to send Ivar south to be

invested as a monk there. He will trouble you no longer."

Liath gasped. Ivar went white. Hugh's lips moved, not into a smile but into an expression so deeply
satisfied it was almost obscene.

"Now get out," said Harl brusquely. "If'you please. I've work to do. Ivar! You will remain with me."
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Ivar cast her a last, despairing glance as Hugh shep herded her out in front of him. A man-at-arms
escorted them down the hill to the palisade wall, where Hugh's gelding waited, tended by a stable boy.

"You'll ride with me," said Hugh.
"I'd rather walk."

He struck her, hard, and only by instinct did she duck away quickly enough that the blow glanced off the
side of her head.

"You will ride." He mounted and waited there, the reins of his gelding tight in his hands, until she at last
lifted a hand and he pulled her up behind him.

The ride back was long, and it was silent.
But he was warm.

That night winter blew in in earnest. It was cold, bitter cold. She could not sleep. She shuddered, there
with the pigs, and rose in the middle of the night and stamped her feet, up and down, up and down, until
daylight. She was so tired while she did her work that day that once he came upon her dozing on her
feet. Or perhaps twice. Her shoulders and head were so bruised from his beatings that one more made
no difference.

Clouds came the next night and with them snow. That eased things a little, for though it was damper it
was slightly warmer. But all the next week, with snow still blanketing the ground, it was clear. So cold it
was, all day. With every scrap of clothing she possessed, still she shiv ered all day. By evening she was
numb with cold. She ached with it. She tried to move constantly, though she was exhausted, even when
she was in the kitchen, shift ing, stamping, trying to get warmth past the surface and down into her bones.
She would never be warm again. It was a constant pain consuming her, the coldness.

He ordered her out of the warm kitchen at dusk. She shuffled out to the shed—she no longer had the
energy to lift her feet—and sat next to Trotter. Even with the pigs it was still cold. She rocked back and
forth, back and forth, back and forth, until the rhythm of her rocking lulled her into stupefaction. It was so
cold.

She realized that she was going to die if she stayed out here. Not this night, but another one, tomorrow
perhaps, or the next night, or the one after that. She wondered if she cared. Ai, Lady, and at once she
knew, was horrified to know, that she did care. It was like a tiny, hated fire burning deep inside, that will
to live.

"I don't want to die," she whispered. Her lips were too dry, too cracked with cold, too stiff, to form the
words. She shuddered convulsively. Ai, Lady, she had not even the energy for that; there were not even
tears left her. She was going to die, and she did not want to.

At first, seeing the light, she could not imagine what it might be. The athar, the spectacle, come down
from the

heavens? It staggered, swayed, bobbing up and down until she thought she was dreaming, seeing
visions. But the light brought a breath of warmth, halting before her clouded gaze. It was the lamp.
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"Liath." His voice was soft. "Come in now, Liath." He might have been coaxing a hurt child, or a
wounded dog. "Come in now."

She shuddered, rocking. He placed a hand on her shoulder, gently, to stop her. "Liath," he said in the
same quiet, soothing voice, "come in now." Then he removed his hand. And waited.

For the space of ten breaths, fought in, fought out, she just sat there. She was numb with cold. She
ached with it, down to her heart. Anything was better than this.

She struggled, trying to get to her feet, and once he saw that she was trying to get up, he helped her.
Only helped her, never pushed her, just guided, once her feet set off of her own choice for the kitchen.

It was gloriously, marvelously warm. Steam rose, or so it seemed to her, until she saw that he had made
a bath, hauled the water and heated the water by himself. The tub sat in front of the roaring fire in the
hearth. She just stood there while he unwrapped her filthy blanket, while he helped her out of her filthy
clothing, carefully removing each piece. He handled these things fastidi ously, with his gloves on, but once
she was naked he stripped the. gloves from his hands and rolled up his sleeves and helped her into the
warm water.

The warmth hurt, like a hundred prickling tiny nee dles, elf-shot, stabbing her all at once; She wept dry
tears. He scrubbed her with a stiff brush, chafing her skin,, and that hurt even more, but she did not have
the energy to protest.

With the pain came warmth, flooding down through her skin. Heat streaked off the fire. The hot water
seeped into her flesh, into her bones. Periodically he would rise and fetch more hot water from the kettle
for the bath; twice he disappeared outside with the buckets and filled

up the huge kettle with water so cold it hissed as he poured it in.

He took a clean, soft cloth and washed her, her hair, her face, her hands and chest and abdomen, her
hips and her thighs, her calves and her feet. While he washed her he sang, low, in his beautiful voice, a
sinuous line of chant, only notes, no words. She was sinking with lassi tude, with warmth. But she was
still numb.

He took her by the hands and lifted her from the water. With a soft cloth he dried her. He wrapped her
in a blanket of a fine plush weave and stood back from her.

He said nothing. He simply watched her. He did not smile, or frown. He had almost no expression, or at
least no expression she could understand, on his face. But she had long since passed the point where she
might have gone back out with the pigs. Da always said, "There's no use swearing vows if you don't
mean to keep them."”

She turned and walked down the narrow corridor to his cell. Two lamps burned, their light twin fires.
The brazier glowed red with heat. The Dariyan lesson book of magic lay open on the table. She did not
even glance at it but went to the bed and sat on its edge.

He followed her. Now he closed the door behind him and stood, leaning against it, to stare at her. His
sleeves were still rolled up, revealing his pale, muscled forearms and their fine down of light hair.

"Will you teach me Jinna?" he asked. His voice was still soft, and his words sounded more like a
question asked out of curiosity than like a charge driven to win the battle. Indeed, he almost sounded
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surprised.
She nodded. That was all. That was everything.
"Ah," he said. Then he was silent.

She finally looked up, because his silence was so odd. He was studying her. His expression was
disturbing the more because he looked nakedly hungry.

"You don't even know what you are, do you?" he asked. "A treasure-house, as it says in the holy book.
"My bride is a garden locked, a treasure-house barred. I have come to the garden, my bride, and I have
eaten my honey. I have drunk my wine. Eat, friends, and drink until you are drunk with love."'

Unbidden, the next stanza rose in her mind as clearly as if she heard the words spoken aloud: / sleep,
but my heart is awake. Come, beloved, I will open the door.

But she sat, as still as the bitter cold air outside, and watched while he undressed in front of her. Her
flesh might be warm, now, might even be awake, but her heart had frozen straight through. She simply
watched, unable to feel anything, until at last he was naked. Then she blushed and looked modestly
away. That made him laugh.

In an instant he was beside her. He held her with one hand supporting her back and lowered her onto
the luxu rious softness of the featherbed. Stripping the blanket from her, he covered them both with the
feather quilt.

"You're still cold," he whispered, running his hands down her arms and up her abdomen to her breasts.
"Liath, say something to me."

This close, he was overpowering. She gathered up enough courage to meet his gaze. What she saw
there cracked some of the ice off her numbness. Tears stung at her eyes. She turned her head away and
shut her eyes and lay rigid in his arms. But she did not otherwise move or try to escape.

"T know what you want," she said softly. "But it's locked away. It's locked away, and you'll never get it."

"We aren't speaking of the book anymore, are we, my beauty?" He was a little amused, a little angry,
but he shifted, embracing her, and he sighed, and suddenly his skin, against hers, went from cool to warm
to hot. He said, under his breath, so quiet she barely heard him, " "You who sit in my garden, my bride,
let me also hear your voice."'

His voice trembled, he was so overwhelmed by feeling, not just passion, what others called lust, but
something stronger, something more frightening. He wanted not just her body, not just the book. He
wanted her. There were deeper things still, things she only now realized might exist, the child of two
sorcerers, deaf to magic but hiding something so far inside herself that even she could not see it.

But he could. If Liath had feared him before, it was nothing to the fear she felt now. He had enough
training, enough knowledge, to see. He had sight, that allowed him to see past the seeming. For now,
right now, as Hugh shifted against her, caressing her, she saw what the truth must be.

Da had been running all those years to protect zer. To hide her. Whoever—or whatever—had killed
her mother now wanted 4er. She was the prize, the treasure. Only she did not know why.
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Hugh sighed, his breath warm and sweet against her cheek. She kept her eyes clenched shut.
"Don't be afraid," he said softly. "I'll not be rough with you, not here. Not ever, here."
He knew what he was doing.

She found the city, standing fast in her memory. She set foot on the white shore against which lake water
lapped in slow ripples as even as her heartbeat, and she ascended the spiraling avenue paved with
marble, its seams so perfectly joined that it appeared as one smooth flat endless surface, twisting ever
tighter as it approached the height. And as she climbed, as she passed through each higher gate, seven in
all, she locked them each one behind her until she came to the summit.

She found the frozen tower of her heart and barred it with vines and thorns and spears of iron. Inside she
went by the single door and up a ladder to the highest room, to the chamber of doors that Da had given
her; this chamber only he had envisioned for her, four doors, north, south, east, and west, and a fifth
door, set impos sibly in the center of the room, which was locked even to her. Each door she locked
with a brass key, locking herself in. Only in the door that opened to the north did she limn the shade of a
door, a secret door that led into wilderness. There she laid a little path through trials great and small,
through forests trackless and ways mys terious, to obscure it from view, so that only one who truly knew
her heart might find this way in. Into that wilderness, into the trackless, tangled wild lands, she threw the
key. If any man sought that key, let him look at his own peril.

She clung to that, to that vision, to save herself.
Hugh was gentle. He was warm. He spoke sweet words to her. At last, he slept.

She lay awake, sealing the city of memory shut, each wall seamless and strong, until she was safe within
it. Until she was alone and unreachable but for the little path where Hanna might enter, undisturbed. At
last she allowed herself to relax, although Hugh still circled her with a heavy arm. At last, in the
marvelously soft, the gloriously warm bed, she slept.JLjLJi next day Hugh hired a woman and man from
the hamlet down near Count Harl's holding to come in daily and do all the work about the church.

They dutifully cleaned out the cell next to his while he rummaged around in the storage rooms and found
a ser viceable table and one broken chair, soon mended. The hired man, Lars, killed a goose, and while
Dorit cooked it, Liath made quills. Hugh opened two locked chests from the storage room, and they
revealed unexpected treasures: parchment and ink, a wax writing tablet and stylus, and other necessaries
of a church schoolroom as well as two more rugs (neither as fine as the Arethousan carpet in his cell) and
other comforts.

Liath studied. If she studied, she could forget every thing else, push it away as if it didn't exist. For part
of the day they spoke only Dariyan together. For the second part he taught her, letter by letter, word by
word, the language of Arethousan, and she taught him Jinna with its curling letters she herself could only
write awk wardly. For the last part she read aloud to him from the books her father had left. She read
about healing herbs and the pharmacology of flowering plants in the Inquiry into Plants. She read about
omens and portents and visions seen while sleeping in Artemisia's Dreams. She read history, of the trials
and blessed acts of St. Thecla, founder of the Church of Unities in Darre, first and greatest disciple of the
blessed Daisan and the first martyr to the faith when she stood firm against the perse cutions of the pagan
emperor. And she read of the early days of the Dariyan Empire, during its greatest triumphs, as written
by Polyxene, an Arethousan scholar in the imperial Dariyan court whose stated intent in writing her
history was to discover "by what means the Dariyans, who are known to us as being not of human kin,
suc ceeded in less than fifty-three years in bringing almost the whole of the inhabited world under their
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rule

Together, as well, they proceeded slowly through the lessons in The Acts of the Magicians. Once he
made a candle light without touching flame to it. Once he pre dicted a storm. She remained deaf and
mute to all but the sense of the words. She translated the Jinna for him and began to puzzle out letters and
words in the column written in Arethousan. On this she concentrated her being. All else passed in a haze,
especially the time they were together in the night. She felt so utterly detached from herself that it was as
if she were two people, one to whom all this was happening, one watching from her safehouse within the
frozen tower.

Sometimes he was called away to give last rites, to bless a newborn child or perform a healing. The first
time he was gone overnight she crept out in the morning, past Dorit baking bread in the brick ovens built
outside the kitchen, and went into the yard. But the cold blast of air and the heaping snow struck such
fear into her that she escaped back into the church and did not venture forth again.

Every Hefensday the folk from the village gathered to hear the gospel. Before, she had never shirked
from attending. Now she dreaded it. But the first time she had refused to go, he had slapped her hard
and threatened to leave her out with the pigs, so she gave in. He wanted to display her; she understood
that well enough. He had hidden her old clothing, forcing her to wear the fine gowns. She was afraid to
speak to anyone and, with her silence, feared they all thought her prideful of her new consequence.

At those rare times she was granted solitude, she knelt in the empty chapel, not praying, usually not
thinking at all, just resting in the silence of God. Sometimes she dreamed memories of Da.

"Liath, you may let your fancy play with the letters. Treatises have been written about the various schools
of calligraphy in old Dariya. But when you learn the old patterns, when you draw the Rose, it must be
drawn as exact, each time, as at its creation. There are no elaborations. What you draw with your hand is
simply the pattern to which you exercise your mind, until you need no physical link to bring the Rose into
your mind. Or, for a sorcerer, to make it manifest at will." He spoke at times with such confidence, such
clarity. But now his expression fell and his shoulders hunched, and he looked weary again. "Anne would
have taught you better than I can. "

Liath rested her hand on Da's white hair, gone white so early. "Don't say so, Da. You said yourself must
learn for the sake of knowing these things, for passing them on, perhaps, but never to expect to have
these powers myself."

He sighed. "Do you wish you did?"

She shrugged self-consciously. "I suppose so. I wish you had begun to teach me sooner, Da, about the
arts known to the sorcerers, at least. Why did you wait so long?"

"You aren't strong enough yet. It isn't safe, child. It will be a long, long time before I can know
we are safe.”

Only they hadn't been safe.
"Liath!" The whisper was soft but sharp.

Liath started, banging her knees on the hard floor, then scrambled to her feet and whirled. Stood for a
moment, registering this stranger. "H—Hanna?"
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"You're so ... well, not pale, but so gray." Hanna strode forward. She wore a frown on her face. Her
energy radiated like heat in the stillness of the cool chapel, warmed only by the brazier of coals which
Liath had brought out, for she could no longer bear cold. "Old Johan is passing up through the spheres
this time for certain, they say. I saw Hugh ride off. He'll be gone at least 'til evening, so I came over.
Mama said I might, and I haven't talked to you since—" She hesi tated. Liath simply stared at her. She
was having a hard time understanding words spoken by a voice other than Hugh's. "Since that day he
struck you outside the inn. Do you remember that man who was there that day? He was traveling through
to Freelas. He asked about you, after Hugh took you back to the church. He asked about your Da."

"I don't remember him," said Liath tonelessly. Hanna's words had no real meaning, except perhaps to
someone else, someone who was no longer here. "You shouldn't be here."

Hanna stiffened. "Do you want me to go?"

Liath shook her head. That wasn't what she meant, but she hardly knew how to speak anymore, only
how to recite aloud words written down by others. "No. But you shouldn't be here." Suddenly nervous,
she looked back over her shoulder, toward the archway that led into the nave. "He'll come—

"He's ridden down to River's Bend. He can't possibly be back until evening."
"He'll know. He'll come back. He'll know I'm seeing someone. He always knows."

"Liath. Sit down. You're shaking all over." Hanna touched her. That touch was like fire sparking up
Liath's arm. She could move but only found the strength to do so when Hanna steered her toward a
bench and sat down beside her, pressing an arm around her back. Liath gave in to sudden exhaustion
and rested her head on Hanna's shoulder. "Lars is gone to visit his old mother, and Dorit is down at the
inn gossiping with Mama, so Hugh can't possibly know. Dorit says you're silent as a ghost, slip ping
around this place. Says you never speak unless the frater speaks to you, and then half the time in some
devil's tongue. Or at least, that's what she says." Hanna fell silent and stroked Liath's arm, a rhythmic
caress. They sat this way for some time.

Suddenly Liath flung up her head. "What day is it?"
"Ladysday Eve."
"No. What month? What day? What season? Is it still winter?"

Hanna gazed at her, and Liath realized abruptly that Hanna was uneasy, even frightened, but by what, or
whom? "It's a month at least to the thaw. Midwinter has come and gone. So has the Feast of St.
Herodia. It was a good harvest and there's none in want even at this late season. Most of the rye sown
last autumn survived the winter."

"Then Mariansmass, after the thaw," said Liath, strug gling to remember something important Da had
once told her. Or was it her mother? Yes, it had been her mother. They had been in the garden, on the
very day of Mariansmass, pinching off new growth in the garden, thinning, but why were there shoots so
early? And her mother, with her pale hair and elegant carriage, a proud woman . . . but even as she
recalled the scene, the memory of what her mother had told her fled. "I'll be seventeen," she said,
grasping at the only thing she could make sense of.

"Liath. Look at me." With an effort Liath lifted her head and turned it to look at Hanna, whose
expression was torn with anguish. "My parents want to betroth me to young Johan. At Mariansmass. I
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told them I would think about it." Now she sounded bewildered. She was pleading. "What should I do? I
don't want to marry him and live out working his land, and bearing his children, every year until I die. I
know that is what the Lady has granted us, in our span of years, that I should be proud enough to be a
free-woman, but that isn't what I want. Even though I be marked for it. But I don't know what else to
do."

Hanna needed her. The shadow door drawn into the great north door in her sealed chamber opened a
crack, admitting Hanna past the wilderness, the wasted lands, to her stronghold. "Oh, Hanna." A sudden
fire burned in her. "If Da and—if we could only go back to Autun, that's where we lived before we came
here, or to Qur-tubah and the Kalif's court, or to Darre, where we lived first, then we could take you
with us."

"Darre! There are devils in Darre!"

"Devils? Under the eye of the skopos herself?" Liath chuckled. "You mean elves. They aren't truly devils,
Hanna. Or even daimones."

"But Deacon Fortensia says they're the product of intercourse between fallen angels and the daughters of

men. That's why they're devils."

"That isn't what the blessed Daisan taught. Da always said that elves were born of fire and light, tainted
only by the darkness that came into the world in the time of chaos, and that they existed before
humankind was ordered by the Holy Word."

Hanna regarded her in horror, as if Liath had revealed that she herself was a devil, born of unnatural
congress between a human woman and an angel who had for saken the Lady and Lord. "You know so
many strange things," she muttered finally.

"It's only because I learned to read, Hanna. You could do so, too, if you wanted to."

"If I was in the church!"

"In Darre. I remember, Hanna!" These memories, born fresh out of the cloud in which she had been
wandering, were like a thawing in the frozen northlands. "Da said that it was in Darre that King Henry
met the elvish woman who bore him the prince that secured his succession."

Hanna still looked doubtful and a little worried by this ungodly talk, but she squared her jaw and forged
for ward gamely. "Is it really true that the prince is half elvish? But it must be. Inga says her husband's
cousin's wife was in Freelas the day the Dragons rode through, and she saw them. The Dragons, that is.
She said there couldn't be any doubt but that he wasn't but half of human kin, he was so terrible and
splendid to look upon. He had hair as black as night, skin the color of bronze, and green eyes."

Liath laughed. Stuttered to a halt, having not heard that strange sound for so many months: her own
simple laughter. "How could Inga's husband's cousin's wife have been close enough to the prince, much
less the Dragons, that she could see what color eyes he had?"

"He does have green eyes, and he is half elvish, poor bastard. His mother deserted him before he was
two months old."
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Liath spun round so quickly she collapsed to the floor, huddling on her knees. Vaguely she realized that,
behind her, Hanna rose. Brave Hanna. For there he stood, poised in the archway that led into the church.
Of course he had known.

"She never knew Wendish or Varren, only Dariyan and a bit of Aostan, which is like enough to Dariyan
that she might understand the one if she knew the other. They say she came out. of Alba, which is known
as a place where the Lost Ones still walk abroad in secret places and under the moon. But the tongue
she spoke most easily was Salian, and it was in Salian she named the child." He smiled, as if he was
perfectly aware that she knelt rigid, frozen, at Hanna's feet only because of

his presence. "She called herself Alia, which of course means 'other' in Dariyan, though Prince Henry as
he was then never seems to have understood the riddle. My old nurse was one of those who attended at
the birth, for they had need of many witnesses, since Henry's fertility was proven by this child. This is
what my nurse told me: That Alia stared at the afterbirth and the newborn child and the blood that
necessarily attends such events and said, 'These are bloody fields I have been brought to. Take it away.'
So he was called Sanglant, for that is the name they heard her speak."

His tone changed, and his eyes, so hard, were riveted on her. "Liath. From now on you will ride out with
me. You can ride, can you not?"

She nodded mutely.

"Then come."

"But it's so cold out there."
"You will come. Now."
She rose and went.

W irljU even looking up at Hanna, with out acknowledging her, Liath stood. She walked down the
chapel aisle as stiffly as if strings moved her limbs for her, walked past Hugh and out into the church.

In the instant after she passed out of sight, Hugh looked right at Hanna, really seeing her. He studied her
as if trying to decide if she posed a threat to them. Then, with an unconscious, deprecatory toss of his fine
head, he dismissed her from his mind and turned to follow Liath out.

"You fool," said Hanna under her breath, watching his form fade into the unlit gloom of the church. And
yet, how could she look upon 4im and then turn without loathing to meet young Johan, with his
pox-marked face and dirty fingernails and heavy, deliberate speech, on the marriage bed?

"You fool," she said again, just to make sure she understood perfectly well what she was. Satisfied, she
knelt on the padded cushion where Liath had knelt, warmed by the brazier. And she thought, long and
hard, about what she had just seen.

When she left the church, she did not set off for the inn but rather on the long walk to Count Harl's
holding. Possibly, just possibly, she could talk her way in to see Ivar where his father was holding him in
isolation until the spring journey to Quedlinhame. She knew a hundred ways to coerce him—however
bitter he might be, for everyone knew now that the southern girl was the frater's concubine—into taking a
message with him when he went south.
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That man, passing through town three months before, had worn no clothing, no badge, that might identify
him. But late that night as she stoked the fire, she had watched him writing on parchment. A letter,
perhaps, although he was clearly not a churchman; he had a beard. What kind of soldier knew how to
write?

She had edged closer, trying to get a look, and by chance and luck had seen him inscribe a symbol at
the bottom of the parchment. She could not read, of course, but an innkeeper's daughter recognized
many symbols. This symbol she knew well, although they saw it rarely enough as far north as Heart's
Rest.

It was the badge of the King's Eagles.

V THE INNER HEART FORUit is said, in the Holy Book," preached Prater Agius, "that our suffering is
the penance we endure for our sins."

And it was true, reflected Alain as he stood for the final prayer. He had never been as happy, and yet as
utterly miserable, as these last two seasons: autumn passing into winter and now, with the thaw
approaching, winter promising to circle round, as all of life passed time and again along the Circle of
Unity, into spring. He was learning the craft of the man-at-arms, like the war riors in old tales, just as he
had been promised in the vision on Dragonback Ridge and just as he had always hoped he might. Yet,
because of the hounds, because he had in his heart turned away from service to the Lord and Lady as he
had been sworn by his father to give, he was shunned by every man and woman in the holding except for
Lackling.

"Give the blessing," spoke the congregation as one.

Agius lifted his hands toward the heavens. He had a strong voice, one suited to the long sermons with
which he edified the congregation of Lavas Holding now that Deacon Waldrada was so sick with the
lungfever she could not speak above a whisper.

"May the blessed Daisan, who now resides in the bosom of Our Mother, have mercy upon us and save
us. May St. Cecilia, whose day this is, and St. Lavren-tius, whose bones sanctify this church, and all of
the saints, and our mother among the saints, dementia, sec ond of that name, skopos in Darre, intercede
for us with the Mother and Father of Life, for They are gracious and loveth humankind. Amen."

Alain waited with the rest of the retainers while Count Lavastine and his kinsfolk left the church. He
touched Lackling's elbow, but the boy stared at the great church window, colored red and gold and
azure and emerald green, his head skewed oddly to one side so he looked more like a goblin's child than
a young man born of a human mother. But he had, always, a fey, misshapen look about him. The rest of
the congregation filed out. Alain tugged harder on Lackling's arm, and suddenly the other boy started,
glancing wildly around, and fum bled at his belt. He drew out a dirty piece of cloth, unwrapped it to
reveal a lump of crumbling cheese and an onion. Eagerly he pressed past Alain and walked with his
rolling limp toward the vestibule and the doors.

Alain hurried after him. "Lackling," he called after him, trying to whisper. "'You may not. It is forbidden."
"My friend."
Alain turned. Prater Agius regarded him from the altar. Agius' bright gaze made him nervous, and it

seemed to Alain that since the episode with the hounds the frater's bright gaze was turned his way far too
often. He ducked his head in answer.
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"Chatelaine Dhuoda tells me you were destined for the church."

"Yes, Brother." He kept his gaze lowered. "I was meant to enter the monastery at Dragon's Tail."
"A King's monastery, was it not?"

"Yes, Brother."

"Burned to the ground by the Eika, and the monks slaughtered?"

"Yes, Brother."

"Yet you moved swiftly to save the Eika prisoner from further injury, four months ago?"

"Yes, Brother."

"Why is that?"

"The Lady teaches us to be merciful, Brother." He said it quickly, hoping desperately that Prater Agius
would end this inquisition so he could get outside before Lackling was discovered.

"You do not hate the Eika prisoner? Though he may have been among those who murdered the men

who would have been your brothers? Perhaps, my friend, you were offered to the church against your
will?"

Alain flushed, keeping his head down, and did not answer.

"Your parents?" asked Agius, coming down off the dais and walking up the aisle to stand beside Alain.
Alain caught the scent of damp wool and the spices of holy water, and a lingering scent of rose oil. Agius'
hands were brown and callused, the hands of a man who engaged in manual labor. Yet his accent
betrayed him as a man of highest birth.

"I do not know who my mother was, Prater Agius. Henri of Osna, son of Adelheid, fostered me. He is
the father I know. My family is from Osna village, my Aunt Bel, who is Henri's sister, and her children,
who count me as their cousin. I was raised there."

"Bel and Henri? Named after Henry with a'y' and Sabella, I suppose, but with a Salian taint. But you
are a fosterling?" Agius had sharp eyes, able to cut through to the heart of things. Or so Alain feared.

"Yes, Brother."

"It is said by the people hereabouts that old Count Lavastine, grandfather to the current count, made a
pact with devils for those hounds." Alain fidgeted, wishing he was less conspicuous. "It is also said that
the bargain drawn up between them demanded blood, and promised blood, and that the hounds would
only obey the count or an heir of his blood. I have asked Chatelaine Dhuoda if it is possible that you are
the bastard son of Count Lavastine. By my calculations, as I look through the records, he would have
sired you just around the time he became betrothed to the woman he later wed. A bastard son sired on a
common girl, however pretty, would be an embarrassment, would it not, at such a delicate time? Many
such bastard sons are given to the church, to get them out of their family's way."
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Some tone in his voice made Alain look up and blurt out: "You? Are you a bastard son given to the
church against your will?"

Agius did not smile. "I am not such a one. I entered the church against the wishes of my parents. [ was
betrothed to a woman I did not want to marry. It would have been a good marriage for my family, but it
was not for me, for I had already sworn in my heart to—" He broke off, and after a hesitation went on.
"—to devote my life to Our Lady of Blessings." He placed a hand against his chest. "The Lady blessed
my suit. [ had a brother younger by one year, handsomer and more inclined to such a marriage, and
together we convinced my betrothed that he would make a better match. So I took my vows at eighteen,
and my brother married soon after. He is dead now, killed in King Henry's wars." He said it calmly, yet
Alain thought his eyes flashed with anger and his mouth twisted down with bitterness. "But you look
nothing like. Still, strong blood in a child leads it to resemble the mother."

It took Alain a moment to understand. You look nothing like Count Lavastine. That was what Brother
Agius meant. "What would it matter if [ was Count Lavastine's son?" he asked, angry that Henri could be
dismissed so easily. "I was fostered out. Even if it was true, he must have meant to be rid of me."

"Surely you don't believe that would be the end of it, do you? Many a noble lord or lady showers favor
and even wealth on the bastard sired or born in noble loins. If your heart is indeed devoted to the church,
you must think of what you can bring to Our Lady and the blessed Daisan. A noblelady's son might bring
wealth or lands, a nobleman's son an endowment to a monastery or, if he is loved enough, his parent
might found an institution in which to house him."

"Even if it were true," Alain whispered, "I am only a merchant's son now. I could never prove such a
thing." Even if he wished it were true. A child born into the nobility, even as a bastard, might hope for
service with the king, might inherit an estate that would allow him to lead his own warband, or if not that,
then gain entrance into the king's elite cavalry, the Dragons.

"I have examined the record of births for the year in which you were evidently born. Of the children born
in that year, there are only three who, nameless, escape me. The others died as young children and were
lifted up to the Chamber of Light, their deaths recorded in the parish register, or else I have tracked them
down and seen them, whole and alive, with my own eyes. Of those three, one was noted as a baby girl
and born to a legiti mately married couple who soon after left these parts. The other two are recorded
simply as babes born to unmarried women whose names are not given, though one, at least, received a
penance to perform for her sins. Alas, the deacon who tended the Lavas Church Hearth in those days is
now dead, but the cook here has an exceptionally fine memory for these things. She assures me there
was no other child born and taken away in that year. Nor has she memory of any foundling left at the
church door."

Alain tried to imagine being recognized by Count Lavastine as his bastard son, blood of his blood,
invested into a new and exalted rank. But he could only see his father Henri's face, torn by grief as he
remem bered the woman who had been Alain's mother. A woman Henri had loved.

"You have nothing to say? You are an ambitious boy, are you not?"

"Lord Geofftrey's child, the girl born to Lady Alde-gund last autumn, will become Count Lavastine's heir.
I heard them speak of it."

"If she lives. If no more suitable candidate can be found. Lady Aldegund comes of Wendish kin. These
are borderlands, it is true, but to the people here a child of Varren blood would be preferred. Bastard or
not."
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"There 1s no proof," repeated Alain, terribly uncom fortable with Agius and his insistent questioning.
Could the frater not let well enough alone? "I have never heard one soul in this holding claim the count got
a serving-woman with child. Surely they would gossip about such a thing, if it was known. Count
Lavastine had an heir, but the child is dead now, is she not? Surely he will marry again."

"Perhaps. No one speaks of those deaths now, except to say it was a terrible accident. Ah, well. No
doubt if Count Lavastine wishes to investigate your birth, he will. Indeed, it is none of my business. He is
no kin of mine, and I am in any case sworn to the church now, no longer to the concerns of the world."
His voice turned brisk and he looked suddenly preoccupied by other mat ters. "I will speak to Master
Rodlin and Sergeant Fell. I wish you to attend me for one hour each day. I cannot forget you are still
sworn to the church. I will tutor you in letters and reading, as is fitting." He turned abruptly to the altar,
knelt, and began to pray.

Alain backed down the aisle as silently as he could. Reaching the vestibule, he bolted outside.

Too late! There lay the damning evidence, right next to her. Dressed in sackcloth, her hair streaked with
ashes, Withi was huddled, weeping, on her knees on the cold ground next to the church doors. As she
had been for ten days now, ever since the captain had caught her fornicating with young Heric in the
stables. There had been other witnesses, so he had had no choice but to demand that they confess their
faults publicly. Frater Agius had demanded the sinners perform full penance, although the captain had
gotten Heric sent home to his own village where his parish deacon might show more mercy.

So Withi wept, her blue eyes no longer pretty but swollen with tears, her face chapped with the cold and
her hands red and chafed. Lackling had left the cheese and onion right out in plain sight, as an offering to
her, since all he understood was that she was forbidden any food except bread and water. He was hiding
at the corner of the church. He darted forward, seeing Alain. His speech sounded more like the grunts
and cries of the beasts of the forest than like that of a human man. Withi sobbed out her shame. Some of
the men-at-arms paused down the road to look back at her. Alain jumped forward and concealed the
dirty cloth with its forbidden treasure under her sackcloth robe.

She gulped down tears. Her hand clutched at the cloth. "You brought that for me?" she whispered. "It is
a sin to lighten the burden of a penitent, as if you were a deacon or a frater given leave to lighten the

judgment passed on a sinner."

"It's only a lesser sin," said Alain quickly. He could not help but feel sorry for her. Lackling grunted
excit edly beside him. "And it wasn't me. It was Lackling—

She lifted blue eyes to Alain's face. "I won't forget," she said, but to Alain, not to Lackling.

The halfwit screwed his face up and tried to speak. "Wheefoe."

She shuddered and backed away from him.

He was only trying to say her name.

Frater Agius appeared at the door. "Friends." He walked over to them. "Compassion is a virtue, but
penance cleanses the soul. For pausing here to speak with this penitent, Alain, you will fast next

Ladysday and reflect upon the meaning of the lesson I preached today. May the Lady have mercy on
your soul. Amen. Now come. [ will speak with your masters."
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Like everyone else, Agius ignored Lackling. Alain

had no choice but to follow. What could he do for Withi, after all? She, along with everyone else, had
shunned him after Count Lavastine's return and the incident with the hounds, and yet it hurt him to see her
reduced to weeping in the dirt outside the church door. Deacon Waldrada had never been this
hard-hearted. The best anyone said of Frater Agius was that he judged all with equal harshness, including
himself.

Lackling, after loitering near Withi without getting any kind of a sign that she noticed him, finally lost heart
and dashed after Alain. He was as loyal as the hounds but rather worse kept. He did not get meat at all,
not even on feast days, such a delicacy being too valuable to waste on a simpleton; besides his odd face,
he was scrawny and short and he walked with an odd rolling gait with his bandy legs. Even the dread
hounds, who snapped and bit at everyone, treated Lackling with indif ference, though of course he could
not command them. Alain pitied him and did what he could to protect him from the taunts and cruelties of
the other young men and women.

Frater Agius strode so quickly, Alain half running to keep up, that they soon passed the young
men-at-arms strolling toward the castle. Had Alain been alone, the soldiers would have called him names
or spit at him, but he had learned to endure such treatment because he understood that this, like weeping
outside the church doors, was a penance, one he must bear without com plaint. But now, because he
was under Agius' protec tion, they only looked at him and muttered.

They found Master Rodlin and Sergeant Fell in the castle yard. All was arranged as Frater Agius
wished.

"Huh," grunted Sergeant Fell when Agius took his leave. "You have gathered to yourself strange
benefactors, my boy." He exchanged a glance with Master Rodlin, who stood, hands folded, perfectly
calm.

Alain wanted desperately to ask if these men, so long in the service of Count Lavastine, thought he was
the count's bastard son, but he dared not. He simply obeyed.

When it came time for Sergeant Fell to take the young men training as foot soldiers out into the fields,
Alain went along as he had all winter. The snow had been light this year, and though the Mass of St.
Herodia had not yet been celebrated, marking the thaw, the fields had been swept clean by the winter
winds, leaving a plain, flat ground suitable for war games. And if the other young men hit him harder with
their padded spearheads than was necessary, slammed him in the head with their bucklers, if they made
him stand at the point in forma tion more often, where the risk was greatest, he did not mind it. Each
bruise only made him stronger. Sergeant Fell nodded gravely and said, only once, that he was taking well
to the drill.

Once they got to run ahead as beaters when Count Lavastine and Lord Geoffrey and the other lords
went hunting with their falcons, though Alain had to run alongside the hounds to keep them from mischief
with the riders. In the forest out past the old ruins the hounds ran a boar to ground, and Lord Geoffrey's
young son, born to his first wife, was granted the killing blow.

For one hour each day Alain sat with Frater Agius and laboriously relearned his letters and learned to
recite by memory passages from the holy book. In the evenings he sat in the hall and ate and drank. He
secretly slipped Lackling bits of fish, and he listened as poets sang, as musicians played, and watched as
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mimes entertained the count and his kin and guests with their dumb show.

After all that he would slip outside to his pallet in the stockade and huddle under the good wool blanket
Aunt Bel had sent to him via a peddler in the autumn. Only in the kennels, alone with the hounds, could
he be at peace—with the hounds, and with the Eika prince bound in his cage. The creature had
weathered the winter's cold without any sign that it disturbed his equanimity.

The Eika prince fascinated Alain. He was a beast, a savage creature who had almost ripped out the
throat of one of the handlers who had come too near him at suppertime that first week of his captivity.
The man had not died, but he had lost his ability to speak. The prince seemed to respect only the hounds,
whom he surely recognized as like himself in their blunt fury.

It had become Alain's task to feed him, once at noon tide, once at evening bell. With the hounds as his
snarl ing escort, Alain would bring a bowl of meat and gruel (the only food the Eika would eat), loosen
one of his hands, and step back out of reach while he ate.

That was the curious thing. The prince had the most fastidious habits, both in eating and in caring for his
person. He did not tear into his food, although with such small portions as Count Lavastine spared him,
he must be hungry all the time. Rather, he ate daintily, with better manners than many of the nobles who
sat at Count Lavastine's table. If he must relieve himself (and he did this much less often, Alain judged,
than any human person had to), he did so always in the same corner of the cage, as far as he could get in
his chains. Alain took pity on him finally and cleaned out that corner every Jedday, since none of the
other men would go near the cage. The prince watched him but never, even when a hand was loosened
so that he could eat, tried to attack him. Perhaps it was only that Alain went everywhere inside the
stockade with his retinue of hounds, who were certainly as fearsome and dangerous as the clawed,
copper-scaled prince.

Perhaps, as he once overheard Master Rodlin mutter, the Eika devil knew by instinct a child spawned
by an inhuman father. But Rodlin treated Alain fairly and never once hit him as he did Lackling or the
other boys and young men who served under him if they made a mistake or did not do their chores
quickly enough. But how could he be the child born of the mating of a human woman and the shade of an
elvish prince at Mid summer's Eve if he was actually the bastard son of Count Lavastine, gotten on a
serving girl?

The Eika prince, like a penitent, endured his captivity without complaint through the cold winter and the
slow turning of the year.

The Feast of St. Herodia came and passed, and Mariansmass loomed, the first day of spring, the
begin ning of the new year, which by the reckoning Prater Agius taught him would be the seven hundred
and twenty-eighth year since the Proclamation of the Divine Logos, the Holy Word, by the blessed
Daisan, also known as the Proclaimer.

A stranger rode into the castle and was escorted to Count Lavastine's private study, emerging two hours
later and riding straight-away south, on a fresh horse. The whispers started.

"[s it true? The Lady Sabella will come here?"
"Does the count mean to join her rebellion? To swear himself to her as his liege?"

"Will we go to war against the king?"
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"Not our king. Henry is not rightfully king of Varre, only of Wendar. His grandfather stole the throne of
Varre away for his own children."

Alain worked up his courage, and on St. Rosine's Day, a week before Mariansmass, he asked Frater
Agius two questions.

"I beg your pardon, Brother, but am I to return to my village when my year is up?"
"Your year?" Agius was distracted. He was fingering the Holy Book but not looking at its pages.
"My year of service. In a fortnight it will be St. Eusebe's Day."

Agius frowned. "If you wish to return, you must speak with Chatelaine Dhuoda. That is her province, not
mine. Certainly such a decision would lie as well in your aunt's hand. But I do not think that Count
Lavastine can spare any of his men-at-arms this year."

"I don't wish to go back, not yet," said Alain hastily, fearing he would be misunderstood. He did want to
stay; he wasn't ready to return to Osna village yet. And yet, was it not disloyal to his father and aunt to
stay here so long when they could be using his labor at home? But they would only find some other
monastery to send him to.

Agius watched him curiously. Alain recalled his other question. "Is it true Lady Sabella is coming here?"
"It is true," said Agius.

"But we haven't prepared—!" He choked back the rest of the sentence. Agius was too preoccupied,
taking out his knife and trimming the wick on his lamp, to even have heard Alain's words. And no
wonder. Lady's Blood! A princess of the royal house of Wendar and Varre was coming, /ere, to Lavas
Castle.

That evening in the hall Count Lavastine rose and addressed his household. His speech was short and
direct.

"I have received a message from Her Most Excellent Highness Sabella, daughter of the younger Arulf,
king of Wendar, and of Queen Berengaria of Varre, whose names we remember in our prayers. She bids
us greeting and will arrive in Lavas with her husband, Prince Berengar of Varre, and her daughter Tallia,
and her reti nue, in ten days' time."

Cook was furious, in private. "Ten days! I will have to send you boys out to fetch every pig and sheep
from the villages nearby. We'll need at least five hundred. Where shall I get enough wine and ale at this
time of year, I ask you? And grain. Chickens! Five wagon loads of turnips, if there are even any left in the
cellars. I ask you!"

Chatelaine Dhuoda and her stewards swept the country side, working frantically for ten days, and
brought in all the provender Cook would need as well as additional servingmen and women. Alain
worked from dawn to dusk, hauling, fetching, building temporary shelters. There was no time to train at
arms; there were no lessons with Frater Agius. Oddly enough, he found he missed the latter as much as
the former.

The church bell rang at dawn on Penitire, calling the faithful to the day of penitence. Alain rose, fed the
hounds, and allowed himself a handful of fresh rain water out of the water barrel to wet his throat. From

Page 92



the stockade he could see the road that wound down the valley to Lavas town and the church. Already
he saw

I people, some shuffling forward on their knees, others bent double, the rest with hands clasped across
chests, moving toward the church. There Prater Agius would lead the morning service because Deacon
Waldrada was still too ill to preach.

Like the stable hands and stock-keepers, he had to care for his charges before he could pray. So had
the blessed Daisan wept and prayed and suffered remorse for the sins of the faithful, whose shepherd he
was, before he could himself find release from the Earth and pass up through the seven spheres to the
heart of the Lord and Lady.

Someone was watching. Alain turned. The Eika prince stared at him. His hair, as white as bone, marked
a pale line against the dark slatted walls of the cage. Did he ever sleep? Alain was beginning to believe he
did not.

Master Rodlin had left no directions about the prince. All fasted on Penitire. But wasn't the Eika prince
pledged to false gods? Alain decided it would be more merciful to feed him. So he brought the portion
allocated to the prince, and while the prince ate, Alain spoke in a calm voice—not wanting to startle
him—about the blessed Daisan and the Holy Circle of Unity. After all, the light of the faithful could be
brought to all creatures. Had not the goblin kin of the Harenz Mountains been brought to the faith by the
exertions of St. Martin and his sister, the holy martyr St. Placidana?

"On this day we remember our sins," he said. In the cool, quiet dawn, his voice sounded strange,
disem bodied, as if someone else was speaking. He heard, like a counterpoint to his speech, the low
growls of the hounds as they crunched on bones. The prince ate noise lessly. "And then, for seven days
we pray and fast just as the blessed Daisan did at the church Hearth in Sai's, the blessed city. These
seven days we call the Ekstasis. In his rapture, as he prayed, seeking redemption for all who might come
into the Light of the Circle of Unity drawn by Our Lord and Lady, his soul ascended through the seven
spheres until at last, on the morning of the seventh day, it came to the Chamber of Light. And the Lord
and Lady in their mercy conveyed him directly to heaven. It is written in the Acts of St. Thecla, the
Witnesser, that the church was entirely illuminated with the light of God's mercy, so brilliant that she was
blinded for seven times seven days thereafter. But the blessed Daisan was gone, taken up unto the
Chamber of Light. On that day, which we know as the Translatus, there is feasting and rejoicing, for so
may we all find mercy in the grace of Our Lord and Lady."

Like the hounds, the prince seemed to prefer his meat raw, and he ate every bit of it, including the
bones. Now he lifted his head and his narrow tongue licked the air. This close, he had the sheen of a
snake's skin, a mellow reddish-brown. He smelled not humanlike, sweat and skin, but like a musty cave,
entombed, dry stone.

And he spoke. "Halane."

Alain started back two steps, he was so surprised. Then he jumped forward and chained the prince's
hand back with the other.

"Halane," said the Eika, slit eyes fixed on Alain. Bound now, he could only move his chin, up and over.
His voice had the smooth tone of a flute.

He's trying to point at me,Alain thought. And shud dered. Halane.
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"My name is Alain," he said, hesitantly, not sure if he was interpreting the Eika's intent correctly. "I am
Alain, son of Henri. Do you have a name?" He copied the ges ture the creature had made. "Do you have
aname?"

It bared its teeth, but Alain could not tell if, like a hound, the grimace was meant to scare or if it was
trying to smile. "Henry. King."

Alain gulped down an exclamation. "King Henry rules in Wendar and Varre. What is your name? Who
rules in the lands where you come from?"

"Bloodheart. King of shipmen. I also son. Son of Bloodheart."

Son of the Eika king! Was that truly what the prince was saying? And hard against his astonishment, a
wild bubble of laughter tried to escape: The Eika prince thought that he, Alain, was the son of King

Henry!

All at once, before Alain could reply, the hounds left off worrying at the bones and ran to the stockade
gate. The Eika prince threw his head back and as one with the hounds howled piercingly. Alain clapped
his hands over his ears and jumped out of the cage, slamming the door shut and chaining it closed. Such
noise! The hounds yammered and howled like wild things. He ran to the ladder, climbed it, and from its
height saw what the others had smelled and heard.

There, coming down the road, was the most glorious procession he had ever seen. About fifty riders
were sur rounded by a great mass of servants and other foot atten dants. Banners and pennons rose in
the breeze, lit by the sun as it flooded the valley with light. Carts and wagons followed behind, most of
them painted in bright colors, and at the very end came the stock-handlers and the extra horses and some
few beasts of other description, including a great shrouded cage.

Alain flung himself over the stockade, lowered, and dropped to the ground. He ran. In all his life he had
never seen or expected to see anything like this: the reti nue of a great prince. He made it to the castle
gates in time to fall in behind a smaller procession made up of Count Lavastine, who was dressed in a
plain tunic and hosen—without ornament—as was fitting for Penitire, and his household. He and his
retinue approached, on foot, the great cavalcade of Lady Sabella and met with them before the church,
where a crowd had gathered.

Alain gaped at the fine ladies and lords and their splendid horses. All of them wore gold threaded in their
tunics and gowns; there was even a biscop among them, her white robes adorned with gold piping and
her donkey fitted with a handsome saddle worked with beads and silver. But the most marvelous among
them all was Lady Sabella.

Alain recognized her at once since she wore a gold coronet on her brow and a magnificent golden
torque around her neck. She wore a tunic thickly threaded with gold, a belt studded with gems, and gold
bindings on her legs. At her belt she wore a sword which boasted a hilt inlaid with gold. That she wore a
sword was strange but not unheard of for a woman, but Alain shivered, seeing it, wondering what the
count's reaction would be. A woman of Lady Sabella's high rank only wore a sword if she meant to lead
an army in her own person rather than through the agency of a kinsman. She had a strong face, and she
wore her hair plaited back, dressed with gold and silver ribbons but uncovered, like a soldier's. All at
once she reminded him of the Lady of Battles, whom he had seen in that vision almost one year ago.

Count Lavastine greeted her in the formal manner, but he did not help her dismount. One of her own
vassals did so, holding the stirrup while she swung down. Then her husband—a paunchy man
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distinguished only by the gold torque at his neck—dismounted. There were several girls in the party so
draped with shawls that Alain could see no outward sign by which to distinguish Tallia— Sabella's
daughter—from the others.

Alain sidled over toward the doors of the church, coming to rest near poor Withi, who had taken up her
usual station on her knees by the door.

The biscop, staft in hand, led the company forward to the doors. Prater Agius had come out, and he
knelt on the porch in greeting.

"Where is your deacon?" asked the biscop.

"Deacon Waldrada has been ill with the lungfever, Your Grace," said Lavastine. "She is not yet
recovered enough to lead the service."

"So do we obey the dictates of Our Lady and Lord. While it is not traditional, nevertheless this brother
of the church shall assist me today, together with my clerics and deacons." Almost at the porch, with the
lords and ladies following, the biscop caught sight of Withi kneeling in the mud. She lifted her staft and
pointed it at

the girl. "Who is this penitent with her hair stained with ashes who kneels forward before the others?"

So close behind her, Alain saw Withi's shoulders tremble as the biscop spoke. He wanted to go
forward, to comfort Withi, to tell her that surely this biscop, with her kindly face and her gentle but
authoritative manner, could not be harsher than Prater Agius. He even took one step forward, only to halt
at the sound of Agius' hard voice.

"This sinner has confessed to the sin of fornication, Your Grace. She has repented of her sin and now
kneels for the prescribed one hundred days here before the church, so that all may see and hear her cries
to Our Lady, who is merciful."

"Poor child," said the biscop. She was an old woman, white-haired but robust, with cheeks rubbed rosy
by evi dent good health. "Shall we not also act mercifully on this day of repentance?" She walked
forward and extended a hand to Withi, who merely gaped at her.

All around, the crowd murmured at this sign of com passion from a great biscop, a noblewoman of high
rank.

"Come, child," said the biscop gently. "You must enter the house of Our Lady and Lord and be forgiven
your sins."

Withi burst into noisy sobs, but at last, under the biscop's kind gaze, she put out a chapped, callused
hand and the biscop took it in one of her own white, clean ones and lifted her up. With the girl beside her
she led the procession into the church.

Agius remained kneeling to one side. He bowed his head, hiding his expression, so that Alain could not
tell if he was furious, or shamed.

a man-at-arms in training, Alain was allowed to serve at the high table in the great hall. Dhuoda soon
recalled that she had first noticed him serving at his aunt's table, in Osna.
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"Y our manners are superior and your bearing is digni fied," Dhuoda informed him. "You may help serve
wine at the high table."

He did not get to pour the wine directly into the cups of the count or Lady Sabella or the other high
person ages, of course. They had their own servants to do that. But he was assigned the important duty
of standing behind the table in order to make sure the servants' pitchers never ran dry. Because, during
Holy Week, it was customary to eat and drink sparingly— or to fast, as Prater Agius did — Alain had
the luxury of a great deal of standing around and listening. And listen he did.

"I .am a border lord, Your Highness. I have estates lying in both kingdoms."

"Yet most of your lands are in Varre, are they not? As is this castle and your most ancient holdings. You
are kin to my husband, Prince Berengar, and thereby a dis tant kinsman to the crown of Varre."

"Which resides now in the hands of King Henry." Count Lavastine maintained such a discreet hold on his
tongue that Alain could not tell if he supported Lady Sabella or King Henry. Or, indeed, if he supported
either one.

"Where it does not belong. I and my daughter are the last living heirs of the royal house of Varre,
through my mother, Queen Berengaria. [ am the only living child of Arulf and Berengaria, whose names
I remember in my prayers daily."

"King Henry is also the child of Armulf."

"Through a woman who was not even a queen in her own right, but only through her marriage to Arnulf.
I am the rightful queen, Count Lavastine, and when I am re stored to my throne through the efforts of my
faithful followers, I will give my daughter Tallia to the throne of Varre as queen and marry her to a man of
noble birth among those who have supported me. Thus will Varre be restored, separate once again from
Wendar and no longer subject to taxes and duties imposed by the reigning monarch in Wendar."

Alain could scarcely catch his breath, hearing Sabella speak so bluntly. Count Lavastine evidently had
un-plumbed reserves of calm, because not a flicker of emo tion escaped him.

"You speak rebellion, Your Highness, against King Henry, who has received the blessing of the skopos
in Darre and of the assembly of biscops and presbyters at Autun. Henry was himself named heir by your
father, the younger Armulf. Did you not swear before Biscop Antonia of Mainni seven years ago to
reconcile with your brother?"

"So I did reconcile at that time. I was younger, and my daughter not yet healthy. After many years of
prayer and with the wise counsel of Biscop Antonia and the consid ered support of Rodulf, Duke of
Varingia and Conrad the Black, Duke of Wayland, I have chosen again to put forward my case. Let us
speak plainly, Count Lavastine. I seek your support as well."

Sabella had a bland, almost monotone voice, but the deep furrows of long anger that lined her face gave
the lie to her seeming coolness.

"Such a decision cannot be reached lightly," said Lavastine. He glanced toward Alain as if he had known
the boy was eavesdropping all along, then smoothly changed the subject to last summer's Eika raids and
the prisoner he had captured in the battle at the Vennu River. Amazed by the count's notice, Alain stood
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frozen until, mercifully, one of the biscop's clerics signaled to him. Alain jerked himself away and hurried
over to refill a fine glass pitcher. For a little while he was busy.

In the kitchens, where he refilled his own ceramic pitcher from barrels brought from the cellar, a different

discussion was going on.
"I heard that fifty of those pigs will go to the beast that hides in the cage," said one of Cook's assistants.

"Hush, now," said Cook. "We needn't have your gossip here. Go back to your chopping."

"T heard it, snuffling and clacking its teeth, and one of the handlers is missing a hand. Bitten off, it was, I'd

wager."
"It's a monster!"
"Nays, it's only a leopard, that's what one of the servingmen back by the wagons said."

"Has he ever seen it? Why must they shroud that cage, then? Why do they keep it outside the palisade,

back by the forest, as if to hide it? It's a basilisk, mark my words. One look and it will turn you to stone."

"I won't have this!" said Cook sternly, then turned her sharp gaze toward Alain. "You, lad, aren't you
serving wine?"

He hurried back into the hall, poured, fetched more wine, only to find himself in another lull. A monster
in a shrouded cage! He was not quite sure what a leopard was, anyway. Was it like a basilisk?

He eased down the dais toward the count but came to a halt somewhat behind the chair of Biscop
Antonia. Next to her sat the sallow, quiet girlchild whom Alain had identified as Tallia, daughter of
Sabella and Berengar. Alain studied her surreptitiously. No longer truly a girl, she was not yet quite a
woman. She had pale features that resembled neither her mother nor father strongly. A fine linen scarf
woven with golden lions on a wheat-colored background, whose effect was to render her even paler,
concealed her hair. The gold torque around her slender neck was so thick and heavy it appeared to
imprison rather than elevate her.

Fish—for of course the noblefolk fasted for Penitire by eating no meat—and vegetables and savories
lay untouched on her plate. She ate only bread, although twice he saw her drink watered wine from the
cup urged on her by the biscop, who tended to her charge solici tously. Farther down the table, Prince
Berengar drank and ate with gusto.

At last, pale Tallia leaned toward the biscop and spoke. "Why can my lord father not observe Holy
Week in a Godly manner, Your Grace?"

The biscop patted her kindly on the hand. "You must never mind it, my child. We must each accept the
burden that the Lady and Lord have given us to bear."

"My lord father is an idiot," murmured Tallia, and then blushed deeply.

"Nay, child, say not so. He is a simpleton, and is it not said in the Holy Book that 'the simple soul is
closest to God'?"

"You are kind to say so," replied Tallia, looking mor tified as Prince Berengar called loudly for more

Page 97



wine. Beyond Biscop Antonia, Lady Sabella seemed not to hear her husband's shrill voice. But the
servants has tened to assist him, and soon after Alain noticed Sabella make a hand sign to her steward.
Within moments, a pair of burly young men deferentially escorted Prince Berengar, who was now singing
the opening stanza of a song Alain usually only heard coming from the bar racks, out of the hall.

"Has Prater Agius been with you for long?" asked the biscop, turning to Count Lavastine.

"He came a year or two ago," said the count. "You must ask my chatelaine if you wish more particulars."
"And is he a good man?"

"He is devout. No scandal attaches to his name."

"He is harsh, my lord, in his reading of penance, which is a virtue best left to those exalted brothers who
devote their lives to the eradication of their own spiritual deficiencies. But not all souls born onto this
earth are granted such vigor in their spiritual pursuits. [ would draw your attention to that poor child I
found kneeling outside the church this morning. Surely forty days of penance would have sufficed. She is
young and pretty and not freeborn, I take it. Would it not have been better for such a young woman to
marry the young man in question? So that she might then perform her duty to Our Lord and Lady by
producing many fine young daughters and sons while lawfully allowing her body to take part in those
earthly pleasures which are also a part of the nature of those of us who are human—for we are all of us,
even the blessed Daisan, admixed by darkness, are we not? And then these fine strong children can work
your fields, Count Lavastine. If we but aid the Lady and Lord in reaching the hearts of the faithful, in
lending aid to all so they may also serve, then so will we all prosper the more."

He inclined his head briefly. "I thank you for your counsel, Your Grace." It was hard for Alain to tell if
the count spoke sincerely or sardonically. "Since my men-at-arms do not marry without permission, [
must assume that the young man was indeed unmarried. If it is your will, I will speak to my captain and to
my chatelaine about the matter. They will resolve it speedily, I trust, and to everyone's satisfaction."

Sabella watched this interaction with a lifted eyebrow, as if waiting. But for what? Biscop Antonia
merely nodded, smiling, then turned to make sure that Tallia had eaten all of her bread.

"Your love for Our Lady and Lord is an example to us all, my child, but you must keep up your
strength."

"Yes, Your Grace," said the girl dutifully, and she fin gered the crusts and then, at last, ate them, washing
them down with a sip of wine. Alain's mouth watered. He had drunk only water and eaten only a little
bread, as was fit ting, and the rest of Holy Week loomed ahead, six days of fasting broken on the
seventh day by the Feast of the Translatus. He sighed and went to get more wine.

The next morning at dawn, Alain woke to a knocking on the gate. He climbed the ladder and found
himself looking down on Master Rodlin.

"Up quick, now!" said Rodlin sharply. "The count will be bringing Her Highness the Lady Sabella here
after morning service, to view the Eika prince. You must make all secure so they may come inside safely.
I have five handlers here, and I can send more if need be."

But Alain chose to chain down the hounds himself, and he stood beside them while the count and his
guests entered the stockade. Chatelaine Dhuoda, Prater Agius, and the captain walked in attendance as
well, so that all together a goodly number crowded into the stockade, pressed toward the side of the
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enclosure well away from the black hounds. The hounds whined and yipped, calling out to their master,
and Count Lavastine came over and acknowledged each in turn: Joy, Terror, Stead fast, Ardent, Bliss,
Fear, Good Cheer, Sorrow, and Rage. Old Enmity had died over the winter. Joy had come into heat two
weeks before and was believed to be pregnant by Fear. The hounds licked Lavastine's hands and
thumped their whipcord tails hard against the wood bar that held them. A few growled at the visitors.
Prince Berengar made as if to come over and pet "the sweet dogs," and had to be restrained, but Alain
saw that this was all done delicately. Sabella was evidently careful that her husband received no outright
insult to his person. Lavastine nodded curtly at Alain and returned to the others.

"Sit," Alain whispered to the hounds, and he edged toward the cage to watch as Sabella, Biscop
Antonia, and the others stared at the prisoner. The Eika prince examined them coldly, but he remained
utterly still. What an awful fate, to be stared at so, and so helpless in the bargain. The compassion Alain
felt for the prince startled him. Shouldn't he hate all Eika for what they had done to Brother Gilles and the
other monks at Dragon's Tail Monastery?

"Truly Our Lord and Lady work in strange ways,"

said Biscop Antonia. "Such a creature I have never seen before, and yet I know that the creation of all
beings on this Earth are the work of God in Unity. But this kind is surely made more out of the things that
grow within the earth, of stone and dark metals, than of light and wind."

"You have received no messages, no offer for ransom?" Sabella asked.

"I fear he will be of no use to us except as a hostage," said Count Lavastine. "Truly, he eats as much as
two of my hounds and is less useful."

"He does not speak?" asked Sabella. "Perhaps if per suaded he could give information about the ships
and movements of his people."

"We have tried. He speaks nothing of our tongue, and no one here speaks anything of his, if indeed these
Eika savages speak in words and not just in animal cries."

"Perhaps he could be taught," said Sabella, but even she looked skeptical. "There are marks on the
chains, here."

"He tried to gnaw through the metal but could not, even with those sharp teeth. He has since given up
trying to escape, or so we suppose."

"Patience is a virtue," said Biscop Antonia. "As is submission to the will of Our Lord and Lady. There
may yet be hope that his kin can be brought into the Circle of Unity."

The Eika prince said nothing, made no movement, only watched, surveying his captors as if to memorize
their features. Alain wondered how much he did under stand. He suspected, now, that the prince
understood more than he let on. Two days ago he would have said, like the others, that the prince was
unable to speak.

"If he 1s of no use to you," added Biscop Antonia, "then I would gladly take charge of him when we
leave here."

Take charge of him? Alain was not sure he trusted anyone but himself to care for the prince. If they
discov ered the prince could speak, what then? They would tor ture him; it was the usual way to
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interrogate prisoners.

And why not? The Eika tortured and mutilated innocent villagers and the monks and nuns who haplessly
bore the brunt of their merciless attacks. Why should he be mer ciful toward a creature who would kill
him, given the chance?

Blessed are the merciful, for they shall obtain mercy.

"Your Grace is most generous," said Count Lavastine, "but it is not necessary. I consider him surety for
the safety of my lands from further attack."

"If indeed," said Sabella, "his kind care enough each for the other that they would forbear to attack you
in order to save one of their own. Perhaps, like wild dogs, they would as soon eat their own comrades as
their ene mies." Lady Sabella moved away, her attendants crowding after her like so many beads pulled
along on a string. The hounds, with remarkable restraint, merely growled after them.

As she left, Prater Agius bowed his dark head and clasped his hands together piously. "Little by little is
coming to pass that threat spoken by Our Lady through the mouth of Her prophet: 'A scourge out of the
North shall spread abroad over the inhabitants of the Earth."'

Biscop Antonia glanced sharply at the frater. Then she extended a hand. "Stay for one moment, Count
Lavas-tine, if you will."

"As you wish, Your Grace." He waited, his servants clustered behind him.

"What if I can, by interrogation, gain information from this prince? May I trade to you the intelligence so
gained in exchange for his person? I have a great interest in those of Our Lord and Lady's creation which
are unlike ourselves, which come from elder times and are more memory to us now than familiar sight.
Call it a study, if you wish, a catalog done in the style of the Dariyan philosophers, if I may be forgiven a
reference to the pagans." She smiled gently and looked question-ingly, or perhaps reprovingly, toward
Frater Agius. "Yet the blessed Daisan himself rose out of their number to bring to all who lie in darkness
the truth found in the light."

"If that is your command." Lavastine looked just barely annoyed, but she was a biscop.

"I think it would be best, Count Lavastine." Her gaze shifted, caught on Alain, and stayed there until he
wanted to sink into the ground to escape her notice. She glanced beyond him toward the hounds, then all
at once moved away to follow Lady Sabella. Count Lavastine escorted her.

Frater Agius, too, was looking at the hounds, who snarled as the biscop walked past, well out of their
reach. She did not appear to fear them, as many did. "You tend the prisoner every day, do you not,
Alain?" asked Agius suddenly.

Alain bowed his head obediently. "I do, Brother." But he was as aware of the Eika's gaze on him as of
Agius'. Staring, both of them. He threaded his fingers together and squeezed them tight, so the pressure
might keep him calm.

"Y ou might have seen things others have not." "Yes, Brother."

"You will speak to me honestly, I trust." Heat burned his face. He shuffled his feet restlessly but could
not answer, either to lie to the frater or to betray the prince. And yet, what duty had he to the Eika
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prince? Should his loyalty not be given first to Our Lord and Lady and second to the count?

"You will attend me tomorrow," said Agius suddenly. "After morning service. Is that understood?" "Yes,
Brother." Then, mercifully, he left. "Halane."

Alain started guiltily and looked round quickly to make sure no one was about, but they had all left,
grateful to get out of the stockade. The hounds had settled back on their haunches, waiting patiently for
Alain to free them.

"Y ou must not speak," he said, and was aghast to hear himself saying these words. "Only when we are
alone. Otherwise they will hurt you."

"No hurt," said the Eika. "No hurt Halane. Go free."

"I can't free you. I must serve the count."

"Name man."

"Count Lavastine is the name of your captor. Surely you know that by now."
"Tre man look. Un, do, tre man. Name man."

What did he want? The name of the people who had come to look at him? Did he think they were all
men, males, or did he have no word to differentiate male from female? Alain could not know. But he
knew that just as he could not bring himself to betray the captive and helpless prince, neither could he
betray the count's trust. What if the prince did escape and then knew by face and name Lady Sabella? If
the Eika recognized the word "king," might they not also recognize "queen" or "prince?"

"I can't tell you their names. You must understand that, I beg you."

The prince did not reply. He blinked once, owllike, deliberate. Alain fled. It was too much to
understand.

Later that evening, as he served at the table, the talk turned to the reign of the Emperor Taillefer, he who
one hundred years ago had united Salia, Varre, the western most duchies of Wendar, and most of the
southern prince doms into a great confederation blessed and anointed by the skopos in Darre as the
rebirth of the Dariyan Empire. Only then did Alain realize that the Eika prince had counted one, two,
three in a bastardized form of the lan guage spoken in Salia. He knew a bit of it, enough to communicate
with those Salian merchants who beached their boats at Osna village. But how had an Eika prince come
to learn 1t? Truly, there was more to him than met the eye.

In the morning, Biscop Antonia led a somber service to celebrate the second day of the Ekstasis. As the
con-

gregation left, Alain sidled away to kneel in the chapel. Lackling followed him, and although with signs
and whispers Alain tried to make him go away, the halfwit remained stubbornly blind to the hints. Or
perhaps he truly did not understand. But the boy knelt quietly, breath sucked in noisily and blown out
with a slight whistling through the gaps in his teeth. Lackling had never once broken the silence of church
with his grunts, his half-formed exclamations, his snorting chuckles. Alain laid a hand on Lackling's
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shoulder and in this companionable way they considered the altar, dedicated to St. Lavrentius, who had
died before the time of the Emperor Taillefer while bringing the Circle of Unity to the Vanish tribes that
lived in this region.

They knelt there so quietly that the mice who nested beneath the altar grew bold enough to venture forth
from their safe haven. Lackling held his breath; he loved the tiny creatures. Alain slowly slid a hand along
the floor and one of the little brown creatures, dark eyes bright, nose twitching, anxiously darted over to
investigate his fingers. Gently he lifted it up and let Lackling stroke its downy coat. Alain did not have the
heart to kill them, although they were pests, not when they came so trust ingly to his hands.

Suddenly the mouse scrabbled frantically up Lack-ling's fingers and leaped out of the halfwit's hands. It
vanished under the altar and all rustling and scratching ceased.

"My friend."

Even having braced himself, Alain still started when Agius spoke softly behind him. A moment later
Agius knelt beside him, although the frater did not allow him self the luxury of kneeling on the pillow laid
there for that purpose.

"Is there anything you wish to tell me, Alain?"
Alain gulped down a sudden lump in his throat.

"I swear to you that I will consider this as a private confessional, between you and God."

"A p-private confessional?"

"There are some of us in the church who believe that confession ought to be a private matter between
the peni tent and Our Mother, in which such as I serve only as an intercessor. I do not believe in public
confession, Alain, though some might call me radical for professing such a belief. Each one of us must
bend our heart to Our Lady and the Divine Logos, the Holy Word, for it is the inner heart and not the
outer seeming which matters to God."

"But, Prater Agius, does not the outer seeming reveal the inner heart?"

"We can never know the inner heart except through Our Mother's grace. It might appear to you that I
serve Our Lady faithfully, with a true and single-minded heart, and yet how can you see past this outer
seeming to know that my inner heart is riddled with vainglory and pride, in believing that I can serve Our
Mother better than any other man? So do I pray each day for the lesson of humility. I beg you, my friend,
for the sake of your immortal spirit, tell me the truth of what you know."

"I—I know nothing. The Eika prince spoke a few words to me. That is all." Even clasped before him, his
hands shook as he spoke. "Words in what language?" "Wendish. I know no other language." "Many of
the people here in Varre also know Salian." "I know a few words. The prince counted in Salian, or at
least, the words sounded something like Salian but not exactly like. But he said almost nothing. He cannot
truly speak our language." "Why did you not tell Count Lavastine?" Alain felt like a cornered rat. " —I
just think it wouldn't be merciful for him to be tortured, if he can't speak well enough to truly talk to his
interrogators." He risked a glance at Agius, afraid that he had revealed dis loyalty, but Agius' expression
did not change. The frater stared fixedly at the image of St. Lavrentius on the burning wheel.
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"You have a compassionate heart, Alain. I will think on this before I act. Is there anything else you have
seen or heard that you wish to tell me?"

The Lady of Battles. The vision he had seen in the ruins. The owl that had hunted that night, on
Midsummer's Eve. But he dared not speak of these things to Agius or to anyone except his kin. Afraid
that he was about to blurt out these secrets, he said the first thing that came to mind.

"Why is Lady Sabella not Queen of Wendar? She is the elder child, isn't she?"

"The sovereign does not chose the heir only because of primacy of age. To rule is a great burden, and
the child named as heir must have other qualities. Chief among them is the ability to produce an heir in her
own right. A family only stays strong as long as there are strong children to carry on the line. Surely you
have heard of the heir's progress?"

Alain shook his head.

"When the heir apparent reaches his or her majority, then she or he is sent out on a progress around the
realm, just as King Henry travels constantly on his own progress, seeing to the health of his kingdom. The
Lady watches over this progress, and if She grants Her favor to the claimant, the woman will get with
child, or the man will make a woman pregnant. So is the chosen one marked as heir, for so it is assured
that this prince of the realm is fertile."

"But couldn't a man lie about getting a woman pregnant?"

"Both he and the woman whom he has gotten with child must swear before a biscop, in the name of the
Unities, that the child is of their conception. And the child must be born healthy, to prove its conception
was not tainted with sin."

"What happened to Sabella?"

"She went on her heir's progress and did not get with child."

"But King Henry did?"
"Ah, yes. King Henry did, although in a strange fashion. But that is a tale in and of itself."

"Then why can she rebel now? How can she claim she is the rightful queen?"

"Many years later Lady Sabella married and gave birth to an heir, thus proving her fertility. After the
birth of Tallia, Lady Sabella demanded that Henry stand aside in her favor. Of course he refused."

"Oh." Although Agius spoke of the doings of the great nobles, this story had a familiar ring; an Osna
family had two years ago gone through an acrimonious dispute over inheritance rights, settled (after one
unfor tunate death) only by the intercession of the deacon, who had made all the parties involved kneel
for five days and four nights at the Hearth in the church while she recited from the Holy Verses. "Do you
think her cause is just, Brother?"

"I do not concern myself over such worldly matters, Alain, nor should you." He turned suddenly,
skewing round on his knees, and an instant later Alain heard the scrape of the door.
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Biscop Antonia, in a white cassock trimmed with gold thread, walked up the aisle to them. She had such
a pleasant face that Alain could not help but warm to her. She reminded him of the elderly deacon'in his
own village, kind Deacon Miria, who treated all children in Osna village as if they were her own
grandchildren and whose judgments were firm, compassionate, but always just.

"Prater Agius. I hoped to find you here, at your devotionals."
"I endeavor to serve God, Your Grace, as well as this unworthy flesh can."

She did not reply at once. Alain tucked his head down, trying to efface himself, but he felt her gaze on
him. Then it lifted and he glanced up swiftly to see that she regarded Agius once again.

"I have heard from the count that there are old Dariyan ruins nearby. You will attend me tomorrow, and
lead me there."

"I am your servant, Your Grace." "Are you, Brother? I have heard whispers about you, Prater Agius. I
have heard you profess a devotion to Our Lady so great that you often, fear, neglect to pray to Our
Lord, the Father of Life. But—" She looked again toward Alain. He ducked his head quickly. "We shall
speak of that another time."

Agius merely made, at his chest, the hand sign that denoted submission to his elder's will: fingers curled
down and clasped over his thumb.

The biscop moved to the hearth, where she knelt, said a prayer, and drew the Circle at her breast. Then
she left the church.

"Go," said Agius. "Meet me here tomorrow, after morning service. I would like you to attend me."
"Me?" Alain squeaked.

Instead of answering, Agius bent double and pros trated himself before the image of St. Lavrentius.

Alain nudged Lackling. "Come," he whispered, afraid to disturb the frater, whose eyes were closed and
whose lips moved in rapid prayer. The boy followed him will ingly. Outside, Alain had to blink. The sun
had come out from behind the morning clouds and now shone brightly. The light stung his eyes.

a small group walked by the isolated forest path to the old ruins: Biscop Antonia and two of her clerics,
Frater Agius, Alain, and, of course, Lackling, who attached himself like a loyal hound to Alain and could
not be shaken loose. To Alain's surprise, the biscop did not ride her mule but chose to walk with the
others, as any humble pilgrim might.

"You, child," she said, indicating Alain. "Walk beside me." Of course he obeyed. "I saw you yesterday in
the church with Prater Agius." "Yes, Your Grace." "Are you kin to him?"

Surprised to be compared in such a casual way to a man of obviously noble birth, Alain blurted out a
denial. "No!" At once he was ashamed of his rudeness. "I am a fosterling, Your Grace. I was raised in

Osna village." "Freeborn?"

"Yes, Your Grace. Or so my father told me, and so was I raised. My father and aunt and cousins are
free-born back to the time of Emperor Taillefer. There is no half-free blood in that family."

"But you are a fostered child." She said it so kindly that although the attention of so great a personage as
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a biscop rather frightened him, he could not help but want to confide in her. And she was old and
therefore worthy of respect. As the saying went: "White hair is earned through good deeds and a good
life." And she did so remind him of Deacon Miria at Osna village, a woman to whom all went willingly to
confession, knowing the penance imposed would be just, and never too harsh to bear.

He bent his head, flushing, flattered by her interest. "My father is a merchant, Henri of Osna village."
"Your foster father, you mean?" He hesitated. Bastard child of a whore. But Henri had loved Alain's
mother. Who was to say Henri was not truly his father? And yet, how could he know? Henri had never
spoken of the matter.

When he did not reply, she went on. "I have heard it spoken by the common folk of Lavas Holding that
the black hounds are devil's get, and only a person born of the blood of their ancient masters or of the
Count Lavas-tine may handle them without danger. Yet I noticed yesterday that you are left in charge of
the kennels and that the hounds obey you as loyally as they do Count Lavastine."

He gulped down a lump in his throat. "Hounds obey those who treat them firmly and without fear, Your
Grace. It is nothing more than that."

"Do you fear the Eika prisoner?"
"No, Your Grace. He is bound by chains."

Agius looked back sharply. Alain clamped his mouth shut. He had a sudden feeling that Prater Agius did
not want him to speak about the Eika prisoner to the biscop. Agius had his own secrets and, evidently,
his own plans. But the Lady smiled on him: Biscop Antonia did not ask any further questions about the
prince.

"You are a well-spoken boy also. Quite unlike an untutored country lad."

"T know my letters, Your Grace. Prater Agius has been kind enough to teach me to read, and I knew
some thing of numbers from my aunt, who manages a large household."

"She is a well-bred woman, I take it."

He could not help but smile. "Yes, Your Grace. My Aunt Bel is a very fine woman, and mother of five
living children and as many grandchildren born so far." Per haps more, since he had been gone; with the
blanket last winter had come a verbal message that Stancy was preg nant again. Had the child been born
yet? Did it live? Was it healthy? Had Stancy survived the birth? He was swept with such a sudden wave
of homesickness that he almost faltered. He did not expect to miss them all so very much. Henri would
be setting out again after Holy Week, as he did every year. Who would repair the boat this year? Who
had tarred it last autumn? No one did as careful a job as Alain did. He hoped Julien was devoting as
much time to helping Henri with the boat as he was to courting the young women in the village. And what
of the baby? It must be well grown by now, if it had survived the winter. But surely it would have
survived the winter; it was a healthy child, and Aunt Bel took good care of her own.

They walked for a time in silence. When they came to the clearing they halted to look out over the ruins,
bare stone tumbled in a spring meadow strewn with yellow and white flowers. A broad stream ran along
the other side of the clearing: He had not seen it on Midsummer's Eve, but now the running water flashed
in the midday sunlight as it flowed swiftly past the grass, bordered by a low rim of white stone, and
vanished into the farther edge of forest.
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"The Emperor Taillefer is said to have possessed a pack of black hounds," said Biscop Antonia
suddenly, her gaze on the ruins but her voice far away, as if she had been thinking about this during the
long silence. "But so much is said about the Emperor Taillefer that one can scarcely know which is truth
and which a story spun by the court poets for our entertainment." Then, like an owl striking abruptly, she
turned her gaze on Frater Agius. "Is that not true, Brother?" "As you say, Your Grace."

"Surely you have sterner views of truth than that, Frater Agius."

He looked, oddly enough, ashamed. "I follow the Holy Word as well as I can, Your Grace, but [ am
imper fect and thereby a sinner. It is only through God's unselfish love that I may be redeemed."

"Ah, yes," said the biscop. She smiled sweetly, but Alain suspected she and the frater had just conversed
about something else entirely. "Shall we go down?"

They circled the clearing to find the original entrance, where a fallen gatehouse still stood sentry.
Crossing into the ruin, Alain was struck by how different it looked now: No glamour gave the stone an
unnatural gleam; shadows lay foreshortened on the ground, patches shading grass and overgrown paving.
Once fine build ings had stood here. Now this was only a graveyard, the markers of a lost and forgotten
time. He followed the biscop as she walked down the roadway, heading into the heart of the complex.
She paused now and again to examine the carvings left on the stone: a double spiral, a falcon, its wings
feathered with pockmarks, an elabo rately dressed woman in a gown of feathers whose head was a
hollow-eyed skull.

The clerics murmured, seeing these traces of the pagan builders. Lackling stubbed his toe on a
half-buried block of stone and began to cry.

"There, there, child," said the biscop, comforting him, though he was as grimy as only a stableboy could
be. Agius stood with his hands folded at his waist and his gaze fixed disapprovingly on the altar house.

"Come along," she said to Lackling. His sobs ended as soon as the pain faded, and he sidled away from
her and dogged Alain's heels. They arrived at the altar house. The clerics hung back, but Biscop Antonia
crossed the threshold without the least sign of uneasi ness. Alain followed her inside. Lackling would not
enter.

"You came to these ruins," said the biscop without turning round. She examined the white altar stone.
"Or so I have heard the report, from Chatelaine Dhuoda, from Count Lavastine, and from the testimony
of the half-free girl, Withi, who is to marry the young soldier. The girl told me she saw black hounds
running in the sky but that you did not see them. She said when she first caught sight of you, you were
looking toward this building and talking to the thin air, where no person or no thing stood. Did you see a
vision?"

Alain had his back to the entrance, but he felt Agius enter, felt the frater's presence behind him. What
could he say to her? He could not lie to a biscop! Yet if he con fessed, might he not be branded as some
kind of ungodly witch? Suddenly being the bastard son of the shade of a long-dead elvish prince did not
seem quite so advanta geous, not if he could be condemned for it; just as the bastard son of Count
Lavastine might become the pawn in a struggle to gain power over the count's holdings if the count
had no other direct heirs.

Alain touched his hand to his chest where, under the wooden Circle, his rose rested, warm and
somehow bright under cloth. As he shifted, both Agius and Biscop Antonia turned to look at him
expectantly, as if they could sense the hidden rose. Suddenly being the child of Merchant Henri and the
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nephew of Bella Adelheids-dottir, respectable householder of Osna village, seemed a much safer
alternative to his other more grandiose dreams.

Yet neither was it right to lie.

"I have had visions, Your Grace," he said reluctantly, lowering his hand, then added, "but I am pledged
to the church." Hoping that might explain it.

"It is true," said the biscop calmly, "that many who are sworn to serve Our Lady and Lord are also
granted visions, if they serve faithfully, but there is yet a taint of darkness in the world that may bring on
false visions and false beliefs." She looked again, pointedly, at Agius. The frater was beginning to look
angry. "I believe this building is known as the altar house?" She bent to run an age-spotted hand over the
marble sur face of the altar stone. "This might be the Hearth of Our Lady, might it not? You see, I detect
traces of old burning here, in the center." With one finger she flicked dirt out of the runnels carved into the
stone. These run nels traced a spiral pattern similar to the pattern carved into the walls outside, but here
four spirals led into a fist-sized hollow sunk into the center of the white stone. She smiled, still looking at
the altar stone. "It is a terrible burden to carry an inner heart that does not live in har mony with the outer
seeming, is it not, Prater Agius? If we each one of us know what we ought to do and act as is fitting, then
by our outward seeming Our Lady and Lord will know that we follow the faith gladly and with an honest
heart. To profess belief in a heretical doctrine and yet conceal it from all but those who think as you do
seems to me to be hypocrisy of the worst sort."

"It is not a heretical doctrine!" cried Prater Agius. His face had gone bright red. "It is the skopos who
denies the truth! It was the Council of Addai which denied the redemption and concealed the truth!"

Unshaken by this outburst, Biscop Antonia straight ened. She surveyed the circular walls; next to the
ground, half concealed by moss and weeds, carvings decorated the white stone, curled snails graven in
stone surrounded by delicate rosettes. Counting out her steps, the biscop paced around the altar,
measuring it. Then she walked past the frater, who stood as if rooted to the ground by his own passion,
and went outside.

Alain hesitated.

Agius threw himself to his knees on the ground. "I will proclaim it," he said, muttering as if to himself or
as if to the heavens. "I must speak the truth aloud so those who linger in the twilight of the false belief can
come into the true light granted to us all by His sacrifice and redemption.”

These were strange and troubling words. Alain side stepped past the frater, but Agius, forehead resting
on clasped hands, did not notice him. Outside, Biscop Antonia was helping Lackling stack l