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Book One

Prologue
Tullier’s first arrow killed the fair-haired knight. His second, loosed as he broke clear of the



brush, took the neetly liveried groom highin the shoulder but did not finish him. That took a third arrow.
By then Corbulo, Tullier's journey-magter, dready had three kills to the boy’s two, and he'd pardyzed
the servers' lady with a specid black-tipped dart.

“Quickly now!” Corbulo urged.

The two assassins, novice and journey-magter together, rushed down the dight indine to close on
thar prey.

Tullier, running ful out, quivered with ill-controlled excitement. The ambush had gone o
essly—every detal, every reaction, anticipated by his master. Smooth as an exercise, steady as a
practiced form, yet here were five corpses on the ground, the tang of blood in the ar, and the strange
bedraggled-looking Tidmaran lady, Destra Vanderive, with her tangle of brown har and her
sun-darkened skin, lying paralyzed againg the bole of the great chestnuit.

The assassins reached the broad shadow of the chestnut. The big tree where the Tidmarans had
made their picnic had given no shelter, and the ambush had come without warning. That showed in the
blank expressions on the dead knights faces, their empty sword hands.

Dedtra Vanderive heaved her willow-thin body againg the tree, struggling without success to gain her
feet. Her dark eyes were wild with fright. Her younger son, diff with shock, buried his head in her skirts
and suckled her limp hand, asif hiding his face meant that nothing could harm him.

His brother, a bare handspan shorter than Tullier, met them at the edge of the tree’ s shade, brave but
helpless.

“The Great Twins beg you, have mercy!” he beseeched them, and threw wide his hands in
supplication.

Corbulo parayzed him with a second black-tipped dart. The boy dropped facedown into the fdlen
chestnut flowers with an anguished cry.

Tullier, haf-gck with the joy of victory, hardly heard him. He stopped at the corpse of the fair-haired
knight: an older man, with siver at his collar and deeves. Stooping, he plunged his Sha Muir knife into the
body, below where the arrow had taken the man in the chest. Blood dicked the blade's thunderbolt
figure—the Goddess Llara's Sgn. This, after so many years of preparation, was his firg kill as a Sha
Muira WEetting his fingers with blood from the blade, Tullier marked his right shoulder with four short
lines. Great Llara—He closed his eyes, tried to imagine the face of the gray goddess turned towards
him, splendor and joy rigng a her servant’s firg blooding. This kill is for you; for the Emperor; for
Bissanty—He had trained more than a decade for this moment. Pictured it in its perfection, its glory—

“You amost missed your second man.”

Bresking his prayer short, Tullier's eyes flicked to his second corpse—the groom—then across to his
journey-master. The broad-chested man, swaggering in ful Sha Muir garb, moved quickly among his
own kills, imprinting his blade with the three desths. Unlike Tullier, Corbulo did not pause to mark his
shoulders. The tdl journey-master merdly wiped his knife on the skirt of his robe and sheathed it.
Shoulder-marking was for novices, that gesture told Tullier. “Finished there?’ he asked. “Or are you
taking the other one too?’

Tulier lifted his chin. “I'm finished.” Set to him as a question, he couldn’t—he wouldn’'t—mark his
other shoulder with the blood of the second man he had killed. Not now. Not with Corbulo giving him
such a dy look, dark eyes amiling down his nose to see if his new novice would mark his every Kill,
however contemptible, to the Goddess's name,

Corbulo was right, however hard it cut him to admit it. Tullier had rushed, and in rushing he'd
fumbled his second kill; Great Llarawould know. Unlike the knight, the groom had carried no weapon. It
would mean nothing to dedicate that deeth to her.

Tullier sheathed his blade, hisfirg thrill draining.

Lady Vanderive' s guard had not been the chdlenge for which the young novice had primed himsdf,
and even s0, hed managed to bungle one of his kills The boy glanced, frustrated, at the rapidly
blanching face of the knight he'd shot down. One kill for Llara. A second missed through clumsiness,
right there for his master to see. For no reason, no reason a dl, outsde of his own haste.

He had been cautioned thet killing freemen would be harder than despatching daves. Warned that



firg-timers had to guard againg haste, fear, and a kind of panicked admiration for those who struggled to
preserve ther lives Already he'd faled to heed the firg of those warnings.

He glanced around the little clearing, trying to convince himsdf that the rest of the mistakes would be
easer to avoid. Fear and admiration? Though hurry had marred this firg taste of freemen's death, Tullier
could not see how it differed in its essentids from culling daves in a practice yard. Corbulo’'s careful
planning had reduced it to that. Spread among the fdlen clusters of carndlian-and-white chestnut buds
were the pathetic remains of a picnic lunch: linen napkins, fresh white bread and early soring fruits,
children’s toys. Though the knights had been armed, the picnickers had been ready only for a day of
pleasure. Corbulo, leaving nothing to chance, had waited until they had unpacked their luncheon and laid
asde thair weapons before gtriking. The lady’s knights had died as they’ d sported with the children, not a
wespon in their hands.

Corbulo, Tullier thought, might have let one of the knights live long enough to fight. The Sha Muira
would of course have prevailed, but the young apprentice might at least have learned something, facing
such an enemy. Now dl that remained was a babe in a folding canvas cradle, pardyzed children, and a
bird-thin woman, dso pardyzed, who was powerless to stop them. Where did glory for Llara lie in these
killings? He could not see it. As he stood by the fresh corpse of the knight, the musky scent of crushed
chestnut flowers mixed with the tang of blood. An inexplicable bitter gdl choked his throat.

“Disgppointed, youngster?” Corbulo pushed by, making for the dumped woman. “Don’t be. There is
more than death to Llara's honor here. For those who can abide it

“I'm not sad for them,” Tullier said angrily.

“Then why that dumsy second shot?’

Corbulo did wait for an answer. Moving on, he bent over the woman, turned back a fold of skirt,
and exposed her younger son. The child's eyes were clenched shut, his smdl body tightly curled. Without
amoment of hestation, Corbulo raised his hand, sghted a dart from his wrigt-launcher, and shot the child
inthe base of his spine. The boy, indantly paralyzed, whimpered and lost his grip on his mother’ s hand.

“Bagtard! Oh, Goddess—" The words were a strangled noise in the mother’s throat, but something
in thelr tone caught Tullier’s attention. Anger was there, as wdl as fright. The boy’s interest sharpened.
This was something unexpected. The woman's thin body had little extra flesh, and the parayss poison
had strength enough to fdl a well-grown man. She should not have had the breath to resist.

“Hep me” Corbulo said brusquely. He wrested the limp child's body free of her sKirts.

Tullier, uncertain, reached for his knife.

“Not thet,” his master stopped him. “We mug gtrip them.”

The boys were dressed in boiled wool jackets, embroidered tunics, and soft trousers: nothing that
would have marked them as gently born in Bissanty, where the nobles wore only slk and fine-stuff.
Tulier heaved the older boy up by his shoulders, avoiding eye contact. Remembering the boy’s brief,
doomed stand, Tullier found himsdf comparing his body to the boy’s as he worked. The novice was
short for his age, and lightly built, while the boy was sturdy and long-limbed. The jacket Tullier pulled off
the boy’'s back would dmog have fit his own shoulders. He tossed it aside, something in him made
angry, and split the tunic with his knife, deliberately ruining it. When he was done, the boy lay facedown
on the falen chestinut flowers, his smooth skin puckered with cold, a strand of slver links on his neck his
last adornment. That had to come off with the rest. Not sure what to do, Tullier dropped the slver into
the babe's cradle.

“The baby t00?’ he asked.

Corbulo, finishing with the younger boy, looked round, saw Tullier gdanding a the cradle, and made
an angry gesture. “Llard s eyes, stop hurrying,” he snapped. “What's rushing you now?’

“l wasn't—" Tullier protested.

“You want to argue?’ The words rang with dishbelief.

Tullier shook his head, recognizing the warning, however unjust. For amoment, he saw his master as
the woman or her sons would see him: the leen menace of his figure, the blood-colored robes, the
flapping braids, and, worgt, the crud set eyes, dlittering in the death’s-head mask of black-and-white
paint. The paint-masked journey-master had every advantage over Tullier, with his youth and naked skin,



with nothing but his own will to conced his expresson. Staring into his master’s poison-rimmed eyes,
Tullier discovered he had dready overstepped a boundary.

“l want only to serve,” the young novice said, forcng himsdf to speak humbly. “Llara’s light in
you—please tdl me what to do.”

“You're pestering me,” Corbulo said, again unfairly. “ Just keep out of the way and watch me. I'll tdl
you when | need you.”

The dearing settled around them. Tullier, pretending to look a everything that wasn't his master’s
face, watched the older man covertly, sruggling to read his mood. The unfairness wasn't like Corbulo,
and that was dangerous. The ambush had been a success. Tullie’s mistake with the groom had not
jeopardized that success. Why then was his master so angry, so full of nerves?

Corbulo, no longer paying attention to his novice, stood over the older boy’s body and pulled a box
from a pocket deep in his robes: a wooden box, with Sylized carvings of reeds around its Sdes.
Touching a hidden spring, he popped the compact case into separated haves.

The swiftness of the man’'s mations had the smoothness of practice. Yet something in Corbulo’s
manner told Tullier he was not comfortable with the box or its contents. He was too ddicate, too careful
in his movements. Insde the cased haves were two coiled straps, supple red-tanned lesther with black
edges. Uncailing these straps with elaborate care, Corbulo used the firg to bind the younger boy’'s
ankles.

The leather, touching the boy’s skin, seemed to burn it. An acrid tang sprang out, strong enough to
overpower the musky scent of chestnut blossom. Tullier could sense magic. A strong prayer had set the
spdl on the leather. He bent forward, trying to understand what he was seeing.

“Keep yoursf busy.” Corbulo glanced a his novice, his voice sharp. Tullier had a confused sense
that his master did not want him wetching, that despite his ingruction that Tullier should watch, he was
doing athing he wished to finish without witnesses. “Give thanks to Llara that everything so far has gone
smooathly. Goddess help us with this next—"

With a sudden powerful heave he jerked the strapped boy up by his ankles and lashed him, head
down, to one of the chestnut’'s low branches. The acrid scent grew stronger. It smdled of burning, of
ritud power.

Tullier, with dl his training, could guess nather the ritud’s purpose nor the source of its power. The
ugly burnt odor did not smel like Llara’s magic. . ..

“Go on,” Corbulo said roughly, seemingly reading his apprentice's doubts. “Bless Llara for letting
you observe this” With the first boy secure, the journey-master nervoudy ran the second strap through
hisfin—

gers and bent to bind the bigger boy. Now Corbulo was the one who was rushing, dmaost dumsy.

“Thanks be to the Thunderbringer,” said Tullier, eager to demondtrate his obedience, but bewildered.
The upended bodies, the way the ankles were strapped, reminded him more of stock hanging in a
butcher’ s daughteryard than of human bodies readied for death. He saw no sgns of the Thunderbringer
or of the rites of deeth as he had been taught them. Only the prayer that Corbulo cdled him to recite was
familiar. He began: “Great Llara, our thanks for thiskill, proof here of Llara's favor—"

Corbulo’s next action cut Tulher's prayer short. A shocking, sharp interruption, as he drew a knife
across the firg of the boys' throats. There was nathing in the kill: just a dash with his knife, repeated for
the second boy. A dash and aquick end.

“—rproof here of Llara's favor,” Tullier repeated, “and of Her Blessng on us” The boy stared at his
teacher, appdled. The journey-master should not have made his kill with his apprentice’s recitation
unfinished. Not after he had specifically asked Tullier to recite the blessng—

“These young ones should have been locked behind warded gates.” Corbulo wiped his knife on one
of the discarded jackets and pushed it deanly into the sheath on his thigh. He would not meet Tullier’s
eye “It'sadggn of Llara's support for us that they weren't. Don't be displeased, boy, that this part has
gone so smoothly. It's not Lady Van-derive s fault Tidmarans are fools who left the treasury door of her
blood unguarded. This has gone smoathly, thank Llara, amoothly. Bless the Great Thunderer for that.”

Smoothly? Tullier shot a skeptical look at the fast-draining corpses, and then at his master. Corbulo



was repeating himsdf too inggently. Something had gone awry. This was not the way of death that
Tullier had been taught. There was something unpleasant here. Something concealed, something beyond
what a master should keep from his subordinate.

“| thought Lady Vanderive was our target.” The question was out of his mouth before he could quell
it.

“Sheis”

“| thought she was our only target. Y ou told me Bissanty was bringing Tidmark to hed, that we were
here to teach Tidmark it is not free, not safe from Bissanty aggresson.”

gy

“This—" Tullier gestured at the strung-up corpses. He heditated, but the words had to be spoken.
“Thereisno hopein methat | could finish this work if you were to die” Novice stared & journey-master.
For a moment, neither moved.

Thiswas Tullier' sinaugurd misson. He had been wel drilled inits terms. No Sha Muira could return
to the home idand with any part of his misson uncompleted. Because of this, the Sha Muir code decreed
that a novice's fird misson should be limited to a task he might hope to accomplish unaided, in the
unlikey event that his magter failed him.

Corbulo’s eyes dipped away from his novice's. The older man sank to his knees, as if he meant to
pray. “You want to know too much too soon,” was dl he said, avoiding Tullie’s question. “Beg Llara for
your answers, not me”

Tullier, dumbfounded at his master’ s refusd to give him a direct answer, had no choice but to drop to
his knees and join him. He turned his eyes to the sky, seeking to empty himsdf for Llara But he could
not concentrate. His mind raced, question piling up on unanswered question. In such a state, he could not
hope to fed Her touch.

Corbulo had completed twelve journeys as a Sha Muir warrior. An auspicious number. One misson
for each of the gods. Back at the Sha Muira stronghold, Tullier had rejoiced to be paired with a master
0 diginguished as Corbulo. Now, with his Magter's drange withdrawd, Tullier was left to
guess—wildly—what his master’s strange responses might mean for his own future. Had the Arkhons
decided to test Great Llara's love by assgning Corbulo a peculiarly perilous thirteenth misson? Was
there truly great honor to be earned in this misson, or only damnation, in cdling on a magic power
outsde the Gray Goddess' s? If so, why had they seen fit to risk a novice with him?

This was Corbulo’s firg venture to Tidmark, the Bissanty Empir€'s southern neighbor. It was
unusud, the older man had told him, for the Emperor to order a ful Sha Muir envoy to the Free
Principdity of Tidmark. More than unusud. Unheard of. Despite its backward ways, Tidmark had once
been a Bissanty possession, dignified as the fourth quarter of the Empire. In recognition of this, only
shadow-envoys—spying ventures with no killing—went to Tiedmark.

Corbulo had been frank with Tullier when they’d met for the firg time, heeding the journey-herdd's
cdl. “I don't likethismisson,” he had told him. “You won't ether, by the time our work is through. My
thirteenth misson has been highly honored—our orders come from Emperor Sciuttarus himsdf.
Unfortunatdy, Llara swill is such that this ditinction may bring us more trouble than good. This misson
won't Imply be to cut throats.”

Tullier, overwhemed to learn that Llard s Heart-on-Earth had persondly ordered their venture, had
bardy attended Corbulo’s warning. Now, confronted with his master’ s nervous manner as he readied the
Tidmaran lady’s sons for ritud desth, it took on new meaning. Cor-bulo, even before he had been told
theful details of his envoy, had, the novice suspected, guessed that neither returning to Sha Muira Idand
to take up a fourteenth venture nor dying in glory for Llara would come eedlly. If the unfamiliar magic in
the ritua belonged to some other God, not Llara Corbulo's anxiety suggested that the dark
journey-master was not certain that Llara approved its use here.

The baby sat up in the cradle and began to wall. Corbulo, deep in prayer, his braids fdlen over his
face, ignored it. Ther Stuation, deep in a thick, moss-darkened forest, near a running stream, was over
two miles digant from the rambling stone house where the woman who lay at thar feet served as lady.
No one would hear it. But the cry rasped on Tullier’s nerves. Why should Corbulo be so cautious about



the rest, where Tullier might have learned so much, and so casud about this? The boy unsheathed his
knife.

The child tottered and stood againg the canvas Sde of its cradle to greet him. It—she—was pretty,
gurdily built like her older brother, with deep brown eyes and ash-blond curls more toddler than baby.
Between sobs, she reached out a chubby hand, too young to know better. Tullier offered her the edge of
his blade.

“Not yet,” Corbulo snapped coldly. “That’s bait for another trap. Leaveiit.”

Behind them, the child's mother made a protesting sound.

“Bat?’ Tullier sulked, turning from the child to his journey-master. “What are you keeping from me,
Master?’

“There's some a the Hold who daim you as the pride of your class” Corbulo said coldly, obsdian
dark glittering in his eyes. Even on his knees, he ingpired fear. “Yet here you are, running your mouth in
front of the living. Look at her. Do you think she does not hear you?’

Tulier turned away, suppressng an unexpected stab of darm. He stared at Lady Vanderive, haing
her, wondering how it was that he kept on compounding his mistakes, when so much of the Stuation lay
under ther control.

The woman had fdlen back on the grass. Before the dart’s poison had set in, she'd thrashed her
skirts over her knees, exposing dim ankles and long coltish legs. Staring at those pretty legs, Tullier fdt
hisface go hot. She won't be living long, he told himsdlf, teasing her by moving the knife Hill closer to the
baby. Y et, once again, Corbulo was right to rebuke him. In the expressive brown eyes she had passed to
her children, rancor mingled with her fear. She had cdmed enough to stop fruitless druggle, to
concentrate her dl on what she could do—which was to watch them.

One of the fird lessons a Sha Muira Stronghold, a thing impressed on the youngest classes, was a
demondration of the rasng of the dead. To the bloodthirsy circle of students, sometimes the
demondtrations had been humorous, occasiondly they had been dmost sad, but the greater lesson had
been that even the most profoundly mutilated corpses would find the means to communicate thar
assassin's name to their questioners, when they knew it.

There was only one punishment a journey-master could mete to a novice on his firs misson. Tullier
hed to stop compounding his mistakes.

“You sad bait,” Tullier said briskly, trying to retrieve himsdf. “That doesn’'t tdl me what you next
require. Am | in your way? I'll stland with the horsesif | amin your way.”

Corbulo shook his head, laughing madevolently. “You can't escape s0 easly,” he sad. “You must
play your part, aswdl as |.” Histongue touched hislips, a nervous, too vivid shock of red in the painted
mask of hisface. “ Stop hurrying, and follow me. Llarawill watch over us”

Tullier froze. A dizzy wave of dread swept from his brain to his gut. He did not know if it was the
nervous tongue, or the words, but he sensed with a degp and sudden certainty that his master was
terrified; like a dave wating for the cut of death, Corbulo was terrified.

Terror for a Sha Muira came only from one source: turning from Greet Llara s path, losng Her favor.
If his master was afraid—his apprentice must accept that he would have to share that fate.

What was in the falen woman, in her sons, that might make a Sha Muira cross Llara s will?

Compared to the Bissanty nobles with whom Tullier was familiar, the lady was unimpressve: her
wool dress somber, the hammered slver of her necklace a touch barbaric. Her hands were cdlused like
afaming wifeé's, her broad face was pretty, but not exceptiond, and the thin body did not inspire
Tullie’ s young passion. She seemed hardly a 9ght to compd a Sha Muirato terror.

Y e Corbulo was so frightened he was dmost vishly shaking.

Tulier indinctively drew closer, craning to see, to understand, without unduly drawing his master’s
notice. Gods' glyphs ornamented the boys bonds. A pattern of stylized deer in flight aternated with an
unfamiliar symbal: a broken spira, bound round by awhite circle. It was not the Gray Goddess-Queen’s
meagic. One of the other twelve, then. Perhaps Huntress Eliante, Llara's oldest daughter. Eliante and her
twin, Emiera, were the highest of the gods worshiped in Tidlmark. He flicked an impatient look at the
Tidmaran lady, desperate suddenly for her to be dead so he might have a hope of prying answers from



histight-lipped master.

Corbulo, prayer findly completed, rose from his knees. The lagt item from the carved box, a
bone-bladed knife, wasin his hand. He flourished it twice in the air, tracing a circle. The pommd, like the
red straps, bore the broken spird sign, encircled by a white rim of enamd.

“Give me your hand.” Hisjourney-master, looking up, did not seem surprised by Tullier’s closeness.
The acrid scent of the lesthers was stronger now, past burning to bitter ashes. “The cagting needs a taste
of blood—your blood. And then we'll have some of the baby’s.”

Tullier, trying to prove himsdf true to histraining, did not hesitate. He held his hand out, careful not to
flinch as his magter saized it.

Corbulo drove the blade deep into the boy’s pam.

An unpleasant shock of power flashed through the knife into Tullie's snewy am and on down
through his spine. It was power as srong as any the boy had fdt sanding before the main shrine on Sha
Muira Idand, bowing to Llarain Her darkest aspect. It numbed something deep in his body, low in his
hips. He quivered involuntarily, shaken. Blood welled from his pam, looking strange—purple and
dark—againg the paeivory of the blade. There was something eager in the way the bone edge sucked
up the blood, something nauseating and strong. The magic was not under Corbulo’s control.

“It wants more,” Tullier said faintly.

“It's getting more.” The journey-meagter jerked the blade back and stooped for the baby. The mother
twitched, but the baby was too young to anticipae the threat. Her infant gaze fixed on the
journey-master’s face, intrigued by the hard contrast of the black-and-white paint. She stopped crying.
Corbulo touched her thigh with the knife so dyly she hardly knew that the blade had gonein and out.

As the baby’s blood spread on the bone edge and touched Tullier's, the whole of the bone blade
went tar-black.

“Virgin to virgin,” Corbulo intoned. He rotated to face the hanging bodies. “Blood cdling blood.”
Bowing his head, his long braids fdling forward, he braced himsdf: knife hand raised, the fingers of his
free hand spread. It was asif, a that key moment, the journey-master felt off-balance.

“Witness my act, Great Twelve abovel”

The knife drove into the older boy’ s chest, under the breastbone, deep enough to pierce the heart. A
draft of wind swept the sultry, unseasonably warm air, and there was a clash, as if of thunder, though the
sky was brazen blue, cloudless. Corbulo moved swiftly to the second boy. Again, the blade swept down.
Again, the great dash rang out. The leaves of the chestnut and of the other trees shivered and sighed. The
chatter of the stream faded.

Where the two corpses of the boys had hung, two young deer svung, raggedly butchered, tied by
their hind legs to the tree. They swayed gently in the last tags of wind.

The bone blade, once more white and clean, was clasped in Corbulo’s hands, its tip pointed to the
sky. Tullier noted dark patches of sweat on his master’s robes. Black paint from Corbulo’'s face had
trickled onto his neck, saining the collar of his robe.

Wiping his neck, Corbulo gestured for Tullier to approach. The journey-master stood proudly to his
ful height, shook his braids back over his shoulders, and turned to the woman. For a moment, Tullier’'s
heart lifted: the fear had left his master. He was once again Sha Muira, death-bringer, with no doubt in
him.

“You were born for this death,” Corbulo said, addressing her. “Pray to your gods and welcome it.”
He curled his painted fingers around the curve of her white arm, marking her flesh with poison. Thet
ingant, she was dead. She was too ignorant to know it. A Bissanty woman would have been screaming,
anticipating the curdiing pain of the poison that would soon bring her the horror of dying by Llara's black
curse. Tullier would have sneered at her ignorance—but a that moment, the Tidmaran woman's
composure was greeter even than his master’s. Corbulo, something relieved in him, was glodting. “Think
on the sweetness, pretty one,” he was saying. “You'll be Tullier’s firs woman. I'm giving your degth to
him. You'll make him a true Sha Muir man. Hell try to be gentle, and he'll likdy be fast—but you'll have
to help him, or you may find him fumbling.”

The blood dropped from Tullier's cheeks. Names! The journey-master had named him! Not only



hed his master mixed his blood with the babe's to work the magic, but now he had named him to the
lady’s facel He dmogt cried out, the shock of betraya was so gredt.

“I’ve done nathing.” The woman fought to answer smoothly, but with her thick, poison-swollen lips
and hdf-pardyzed lungs her words came out a foolish stutter. Her angry-hurt eyes hifting from
Corbulo's painted death’ s-head mask to the transformed corpses of her sons. “They did nothing either.”

“Y ou were bom, they were born.” Corbulo propped her, hdf-gtting, againg the tree. Her thin body
was as limp as a puppet. “Tha's enough. Blame your mother’s mother for the legacy of bad blood that
ghe imparted to you. And yoursdf, for birthing a new generation. Tullier and | are here to bresk a
prophecy—if we can't, well at least make acull that will weaken its strength.”

Lady Vanderive's eyes widened, filling with enlightenment and wrath. “My children,” she choked
harshly. “Killed for my blood.” Somewhere deep within her body, she made a mighty effort to collect
hersdf. Her tongue protruded from her lips. One hand shifted, the fingers fumbled, sketching a spird
sgn—samilar to that which Corbulo had used to cast the spell, but not the same.

For dl her cdlused hands, she was not a strong-looking woman. With the dart’s poisoned tip deep in
her body, with the dark stain of poison on her am where Corbulo had touched her, she shouldn’'t have
been able to move or speak.

“l won't die for you.” With great effort, she forced out the words. “You can't have that. Goddess in
me, you won't break prophecy through me.”

There was magic in her. Magic strong enough to resst Sha Muir poison. Corbulo had given Tullier no
hint that there was magic in ther intended victim’'s blood. Alarmed, the boy shot his master a doubting
look.

The Sha Muira were Great Llards tools, the dagger in Her left hand to baance the sword—the
Imperid Army—that She hdd in Her right. But prophecy was something that bound even the gods
actions. It could nat be right for the Bissanty Emperor, even as Llara's Heart-on-Earth, to interfere with
prophecy.

He watched, blood pounding at his temples, as his master dragged the Tidmaran woman to her feet
and tied her by her wrids to another of the chesinut tree's thick branches—near enough to the
transformed corpses of her sons that she could dmost have touched them. Corbulo lashed the woman's
ams high over her head, posng her so her breast jutted forward.

Back at rocky Sha Muira Idand, Tullier would have siworn on his soul that his loydty to the cult was
beyond questioning. His training was the peth that would lead him to Llara. Life and death were as one,
in service to the Goddess-Queen. In Her name, every fear could be met and conquered. A glorious river
of dlver fire awaited those who served Her. To die in Llara's name and fed that everlaging fire was
something to be welcomed, an eternd banishment of fear and pain. What need of threats or bonds,
compared to the fear of earning Her displeasure and losing that Slver fire?

At the lagt Sha Muir ceremony, prior to the start of his misson, Tulher’'s spirit had rebelled agangt
the seeming didrust that motivated the find binding. The priests, masked with gold for the ritud
poisoning, had counted the black pearls onto the Slver salver, impassve, ssemingly unaware of his
kneding figure. The find test: to voluntarily consume the Goddess-blessed poison that would lagt the
course of hismisson.

He had flattered himsdf that he needed no poison vow to assure his loyalty, that he would voluntarily
choose death over falureif hismisson miscarried. But even with his eagerness to fight and die in the Sha
Muira name shining bright in his eyes, the Arkhon priest had proffered the plate of poisonous black
pearls, implacable. It was only the presence of Corbulo at his Sde, invoking the name of greet Llaraas he
took each pearl from the dlver saver, crushed it between his teeth and swallowed, that had steadied
Tulier to submit. If Corbulo could count, with steedy fingers, the antidote beads that were to be srung
on hislife necklace—one to void each pearl, one to keep the poison a bay each day as they fulfilled their
misson—so mug Tullier.

Now, watching Corbulo ready the woman for death, Tullier understood that the poison bond existed
to free the Sha Muira to perform thar duty. The hanging sword of death and pain gave them liberty to
fulfill their duties without regret or hestation. And where they falled—the poison would take them to



Llara, and another Sha Muira would follow and succeed, teking to himsdf the Gray Goddess's glory.
The poison gave them steadiness, surety.

“They'll come to avenge me,” the woman said. Her voice, little more than a whisper, had cleared.

“WEe re counting on it,” Corbulo told her, rubbing the knife dong the curve where her ribs gave onto
her somach. “Your avengers have been hand-picked. And if they don't come’—he shrugged—*your
daughter’s life should serve as a more adequate lure” He nodded to the cradle. The baby, sensng the
atention, giggled, moved, and caught his eye.

“Wetch!” Tullier cried. As the journey-master’s atention dipped, the woman's expression
contracted with a tremendous focus, tremendous rage. “Watch her!”

She lunged onto the proffered knife.

The blade was too close, too full of hungry magic. Although her hands were bound high over her
head and she had little leeway, it was enough. The blade nicked her front. When Corbulo tried to jerk
away, the knife hissed and twisted, eager.

It was over.

“Bitch.” Corbulo dashed the corpse with the knife, dragging the blade o it carved jagged gouges in
her skin. “Blood-cursed bitch.” Standing back, he hid the knife in his deave and turned angrily to his
young novice, but not before Tullier saw, with a dropping heart, that the edge of the blade was broken,
the knife ruined. “That's the wages of too much tak,” Corbulo spat. Fear ran highin his voice. “Load the
boys onto the spare horse. I'll carry the babe.”

Leaving the young woman's corpse hanging from the tree, they went to get the horses. Moving the
transformed deer-boys was hard. The pack horse, andling the tainted metd scent of blood and magic,
fought againg the loading.

There were questions the young novice wanted to ask—so many questions.

From Corbulo’'s mood, he guessed it could be worth hislife to ask them.

More than anything, Tullier wished he knew what prophecy the pair of assassns had been sent to
Tidmark to subvert.

Chapter 1

When Gaultry Bias, the young Huntress Witch of Arleon Forest, arrived & the three sacrd hills
where Princes of Tidmark celebrated the feast days of the Goddess Twins, her position at court could
best be described as ambiguous. Certainly, she was a hero, her accomplishments manifold. She had
defeated Tidmark’s traitorous Chancellor in Sngle combet, had broken the Bissanty bond-magic he had
lad upon the Prince, and had stood upon the coronation stone of Tidmark to chose the Prince's new
bride. For a woman raised in an isolated rurd cottage deep in the southern border forest, these were
exhilarating feats. But they aso frightened and confused her. They had changed the course of Gaultry’s
life irrevocably, not least because they reveded her heritage—which was to serve and protect her
Prince's dedtiny. Long-dormant magic coursed, srong and potent, in her blood, magic that could
safeguard Tidmark, the Prince, and even the Great Twins rule over Tidmark, should she so choose to
useit.

Y et with the Chancdlor dead and the Bissanty threat laid, Gaultry found hersdf adrift in a web of
court palitics in which her powers had little relevance in everyday affairs. Benet, Tidmark's Prince, had
rewarded her gunning acts of magic with a cdurtier’s favors. He had gifted Gaultry and her twin sgter,
Mervion, with ample accommodations, horses, a falcon, and generous stipends. Gaultry and her twin had
been chosen to perform in a ceremonia capacity on feast days such as thiss when Goddess Twin
Emierd s benediction was supplicated to bless the soring planting. But such rewards and sinecures, which
made no ac—

28 Katyo Reimann tive use of ether sgter’'s tdents, had only served to compound resentment



towards them, dirring envy and resentment among those who had been less active in thwarting the
Bissanty incurdons.

Ironicaly, Gaultry had helped the Prince renew the god-pledge that would protect Tidmark from
powerful Bissanty, its northern imperid neighbor, for a full cyde of rule fifty years. Ffty years, Gaultry
thought wryly as she reached the fla top of Feeding-Hill, would be along time to laze at court waiting for
her services to once again truly be necessary.

She turned dowly on her heds to survey the sacrd land that spread around her. The sun shone
wamly on her face and the light breeze brought a tang of fresh sea and plant scents. Despite dl her
worries, she found her mood lightening. For three hundred years, Princes of Tidmark had celebrated the
Goddess Emiera's planting day at this Ste. Today, a least in part because of her actions, the Prince
could celebrate it once more. The green hills stood on a smdl rise of land that separated the rugged
coadd diffs from the thin band of forest that extended inland towards the Dousdlier hills east of
Princeport, Tidmark’s capitd cty. It was an ancient Ste, with a higory that reached deep into the years
of Bissanty occupation. Clarin, the founder of Free Tidmark, had consecrated the ground in the Grest
Twins names on the Ste of an even earlier Bissanty outpost. Gaultry, drinking in the beauty of the day
and the fabulous view of the green hills and sea, could not help but fed proud, thinking on the part she
hed played in denying the Bissanties efforts to redam this land for their powerful thunder-goddess,
Mother Llara

Supporters and detractors of the new Princess, loydids to the Prince, and Bissanty-sympeathizers
who had survived the purge, stood clustered together on the hill in the strong morning sun, waiting for the
noon ceremonid. That was when everyone would renew ther vows of sarvice: to the Prince, to Tidmark,
and to Tidmark’s god-wrought freedom. Gaultry was not surprised that some of them appeared openly
unessy.

The Prince was there with his new Princess to dedicate himsdf, body and bride, to the spring
planting. The supplication to the Great Lady Emiera was Benet's fird formd act as a Free Prince of
Tidmark, a Prince who had escaped Bissanty bonds and cdlamed the Great Twins Blessng on his
marriage and hisrule. But despite the joyous nature of the occasion, the Prince had summoned his court
to the sacrd hillswith a grim warning: without renewed pledges from every landholder, he would pray for
the Goddess to wither the cropsin ther fields This was no empty threat. Benet’s god-pledges meant that
he was joined in mystic marriage to the land. He had the power to damage the harvest if he withheld his
blessing from the sacred ceremonies. Though some men grumbled that there was space between prayer
and the gods, few were willing to chance it. The hills were near overrun with courtiers and their servants.

Gaultry found the pomp and the eaborately colorful preparations overwheming. In the village near
the forest cottage where she had grown to womanhood, Lady Emiera's Feast meant a scanty med
comprised more of the roots and dried legumes left over from winter than of the thin new produce of
soring. At the Prince' s feadt, by contrast, gaily-laid tables groaned with the weight of early harvest gifts,
drawn from dl quarters of Tidmark. If bounty and expense counted as indicators of a people’s loydlty,
the Prince proved himsdf well-loved today.

The many closed and nervous faces among the Prince's courtiers spoke otherwise. Some, grown
accustomed to the loose leash of a sorcery-bound, weakened Prince, had little reason to celebrate
Benet's recovered strength. Others fdt that Benet' s fdlihility, in faling prey to Bissanty wiles, had yet to
be redeemed. On a doudy day, the dark faces would hardly have been noticed. Today, the sweet scent
of goring and sea combined with the clear blue of the sky to make the discord among the Prince's people
uncomfortably conspicuous. Many of the discontented were not even Bissanty collaborators.

For Gaultry, the mogt digurbingly unhappy face was tha of Tid-mak’s newly restored High
Priestess. Dervla of Princeport’s dill voice and her ill-suppressed anger could be heard even from
where Gaultry stood at the hill's seaward edge, drawing her eye to the High Priestess as she thrust her
way aggressvely through the throng on Feeding-Hill, in open argument with the Master of the Tables
about the assgnment of places from the Prince’ s table downwards. Though dressed in splendid robes as
befitted the day, and crowned with a wreeth of ash branches—Emiera’s dgnifie—the High Priestess's
face, beneath the budding twis of branch, was pinched and sour. As the top-ranking priestess of



Tidmark’s Twin Goddesses, confident in her Prince' s read-mission to Their favor, some part of Dervia
mus have found the day a glad one. But as a palitician who fdt that her modest role in the Prince's
reingatement had served only to diminish her influence, Dervla seethed with the frudration of unfulfilled
ambition.

Senaing the young southern woman's scrutiny, the unamiling priestess turned. Her eyes narrowed.
Gaultry, caught staring, answered the woman's hodtile glare with a foolish guilty smile. Dervla, seeing that
amile, abruptly dismissed the table-master and pushed a man out of her way, moving towards Gaukry,
anger evident in the tense lines of her thin body. The High Priestess was not above lashing out at those
whom she imagined had detracted from her persond share of glory. From the chill in the High Priestess's
pade dmond eyes as she approached, Gaukry could see that whatever had focused the woman's
ill-humor, right now she had decided to hold Gaukry responsible.

“A fine feest day to you,” Gaukry greeted the priestess, bowing her head. She wanted to be
conciliatory, though she had never liked Dervlia. Before the Prince's reingatement, the priestess had
seized every opportunity to chdlenge Gaukry’s part in the druggle to defeat the traitor Chancellor
Heratikus and his Bissanty-backed insurgency. Now she was foremost among those whose conduct
made Gaukry fed out of place a court.

“And to you,” the priestess said shortly. “Such a crowd. Lasdle is sruggling to find everyone places
a the tables. Those the Prince did not cdl should have stayed a home. This is a Princdy rite, not a
Sdeshow gawkery!”

“People want to see the new Princess.”

“They should have stayed home. I'm sure ther own people are missng them. Indeed . . .” The pae
eyesfixed on Gaultry. “I'm sure Paddleways Village must miss their homegrown huntress-lady twins.”

“People in Paddleways are preoccupied with ther planting now,” Gaultry said, taking two steps up
the hill to meet Derviaon level ground. The lanky young woman was a good heed tdler than Dervla, and
she knew Dervla didiked the physicd advantage it gave her. “Along with the rest of Tidmark. Oats,
whest, brown barley, and rye. Hunting is probably the last thing on their minds, so they don’'t need me. |
doubt they miss Mervion either. They know her duties lie here with the Prince. Paddleways has its own
prietess to play the lady’s part on Emiera’s Day.”

Dervla cocked her ash-crowned head toward the young huntress, the dmond eyes unreadable. “It's
agndl village” she indgted. “They mugt miss you. Both of you.” Dervia's supercilious expresson went
wdl with her thin ascetic’s body. Her taut, active movements, and her carriage somehow suggested that
righteous denid of the flesh should be taken as an example by dl around her. But despite her
self-conscious denid of excess—or perhaps because of it—the priestess had a poor undergtanding of the
hard amplicity of working lifein asmdl border village

Or how little a part Gaultry and her sster, living deep in the bor—

der forest with their eccentric forest-bound grandmother Tamsanne, had ever been of it.

“Neither of uswill be returning to Paddleways any time soon,” Gaultry told the priestess Hiffly. “Not
while the Prince wants us here at court.”

“Or the new Princess,” Dervla said, unusudly candid in her bitterness. She didiked the Prince's new
bride, who, like Gaultry, was not court-bred. “But what is it that you are hoping to accomplish by
staying?’

“The Great Twins know better than 1.” Or you, Gaultry fdt tempted to add. “In the meantime,
Mervion and | are here to serve Benet in anything he asks of us” The priestess was afool not to see that
her point had been won long past, at least insofar as Gaultry was concerned. Her few short weeks at
court had taught her—dl too quickly—that there was no regular service she could hope to offer her
Prince for which there was not someone else who was better trained, better habituated, more ready.
“We re being ahelp today,” she added, defensive in spite of her pride. “My morning began before dawn.
| was out with the branch-cutting party.”

“Phydcd labor,” Dervla scoffed. “Don’'t pretend you believe that’s your cdling.”

“Work finds me as it may.” Gaultry rubbed her pdms together, conscious suddenly of the skin she
hed chafed dragging branches, and beginning to lose her patience. “1 wish it were my place to smoath the



Prince s path with magic and prayer,” she added. “Unfortunately for me, my cdling is not so eesly
defined.”

Dervla s thin cheeks reddened. “Don't mock my vocation,” she hissed, an expresson on her face
that made those around them draw hedily away. “There is nothing easy in channding the power of the
gods”

Gaultry, aware of the atention they had drawn from those who had been casudly ligening nearby,
looked round In dismay, surprised that Dervia was so ready to make a public show that she took the
young woman's every word as an uncloaked insult. “I respect your power, High Priestess” she said.
“The Great Twins light is strong in you.”

“Youl” Her words served to make Dervla angrier than ever. “You respect power, and only power!
And | have power enough to put you in your place!” She reached out and seized Gaultry’'s wrigt, forcing
the young woman to fed the green heat of holy magic that coursed like renewing fire through her
whip-thin body. “By the Huntress and Lady both,” the priestess said, shaking with effort as she drew up
her strength,

“don’t think you can mock me. If you have acted where others could only hope to serve, don't flatter
yoursdf thet it was of your own planning.”

Whatever Dervla's weakness for posturing, she had earned her place as High Priestess through
merit. Gaultry, her senses overborne by the woman's power, fdt her resentment and with it her resstance
abating before the river of Goddess-light. But she would not bow without a sruggle. Dervld's attacks,
her tests, were no longer the surprise they had once been. Even as her head dipped in submisson,
half-mastered, a painful warmth spread through her chest as her own magic lashed to life, rousng against
the bullying. The flare of magic was golden, intense, and barely under Gaultry’s control. *“Huntress help
mel” Gaultry fought to speak, “I never offered you any such chdlengel” She struggled to rein back her
counterassault. “Leave me bel”

Power flashed between them. Gold meagic seared green, driving it back. Dervlia dropped Gaultry’s
wrig, rebuffed. She spread her fingers to disspate the pain, and shot Gaultry a venomous look. Gaultry
looked away, her own earsringing as though they’d been boxed. She panted, dill sruggling to quiet the
indinctive surge of power, wishing angrily that Derviawould learn to leave her done.

“If you truly loved great Eliante and Emiera” Devla sad, disngenuoudy mild, “you would
understand your duty to submit.”

Gaultry, her face flaming, had no answer. If the thin priestess refused to admit she did not quite
command the power to force ether Gaultry or her Sster to submit to a subordinate role in Emiera and
Eliante' s priesthood, there was little Gaultry could do about that. Priests often disapproved of those who
cdled magic from the gods without firg surrendering their lives to rdigion. Gaultry had encountered such
prejudice before, and she knew there was little she could do to change it. But Dervla's stubbornness
semmed from more than this, and again there was little Gaultry could do. Although Gaultry and her Sster
cdled magic from the Great Goddess Twins—weak magic, that Dervla could essly have suppressed—a
second, stronger source of power fortified that magic, a source that enabled even an inexperienced
huntress-witch like Gaultry to face down the High Priestess of Tiedmark.

Gaultry and Mervion were throwbacks. They had been born with Glamour-souls, an aavistic
primitive magic. Glamour was a raw and dangerous force, which both ssters were druggling to control
and to understand. When the gods firg created humankind, they had drawn humen flesh from their own
bodies, and formed it in their own image. Because of this, ther new credtion at fird proved more
powerful than even the gods had predicted. The gods each widded didtinctive creeting fire green for the
Twin Goddesses Eliante and Emiera, dlver for their mother Llara Thunderbringer, red for Father Andion
the Sun, and on through dl the Great Twelve. Born of god-flesh, the gods new playthings inherited a
pae echo of these divine powers. a new, golden fire caled Glamour. Glamour-power manifested itsdf in
the human body as a second soul, a soul of molten crestive fire that bestowed mingled torture and beauty
on its possessors. It had dternatdy destroyed and exdted those who had possessed it.

The gods acted swiftly to purge mankind of Glamour, drawing dl they could of that golden power
back into themselves. Now, less frequently than once a century, a throwback was born with a



Glamour-soul. It was unheard of for twins to be born to Glamour .... until the birth of Gaultry and
Mervion Bias

As children, unaware of their latent power, the Bias twins had prayed to the Great Twins for ther
magic. During the events that lead up to the Prince s marriage and his God-pledge, the threzt to their lives
hed awakened ther hidden strength. But they were dill fledglings, trying to learn to use their power
safdy. If used incautioudy, Glamour-magic was amost certain to consume them with its wild cregtive
force. Gaultry gave Dervla an unfriendly ook, redizing that the High Priestess had chosen to goad her,
aware of the risks the young woman faced when she drew on the power of her new magic under duress.

The priestess, refusng even to acknowledge that she'd chdlenged the younger woman, gave hersdf a
litle shake and tucked her gung hand into one of her voluminous deeves. “Benet wants you here a
court,” she said, jerking her shoulders in a resigned shrug. “As if ether you or your sster is suited to
serve himin that capacity. | can’t worry about that. He ll learn better soon enough.”

Gaulltry, dill Sck from the lurch of raw Glamour-magic, did not trust hersdlf to answer.

“Look—" The older woman pointed, soinning away. “The thrones are dmost ready.”

Bdow, in the gentle bowl of land between the triad of hills, a wide cirde had been cleared in the
glossy grass. A little beyond the circle's perimeter, workmen were weaving ivy and flowering branches
into twinned chairs where the Prince and Princess would st to accept the obeisance of ther courtiers.
The seats and chair-backs were complete, only the armrests left unfinished. The priestess's manner as
she gestured to the thrones was carefully cool. They had come to the reason for Dervlas hard
fedings—at least for this feast day.

“Your acolytes cut those branches,” Gaultry said, tentative.

“Indeed,” Dervla sad lightly. Something in her eyes hardened. “As they have done for decades padt,
and will do for years to come, when you and your pretty sister have left our Prince's court.”

Gaultry waited, Slent.

“They want you to stand at their shoulders as they accept the season’ s branches, don't they?”’

“They” meant Prince Benet and hiswife.

“Me and Mervion together,” Gaultry corrected her.

“You and your twin,” Dervla said resentfully.

“Had Your Veneracy chosen some other young women to be supporters to the Prince today?’
Gaultry asked. “Be assured, Mervion and | did not put our names forward for the role. If Tidmark
regards twin-ship as a sgn of the goddesses favor, it is nothing we asked for. The Prince smply
apprised us that he wanted twinsin tribute to the Great Twins. His exact words were ‘ True twins for the
Great Twins,” if you must know.”

Here was the crux of Dervla's problem. The gods were crud. Those who wished to serve were not
aways those who were chosen. And to those who wished for freedom—it was not dways granted.
“Mervion and | will not refuse our Prince’s orders,” Gaultry said.

Dervla s eyes were likeflint. “1 am Tidmark’ s High Priestess. When Benet cdls the Great Twins, he
should look to mefird for advice”

“I'm sure he does look to you fird,” a new voice broke the conversation, a dry crackle of a voice
with a sharp ironic edge. “But Benet is his own man—and his wife and others are there to dlamor for his
atention after you have had your say.”

Gaultry turned to face the new speaker. For a moment, the dazzle of sun off the sea blinded her.
Gabridle Lourdes, the Duchess of Mdaudiere, seemed to emerge in a disconcerting glitter from that
blaze of heat and blinding light. Her robes were ancient-looking white and blue silk, but a shining surface
on the cloth mimicked the light of the sea behind her, so the effect was grand rather than shopworn. “You
look in an awful temper, young Gaultry,” the Duchess said lightly. The ddliberately mild expresson on her
aged face disarmed the words of ther potentid sting. “What's Dervla been saying?’

“Your Grace” Gaultry welcomed her, relieved. “Best joy of Emieras Day to you. We were
gpeeking of the ceremony.”

The Duchess was a woman who had fulfilled her ambitions, only—as she had once told Gaultry—to
come to regret that ambition had ever ruled her. In current court debates, she and Dervla, putatively



dlies werein fact a congtant loggerheads in the struggle to reestablish the balance of the Prince' s power.
By Tidmak's lav and customs, Gabrielle of Mdaudiere should have been a a disadvantage in this
gruggle. She cdled her magic from Allegnos Rex, the Master of the Sea, rather than from Tidmark's
patron Goddess Twins, and that dlegiance done could have deprived her of a ful voice on the ducd
coundil. But in a ful fifty-year cycle of Tidmaran palitics, that loydty had sddom, if ever, proved a
hindrance to the old Duchess. She had served the Prince's father, unde, and grandmother staunchly,
may years before Dervla had risen to her postion of prominence. Those experiences had taken the
Duchess from a desire to share the Prince’ s ruling power through to a belief that for Tidmark to prosper
the Prince must be srong and even willful, exercisng his divine connection to the land without
well-meaning but ultimatey destructive mediation. She approved of Benet's indinct in keeping Gaultry
and her twin at court, though Gaultry sometimes fdt that part of Meaudiere's approval semmed from
her amusement in seeing Dervla's plans so condantly set at odds. Just a the moment, however, the
young huntress fdt only gretitude at her intervention.

“Y ou were speaking of the ceremony?’ the Duchess asked, her sharp blue eyes shining with mischief.
“l hear Gaultry and Mervion will support the Prince's throne this year. Who better?”

“Who better?’ Dervla said. “If my own acolytes won't do, no one.”

The old Duchess grinned, woalfish. “Can you wonder that the Prince prefers red twins at his back?
Congder what befdl the last pretenders on the night the Prince was married.”

The lagt pretenders, cdled by the traitor Chancellor to stand in for Great Eliante and Emiera at the
Princeé s marriage-ceremony, had been torn limb from limb a the commencement of the cataclysmic
events that had restored Prince Benet to power.

“Those fdse priestesses were none of ming” Dervla said. The skin tightened around her mouth.
“They had sold themsdlves to Bissanty.”

“So they had. And the Great Twins extracted the highest pendty for ther fdse witness” The
Duchess shook her head sadly, though her eyes remained intently on the priestess. Gaultry, who had
moved to stand beside her, marvded a the old woman's appearance of mildness even as Devla's
command of her own temper dipped. “Benet knows Gaultry and Mervion are loyd,” the Duchess
continued. “1t's a Prince’ s job to know that—even when his highest advisors cannot agree.”

“They're untrained—"

“Is that your worry, High Priestess?” The Duchess laughed. “That our rustic border witches will
shame our Prince on Great Emierd s highest day?’ The taunt againgt her upbringing made Gaultry redden,
but she held her tongue and let the Duchess finish. “You know as wel as |, dl that is cdled for today is
two pretty girls to stand at the Prince' s shoulders. The holy day’s power liesin the sacrifice the Prince
makes on Emiera s Hill—not in what his nobles bring him.”

“Don't pretend to teach me the Great Twins ways,” Dervla spat back. “I know, better than you,
Sea-Preacher, where Emiera's eyes turn. But | won't St by and let Benet ruin his chances to make
Tidmark truly invulnerable to Bissanty incurgons. My own choice had its merits. | had planned that
Paamar Laconte should stand service at the Prince' s back.”

“Pdamar?’ the Duchess said softly. Something in her darkened, a storm moving across a deceptively
cdm sea. “The same Pdamar whose grandmother was Marie Laconte, who took the Brood-blood vow
with mysdf and five other fools? So—" She moved hersdlf, subtle yet unrdenting, to pin Dervla againgt
the sea diff's edge. “You don't like sseng Tamsannes granddaughters playing Tidmak's
standard-bearers, but you'd decided in your own mind to bring Brood-blood back into the Prince's
Court.”

Dervla cast asngle glance a the gparkling sea. Then she mastered hersdlf, took a step forward, and
closed the space between hersdf and the old woman. “Tidmark is ruled by prophecy,” she sad. “Any
Prince who ignores that will shatter his own rule. But prophecy can be bent, re-formed. This recent
wedding bought usfifty years, a new cyde before the Great Twins once again descend to us to demand
their fee. We can't let oursdves dip, let untrained innocents blunder and ruin our plans. Not like the last
time”

“Like the last time?’ the Duchess said. Her pose of cam dropped away, and Gaultry saw tha she



was deeply troubled. “You weren't dive the last time these matters were debated. Your own mother
should have counsdled you better about the last time. The Common Brood was formed the last
time—the most powerful sorcerers in the land, dl dedicated to Tidmark's service by a Princess's
pledge-bond, sworn through that bond to endure the chains of a prophecy tha bound them to tha
sarvice. We—even you, High Priestess—are pawns of that prophecy, not its master. Prophecies are for
Princes to form. Princes, and Kings, and the gods themsdlves. And perhaps the rare god-touched lundtic.
Lay you dam to that last?’

Thewall of adeerskin horn postponed Dervla's answer. The sound of the horn rose, a gasping cry,
meanchalic and triumphant both, across the green of the hills and out to sea, slencing the throng on the
seaward hill and the three women who stood, alittle apart, & its edge.

A column of white smoke wafted skyward from the center of the grove of ash trees on Emiera’s
Hill—the westward of the inland hills where the Prince and his wife, hidden from the crowds, were
meking sacrifice. The solid, tightly formed column rose, higher and higher, holding its form, like a great
mounting spire that drew the heavens nearer the earth. Up it went, and kept on rigng. To Gaultry, it
seemed it would touch the brazen blue bowl of the sky, the train of the gods' territory.

“The temper of the day itsdf is good augury,” the priestess sad flaly, her eyes on the smoke.
Unfriendly resgnation colored her voice. “Even so, I've never seen such aheight. It cannot be disputed.”

“What isit?” Gaultry caught at the duchess' s deeve. She had expected the smoke, but not this greet
rigng spire. “What does it mean?’

The old woman stared across a the slver trunks of the high ash grove, rapt. “Somewhere up tha
hill,” she said, “the Prince and Princess are on ther knees, embracing, and praying as one soul to Great
Emierato bless ther land with hedthy crops. It looks to me like Emiera heard them.” The Duchess threw
back her head and laughed, shaking the weight of age and care from her shoulders. Her fierce blue eyes
were bright with pleasure. “Benet and Lily have fed a fire Emiera wants dl the Great Twelve to witness.
She's agreed to honor their prayers—now the Great Summer Lady makes notice that none of the gods
should prove that promise alie Tidmark’s farmers will regjoice come autumn.”

“Only if Eliante s Harvest goes well,” Dervla interjected dampen-ingly. “A good crop helps no one if
it can't be harvested. And come autumn, it will be the new Princess, not Benet, who sets the holy timber
to light.”

“Ancther of your doubted ones, the untrained?’ the Duchess said humoroudy. Lily, who had been
born into a poor fisher's family, had served the Prince as his laundry-girl before she had married him.
“Why worry? She has dl summer to learn the service”

“Enough talk,” Dervla said grimly, pushing her robes up her arms to reved thin white wrigs. “I mugt
go to my Prince. The firewill be burning itsdf out by now. Hewill need me to consecrate the ashes” She
pushed past old Meaudiere and onwards up the hill.

“She never mentions the Princess” Gaultry said, saring at Dervla's dwindling figure, “except to
criticize”

The Duchess shot the young southerner an amused look. “Dervia likes a bloodline she can
recognize,” she said. “On both sdes, back through the generations. Which is bound to frudtrate her in
Tidmark, where the gods want common blood enriching our gentlefolk’s cradles. Poor Dervlial Though
she'sloyd to Tidmark, and Tidmark’s gods, her heart’s desireis to be the center of awell-defined court
cirde, where everyone stays nedtly in place”

Gaultry stared up a the spire of white smoke. “That's the last thing Tidmark needs” she said.
Tidmark, aland of freeholding farmers, was too poor and too preoccupied with the cycles that governed
farming to support an extravagant court. It needed a Princess like Lily, who was worn and lean from the
poverty she had suffered as a child, but spirited and proud benesth her unimpressve looks. Such a
Princess reminded her courtiers daily that true wedth lay in the land and the people, not in court games
and persond amusements. “Tidmark’s court needs its Bissanty influence purged,” Gaultry said. “The land
will benefit from Lily ruling at Benet's sde”

“As | would expect you to say,” the Duchess said. “Consdering that you were the one who thrust
her into Benet's arams on Prince’s Night.”



“l can't dam that honor,” Gaultry protested. “1 had no idea what | was doing. | thought | was
picking her a random from the assembly. | never guessed that she and Benet were dready lovers, tha
Benet wanted her for his bride. Only the Great Twins knew the truth. They moved through me that night.”

“And you wonder that Dervla envies you?’

“How can she?” Gaultry said with ample honesty. “The power of the Great Twins that isin her—it's
like a river of green light. Mervion and I—we love the Great Twins, but we don't have anything like
thet.”

“Your grength is from another source,” the Duchess answered dryly. “You don't need to beg a god
for power. Dervlais not done in envying that.”

The High Priestess had reached the top of Feeding-Hill. As she waked over its crest, out of ther
Sght, she cast alast look backwards and shook her head.

Melaudiere, squinting in the bright light, stared after her and sighed. “Derviais a bitter woman. She
sees change, and she cannot hold it back. The High Priestess serves Tidmark to keep the status quo.
You and your Sgter together Sgnify a new force—perhaps a new era. Dervla fears you.”

“But we're dl blood of the same brood,” Gauntry protested. “Even if we don't like each other, the
pledge we share binds us to a common purpose—supporting the Prince. Dervlas mother made that
pledge. So did Tamsanne, my grandmother. And so did you—’

“We have Brood-blood in common,” the Duchess agreed curtly, “but there is no agreement as to
whet the Brood-prophecy sgnifies Protecting the Prince—what does that mean? We dl agree that
Tidmark must be purged of the Bissanty plague that makes its resurgence at every cycle. How to achieve
that, no one knows. But certainly the Bissanty will not wait fifty years before they come at us agan. We
have to anticipate that thregt.

“Derviawould rather cdl for aid from young Paamar, who's like a lgpdog whining among her skirts,
then from a pair of country-grown independents like you and your sster, who might argue with her and
even form your own plans. Look—"

Gaultry looked, and saw that the Duchess had drawn her dizzy-ingly close to the diff's edge. Below,
the turbulence of the waves glittered and chopped. The surf had carved jagged gaps in the shordline diff,
the white stone crumbling a little more with each new tide. Land-bred Gaultry had never fdt the power of
such a sea, and she turned darmed eyes to the Duchess, unnerved.

“Although Tidmaran Princes have worshiped here for centuries,” the Duchess said, “one day the sea
will daim these sacred hills The Great Twins love thisland, but a day will come when this smdl piece, at
least, will be forever lost to the force of the water.”

“Derviafears sheisthis diff,” the old woman continued, saring downwards, “and that you and your
dder are the new power dashing agang her, a power that will crumble her strength. You have done
nothing”—the blue eyes bore into Gaultry’s, a hint of accusation in ther depths—*to convince her
otherwise”

Chapter 2

It was warm in the sheltered bowl among the three hills Gaultry had stood behind Princess
Lily's shoulder for more than an hour now, her sster at her Ieft, behind Benet. She was hot and bored.
The branch-receiving ceremony was repetitive and dull, and she had had enough of it.

The Duchess had been accurate in her description of the day’s service. While the Prince's earlier
sacrifice had tugged at deep forces in the land, this ceremony—despite the fact that clusters of young
leaves from Eliant€s oaks had been entwined in Gaultry’s hair, and Emieras ash fronds in
Mervion's—this ceremony had no more scent of the sacred than any other court recaiving line. Gaultry
and Mervion were required to do nothing more than stand quietly, without open gpathy, while the Prince
and his lady amiled and gave brief thanks to those who shuffled before them. Any pretty girl, Gaultry
thought restlesdly, as the sweat gathered uncomfortably a her temples and her spine, could have
performed this function.

The ar was heavy with flower and plant scents, released by the day’s heat. After the fresh breezes



that had touched her at the top of the hill, the ar fdt unbearably ill. The line in front of the Prince
seemed to be moving more and more dowly. A stout knight with iron-colored hair, accompanied by his
lady, kneded gracdesdy before his Prince, his movements deliberate but his dumsy as he offered his
pledge and branch. Long moments after, a dim gentlewoman, equaly dow, replaced him. Gaultry’s
atention wandered from the long queue of sup—

plicants to the white-garbed acolytes who took over the branches once the Prince had accepted
them.

Dervla's complaints notwithstanding, her acolytes were active participants in the ceremony. In Sx
couples, three pairs of men, three of women, they were busy hdping the Prince with the courtiers
offerings—the green branches that Gaultry and the wooding-crew had cut so early that same morning,
before the firg dew had faded. Dervld's acolytes were responsible for the congtruction of the woodpile
that would later be set dight as a celebratory bonfire. At firgt, in their sweegping white robes and smoothly
coifed hair, the young acolytes seemed eegant and serene. This impresson dwindled as the bonfire pile
grew. The twelve, men and women both, became increesingly flushed and swesty, as if unaccustomed
even to the light work of carrying sngle branches. So much for the High Priestess's disdain of manud
labor.

Gaultry could not help but grin; then, remembering that one of these acolytes might have taken her
place at the Prince’ s shoulder, she gave them a closer 1ook. Which of the women was Pdamar Laconte,
Dervla's Brood-blood woman? The Duchess had described Pdamar as a lapdog. With this in mind,
Gaulltry’s atention fixed on a timid-looking woman, a few years older than hersdf, with ash-blond hair,
chubby arms, and a face that was pink with unaccustomed exertion. The womean trotted back and forth
benesth the unrdenting heat of the sun with cumbersome amfuls of green branches, incressngly
awkward, her expression fixed and solemn, alittle mournful.

A lapdog. Staring at the young woman's cdlumainess, Gaultry fdt she could begin to understand why
the High Priestess s0 resented Benet’s decison to have the Bias twins sand at his shoulders as his
ceremonid supporters. Dervia wanted to impress the Prince and the people of Tid-mark with her power,
yet her chosen acolytes, on this day of high ceremony, did not appear impressive.

The pledge ceremony was indeed little more than a fandily dressed receiving line, but the importance
of the vow, made on a day when Emieralooked down, could not be underestimated. Among those who
crowded this queue—surely there were some who had little intention of keeping the day’s vow. Benet,
who had proved himsdf over-trusting in the past, mugt findly have tired of glib promises. Now, athough
he greeted his subjects with a wecoming amile, his generd demeanor was stern. By requiring his courtiers
to remake ther pledge to him on this day, he meant to advance them a warning: those who broke faith
with Tidmark’s Prince risked breaking fath with the gods, and there would be a price.

By choosing Gaultry and Mervion to support his shoulders, he reminded his court: where Benet had
need of a lapdog, he had two strong Glamour-witches to serve him. An impressive display of power
indeed, that he could cdl on such strength so casudly. Gaultry, staring at the eaborately curled mass of
whest-colored harr at the back of her Prince's head, fdt this redization like a blow. Her heartfdlt desire
to do her Prince service could condemn her to alife of dull court service—the very idea brought a chill to
her spine, even as she fdt her sweat spreading.

“You can't jump the queue.” An irae voice returned her atention to the line of perspiring nobles.
Dervld s senior acolyte, a glum-faced man of about thirty, had stopped, his arms heavy with branches, to
reprimand one of the walting supplicants. “You're out of rank.”

“If I am,” a deceptively mild voice answered, “I doubt it isyour place to tdl me so0.”

Three brothers, young-looking knights at the front of the line, cast quick looks at the speaker.
Recognizing him, they mumbled the Prince a hasty pledge, thrust their branches into the senior acolyte's
dready overloaded arms, and departed in a hurried confusion thet Ieft the speaker aoruptly done at the
head of the queue.

“My Prince” the man bowed formdly to Benet. “I have traveled hard to pledge mysdf to you
today.” 1t was Martin, the Duchess of Meaudiere's grandson and Gaultry’s closest friend at court. He
hed been away from Princeport on the Duchess's business, and had not been expected to return until



wedl after Emierd s Day was past and gone. Out at the diff, when she and the Duchess had been aone,
his grandmother hadn’'t mentioned that Martin had returned. Gaultry cast her eyes about, trying to spot
the old woman' s blue and white dress. Had Me audiere withheld that information intentiondly, or had she
not known?

Thetdl warrior was ill dressed for the road, in travel-stained gray and green lively—Meéeaudiere' s
colors—of the plainest cut. With his cropped black hair, short as any common soldier’s, the acolyte had
mistaken him for an untidily accoutered house-guard. But no house-guard could have conveyed the
arrogant chill that Martin emanated—or would have stood before his Prince, cutting a senior acolyte with
such aterible amile

Deavlds man eyed the soldier’s long, muscular body and deep chest. Amid the dhuffling crowd,
Martin stood very much agpart. He moved with the rangy drength of a warrior who had seen many
seasons service. There was a hard walfish slamp to his features: broad, battle—

battered cheekbones, deep-set measuring eyes. Not a man to take lightly.

Bdaedly, recognition dawned. “Martin Stalker.” The acolyte paused to gather his nerve. “If you are
here on your grandma's service, you mugt go to the back with the retainers.”

Martin laughed. “Emieratake you. It's custom, not right, that makes the hierarchy here. Even so—"
The soldier bowed past the acolyte' s shoulder to where Benet and Lily sat watching. “The Prince put me
here today, in recognition of recent service. Ask imif | must go back inline”

The acolyte wheded around, openly nonplussed. “My Liege?’

Benet raised his right hand, pdm outward, and nodded a the acolyte. His mouth quirked,
uppressing a amile. Jugt short of his quarter-century, the Prince had the look of a man young for his
command, with a plain, smooth-featured face and straight dark brows. At hisjaw and temples, the strong
bones of his forebears were beginning to show through, but ill, he could appear deceptively gentle. “I
am your Prince today because of this man's sword,” he sad cadmly, his words, in their camness, a
greater rebuke than harshness. “This man would stand foremost among my knights—if he would only
agree to accept the commission.”

Gaultry could not help but enjoy the acolyte' s confusion. The commisson the Prince wanted Martin
to accept would have been a reward for Martin's heroiam in stopping a blade before it opened Benet's
throat. Martin’ s refusd of that honor meant that the Prince’ s gratitude, rather than any formd court order,
determined how the Prince would receive him. It certainly made for difficulties in the ordering of a
recaiving line

Thetdl soldier bowed to his Prince, dosng hislipsin something like a grin, though Gaultry could see
that he found the atention the acolyte had drawn to hm somewhat embarrassng. He thrust his branch
into the hands of the nearest acolyte, a nervous girl with a fdlen mop of chestnut-colored hair. “I am
through with titles, Y our Highness. But never, | hope, with your service” He genuflected deeply. Then,
raisng his head, he let himsdf look past the Prince’ s shoulder to meet Gaultry’s gaze.

Gray eyes locked on green. For that brief moment, he drank in the 9ght of her: the crown of oak, the
cropped green smock, her naked feet and arms. She stared back, trying not to smile and break her pose
of detachment.

“l and minewill dways serve you,” Martm told the Prince, his eyes 4ill fixed on Gaultry. He bowed
agan and was gone.

“Foadlish man,” Benet murmured, quietly so that only his wife a his sde and the women a his
shoulders could hear. “1 would help him if he would let me”

Gaultry flushed, and shot a sharp look a the back of Benet's head. She did not want the Prince to
meddle with Martin's affairs, particu-larly insofar as they related to hersef. She and Martin had dready
suffered from too much interference.

Before the Prince’'s marriage, there had been an incontestable bond between hersdf and Martin, but
it had been a bond that naither of them had volunteered for. It had started with the magica gess that had
been lad on Martin, compelling him to serve as her protector. That bond, even before they had come to
know each other wdl, had created a quickslver passon between them. Her pains and fears, magnified,
hed been his she, sriving to loosen abond she resented, had been forced to a heightened awareness of



his fedings. The intengty of those shared emations, amplified by the dangers they confronted in ther
gruggle to protect their Prince, had at times infringed upon their duty to Tidmark and the Prince. It had
been a rdigf to them both when, once the Prince was restored to power, the geas had faded and |eft
them free. Or at least she had hoped that it would be a rdief. With the geas gone, there was no aching
press of magic to force them to unrave the tangled skein of their emotions. Surely they both were grateful
for that!

Gaultry cast atroubled look a Martin’s back, watching him withdraw to the tent encampment that
hed been erected beyond the ground of the hills. One part of her had to acknowledge that she missed the
geas. Too many tangles of emoation had risen between them for her to fed pleasure in the new distance
between them.

The least-tangled skein was the fact of Martin's long estranged wife, the woman to whom he had
ceded his property and title when he had forsworn his family name.

The mogt tangled skein was the occult tie of Rhasan-magic that now bound them.

The Rhasan was wild magic, older then the Great Twelve, and said to rule even godly fates, when the
gods resorted to usng it. Decks of Rhasan cards dated back to the dominion of the wandering tribes, the
peoples who had passed through Tidmark before it had become a sovereign land with god-pledged
borders. Although empire had come and overlain the old wanderers trails, and later Tiddmark had come,
afree nation, jedlous of its boundaries and forgetful of the powers that had ruled before Empire, through
political tides of change, the Rhasan decks of the ancients had never waned in strength. The cards were
ever atemptation and a danger. They revealed the deepest desires and fears of the human soul and, by
S0 doing, trandformed its future.

Gaultry and Martin had shared ther Rhasan cards. In some way that meant they had shared ther
futures. Another draw from a Rhasan deck might set that link asunder—but Gaultry did not want to
submit to another reading. Not if the only reason for so doing was to break her tie to Martin. Her gaze
followed the big soldier until he disappeared among the tents. Pleasure and irritation flickered through
her, as they so often did when she considered the tangle of ther connections. It was easy for a man with
asword to know how to serve his Prince. For hersdf and her sster, nothing would be so smple.

She looked up to the heights of the two landward hills Emiera’s, to the east, with its crown of slver
agh trees; on the west, Eliante's, with its massve oaks. She had vigted Eliante's grove two days earlier
and had waked among the thick trunks, admiring how the leaves had dready grown lush enough to
create a closed canopy. Standing beneath that canopy, memories of her past life on Tidmark’s remote
south border had pierced her. How fine it had been to run wild in the border woods, to hunt, to cast
arrows to the wind, to enter proudly at her grandmother’s door, her game-bag heavy on her shoulder
with a week’s meat. Her grandmother had kept her innocent of the knowledge that her freelife as a deep
forest hunter was illusory—hers and Mervion's both. Before they were born, before even their long-dead
mother was born, Tamsanne had pledged her own blood, and theirs, to the Prince's service. That blood,
it seemed to Gaulltry, utterly determined thar futures.

As she dtared at the trees that hid the tops of the Twin Goddesses hills a flood of refreshed
resentment againg Tielmark’s High Priestess rushed through her. Dervia s spiteful words againg the Bias
twins, her ingnuations and petty inaults, were less than meaningless. Dervla knew that a pledge made fifty
years past bound the young women to their Prince; she could not pretend that she did not know it.

She was bound with the same blood-bond.

Seven sorceresses had made that pledge and now it bound them with the sirength of prophecy:

The path of the Prince of Tielmark will run red with the blood of the Common Brood.

Beneath the sheen of her sweat, Gaultry shivered. Although that smple declaration should have
formed a two-edged prophecy offering Brood-members both glory and doom, to date, only one of the
edges had presented itsdf to the Brood-blood. Three of the origind seven of the Common Brood were
dead, and eght of their children. Four of the latter had been battle-deaths; two of these—the Duchess of
Melaudiere’ s sons—as they cleared the ground before their Princein battle.

In Gaultry’s generation, the Brood's grandchildren, three lives dready had reddened the Prince's
path. The mogt recent, a girl driven to madness by the traitor Heratikus, Tidmark’'s haf-Bissanty



ex-Chancdllor, had thrown hersdf from the castle battlements to a dow desth on the paving stones of the
terrace below. That Prince' s Path, as the terrace below the battlements was caled, was ill dark with the
dains of fresh Brood-blood.

Gaultry looked up to the crest of Feeding-Hill. The Duchess of Mdaudiere stood done at the hill's
sde, slhouetted againg the broad reach of the sea, not far from where they had first spoken. Her blue
and white deeves fluttered in the wind, giving her the look of a stark old bird.

It was the Duchess of Medaudiere who had taken Gaultry to see Lady D’Arbey’s death-blood.
Gaultry stared up at the old woman, remembering.

The Duchess had come to see Gaultry in her chambers two days after Martin had left for Haute
Tidmark on his grandmother’ s business. The young woman had been auffering a Martin's absence—not
least because she had argued with him over a matter of no importance before he'd set out on the road.
Answering the Duchess' s knock, Gaultry eagerly hurried the old woman into her sdlon, hoping to hear
word of her grandson.

At firg the Duchess settled comfortably into the best divan in the sdon, fanning hersdf with the edge
of one deeve and spesking to the young woman of Martin's younger days, before he had gone to war.
Then, apparently artlesdy, the old woman suggested that they take a turn together through the palace
grounds, to escape the heat.

Méeaudiere brought her to a broad wakway beneath a high battlement. “This walk is known as the
Princeg s Path,” she said. “And here is the gain of Lady D’ Arbey’s death-blood. And that,” she added,
pointing, “is the spot from which she jumped.” The Duchess's description of how the young woman had
lain, undiscovered for long hours as her lifeblood ebbed away, was no less brutal. “Lady D’ Arbey was
Dervliasniece” the Duchess concluded. “Imagine Dervla s feding of guilt when she redized that tie was
not sufficient to protect her.”

“Why have you brought me here 7’

The girl’s blood had flowed and dried in stages. Although the stains had been well-scrubbed, the
dark pattern where the in-curled body had huddled was panfully obvious.

“This is the worst yet that has happened to our blood.” The sharp blue eyes met Gaultry's, ther
expression reveding the woman's sense of her own power—and her own helplessness. “Chancdlor
Heratikus understood the importance of the Brood-blood prophecy. He thought he could twigt it to bring
himsdf to power in Tidmark—but as he was Brood-blood himsdf he only drew the cirde tighter, and
brought on his own desath.

“The Brood wasn't formed to make us dl perish miserably in the Prince's sarvice” the Duchess sad
grimly. “Our founder, Princess Lousdle—if only you could have known her—was no friend to suffering.
Though she isfifty years dead and gone, she haunts the edge of my deep. Her bright eyes, the fire of the
goddesses in her, 4ill lighten my shadows. Knowing today what | did not know then, knowing that |
would live to see my sons die, | would 4ill make my pledge to her.

“Pain was no dranger to Louddle, and she was determined that it should not triumph. You are too
young to understand. Fifty years ago, there was none of this pretty dancing for power and influence.
Bissanty had dl but subverted our free rule. Tidmak was free in name only, and desperate for the
god-pledge that would keep us independent from Bissanty. | have showed you the scars where my own
father cut me, sending his blood-pledges to Bissanty. Lousdle suffered worse. She watched Bissanty
doctors torture her weskling father throughout her childhood, living in dread of the day they would finish
with him and turn their attentions to her. When her father was findly gone, Bissanty regents ruled her, and
she knew that the day would come when her own usefulness would end, and they would kill her in her
turn.

“But despite her dread, she bdieved in the Great Twins love, and she comforted hersdf thet if she
could only fulfill the sacred pledges to close thefifth cycle of Tidmark’srule, Tidmark’s strength as afree
nation could be rebuilt. Every day of her life, she fought to preserve her sovereignty, but everything was
donein secret, where no one could comfort or praise her. When it came time to marry, she suffered her
regents  choice—a Bissanty-bred popinjay—because no onein Tidmark stood up to protect her.

“That marriage dmog brought her to despair. In the eyes of the Great Twelve, Tidmak is a



sovereign nation, protected by the Great Twins againg secular incursons. Our Prince' s body is married
to the earth in payment for this generogity. That is a Tidmark’s goddess pledge: our Prince must make a
goiritual marriage to the earth, sacrificing himsdf for his people. If Lousdle married a Bissanty man, that
pledge would be broken, and Tidmark would revert to Bissanty rule. Lousidle knew that with the death
of free Tidmark, the suffering she dally endured would spread throughout her land, to every farmhouse.

“She had to find some way to prevent it. But how? Bissanty spies were everywhere. As the days
dipped by, bringing her wedding closer, she saw, with joyless darity, the fate that lay ahead—for her and
for Tidmark. She had no freedom. Little power. It was ineviteble. She could not escape the marriage,
and her Bissanty consort would get a child on her of mixed blood—a child hdf Bissanty, haf Tidmaran,
achild fated to return Tidmark to the davery of Bissanty rule.

“She foiled that.” The wrinkles around the sharp blue eyes filled with tears, softening Meaudiere's
expression. She clagped Gaultry’s hand againg her wrist. The younger womean felt the old scar where the
Duchess s father had marked her, so many decades past. “| have a secret for you,” the old woman said.
“A secret known only to Lousel€'s blood-sworn witches. Today | want to share it.”

“l don’t want it,” Gaultry started to say. “1 don’t want to think of Tiedmark helpless and weak.”

The Duchess ignored her, though she dropped her voice to an intense whisper. “Lousédle was
close-guarded by Bissanty foes. But the night before the wedding, she found freedom for a few short
hours. Escaping from the palace, she descended into Princeport.

“There is a madhouse in Princeport. Just outsde the dity gates, near the walled pathway that leads
down from the Prince's gardens. And that was where brave Lousdle went. Afterwards, a madman
ranted to dl comers that he had taken the Princess to bed, that the Great Twins themsalves had stood at
the foot of his bed, there in the midst of the common ward, and smiled as he seeded a child in her
womb.”

“Did she—?’

“Who believes the ranting of a madman?’ Medaudiere sad smply, avoiding a direct answer. “The
Bissanty courtiers certainly did not. They crowed loud, declaring al was won, that the day was coming
when Tidmark would once more bow beneeth the Imperid yoke. Every appearance suggested that they
were right. Nine months after the Princess's marriage, she gave hirth to a hedthy daughter. Lousdle
nurtured that child to adulthood, punctilioudy observing every outward expresson of submisson.

“But the grain of desperation and madness that had seeded a child in Lousele’'s womb united with
Lousedle's princdy blood, and the gods spoke to her, cdling her to make prophecy. She waited,
resding the cdl, leting it grow and strengthen. When her daughter findly trembled a the brink of
womanhood, she knew it wastime to act. In secret, she summoned seven sorceresses to her. She cdled
us the Common Brood, guardians of the common blood of Tidmark, the blood that must run in the veins
of every Prince. We were chosen for our strength, for our magica powers, and for the trids we had
uffered at Bissanty hands. Louddle knew, long before any of us, how desperate we were to pledge
oursaves, how keen we were to invest our livesin anything that offered hope and purpose.

“She warned us to hestate before we made our promise. ‘Before your work is finished, you will
regret your pledge,” she said. Y ou will be martyrs aswdl as saviors, so think before you swear.” Those
words only made us wilder to serve her.

“l am sure Louddle guessed we wouldn't understand the full extent of our promise. Most of us were
young, and beneath our vals of suffering, overconfident. Speaking for mysdf, she was surdy right. Unlike
the Princess, we had yet to suffer the birthing of our own children. Unlike Lousele, with her young
princess-child Corinne, we knew nothing of the pains of watching the strength and beauty grow in a child
born to blood-pledges and a forespoken fate. Your grandmother Tamsanne, perhaps done of dl the
Common Brood, suspected the full extent of what Lousédle intended—but you will have to have that
gory of her, a atime of your own choosing.”

The two women stood on the stone path, staring downwards a the dark stains. When she next
spoke, the old woman's voice was harsh with pain. “Of course the pledge outlasted our generation. | lost
two sons and a grandson to the Prince’ s path. It seems that none of the house of Meaudiere can soldier
by ther Prince's sde without opening ther lifeé's blood to him. Martin—you cannot know whet | fet



when he moved under the sword blow meant for Benet on Prince's Night. | was sure the moment had
come for his blood to flow in the Prince' s service.

“That isthe lesson of thisblood.” The Duchess scuffed et it delicatdy with her dipper.

“We mug find a way to fufill the Brood-pledge, or more of us will die, while Tidmark is made no
stronger againg Bissanty encroach—

ment. And this business of Heratikus s—there is a sdf-defeating strain of ambition in the blood of the
Common Brood. | fear sometimes that we will dl be dead before we turn to hdp our Prince.” She made
amovement with her hands. Gaultry, senang magic, drew back. That made the Duchess amile. “I am not
Dervla, seeking to test you like that. My tests run on other lines—do you remember Tidmak's flag
song?’
“It's about Briem-bold,” Gaultry said. “Every child's hero-prince. The children dill Sng it on market
days, when the girls play ther circle games”

“It's not jugt a children’s song,” Mdaudiere said. “Any song that lasts two hundred years has more
meaning to it than that.” She pursed her wrinkled lips—

| watched a blue flag flying high The Prince was in his glory; | watched a flag of purple die
The Emperor in his fury.

The Duchess s voice was high and reedy, but not unpleasant.

The crimson King came to the field To help blue make its stand; The gods they bowed on every
sde, And held the bordered land.

“It' s higtory, as wdl as a game-song,” the Duchess prompted Gaultry. “Who was the crimson King?’

“A Lana tribesmen. Instead of fighting us, he came to help.” The Lana mountainmen were better
known for fighting Tidmark than for ading it.

The Duchess shook her head. “He was more than that. The Lanai have many tribes, but only one that
rates a King. That King was Al-georn, of Far Mountain. When Briern was meking his lagt stand,
Al-georn unexpectedly ran his troops east from Lana to dly agang the Bissanties. Ther combined
amies drove the Bissanties back.

“The gods had sent Algeorn and his troops across three high massifs to thwart the bresking of the
Great Twins border-pledge. After the battle, the Lanai King married Briern's sister and brought her
back to the mountains. She bore him many heirs. Her blood is strong in the King of Far Mountain to this
day.”
“I never liked that part of the story,” Gaultry said. “No one ever asks if Briesinne wanted Algeorn.”

The Duchess gave Gaultry a hard look. Gaultry wanted to squirm and turn away, but instead she
stared back, stubborn, trying to show the older woman she could understand duty and fate but Hill not
think it right that a marriage should be determined by those forces. The Duchess, reading the young
woman's look, shrugged. “I sang Briern's song to remind you how the gods act for a Prince who honors
his pledges—and for a King who honors his. Algeorn did not want an heir, until he met pretty Briesnne.
If the gods made him cross dl those mountains, it was as much to find him a marriage-partner asit was to
help our Prince. While Algeorn’sline reigns, no Bissanty soldier will ever stand within the borders of Far
Mountain. And while hisline does honor to the gods, his blood will never lapse.

“A Prince makes a spiritud marriage to the land,” the Duchess continued. “His rule is manifested in
the color blue, emblemaic of this spirit-sacrifice. Purple is the color of Empire, for the sacrifice the
Emperor makes of his soul. Blood, for the raw body, is a King's pledge. And in the eyes of the Great
Twelve, red isthe King's color.

“For fifty years, the red path in Lousdl€s prophecy has sgnified the Brood-blood's degth in the
Prince' s service. But Lousidle hoped that there would be more in the prophecy than the brutd daughter
of her mogt talented magicians. Lousdle knew she would not live to see her daughter break the Bissanty
granglehold. She dared to hope that a coven of sorceresses, bound in blood-pledges and shared
memory of suffering, together might find a unity that could transform Tidmark’ s ruler from a Prince into a
King, to findly free us of the threat of the Bissanty Empire s encroachments.

“Gaultry—" The Duchess took hold of the girl’s strong young hand in her brittle, aged-claw fingers.
“You are angry that your grandmother hid your blood heritage. Your own Prince's court confuses you,



and you cannot see dearly how to act. But perhaps Tamsanne knew best. She taught you—you and your
gger both—to know the fed of freedom. To you, Bissanty was a digant bugbear, not an ever-present
threst with a hidden sranglehold dosing in on your throat.

“You and your sigter, done of dl the Common Brood's blood, were able to close the sixth cycle of
Tidmark’s rule and remake the Prince of Tidmark’s strength. Not Dervla, or mysdf, or any of the others
who would have liked to have acted. Now that your megic has waxed and you have grown in power, it
may be the pair of you who will determine Tidmark’s fate—and your own, in deciding whether it is the
crimson of kingship or the red of your own blood which you will choose to spread on the Prince's
pathway.”

Tugging Gaultry’s hand, the Duchess pulled her so they stood together on the stained stone of the
terrace, rooted on that blood, on that stone. “You never knew young Lady D’ Arbey. Two forces came
together to kill her.

“The firg was the amhition of the Brood-blood, in the traitor Heratikus's fervid dream of power.”
She looked again at Gaultry, and the young huntress was amazed to see an expresson dmos like guilt in
her face. “ Some might say this was a just return. The Common Brood had betrayed his mother, Mdaney
Sevenage. She was one of our own, yet we were dl eager enough to let her hazard her life so that our
own skins would not be put at risk. When the Bissanty agents she had befriended discovered that her
heart was truly Tidmark’s, we had a chance to save her. Instead of acting, we argued what should be
done. Our hestation—if not our cowardice—allowed Bissanty agents to seize and destroy her, in the
confusion following the dodgng of Tidmark’ sfifth cycle of rule.

“But Gaultry—we of the Common Brood have faces. We are here for you to see and judge, as your
own intelligence and wisdom will dlow you. The second force that killed Lady D’ Arbey is a force more
implacable than ambition. It has no face. It is the Bissanty Empire itsdf. Ther land went bitter when Llara
ceded Tidmark to the Great Twins The Emperor, Llara's own heir, never acknowledged the
Thunderer’s concesson—nor did any of his sons after him. In her turn, Llara seems to have punished
Bissanty's ruler by breeding dissention among his heirs. Now Bissanty hungers for our lands, imagining
thet their return will hedl the rift between goddess-mother and Imperia-son.”

“That's like the flags,” Gaultry said, frightened by the old woman's tone and uncertain what it was in
the woman’s words that had made her frightened. “Or the colors of rule. Those things are symbols. They
aen'tred.”

“They’re red enough to those who want them to be red,” the Duchess answered. “Just asred as it is
for us to be ganding here, on the Prince's Path, with the red blood of prophecy daning the stone
benesth our feet.

“Take my warning or ignoreit as you like” The Duchess aoruptly released the younger woman, more
gern than sympathetic. “At least you will not die like the others, who never had the luxury of this
waning.”

“The crimson of kingship or the red of your own blood.” Amid the suffy heet of the receiving line and
the aromatic basam of the fresh cut branches, the Duchess's words whirled and seemed to echo in
Gaultry’s head. She shook hersdf and tried to amile, to concentrate, to ignore Dervid's cregping acolytes
and the aringing line of courtiers. Mdaudiere wanted too much from her, she thought angrily. The old
woman demanded that Gaultry understand everything at once, that she see her way clear to hdping the
Prince in away that didn't involve standing supidly at his back or palitey falowing his orders. Yet the
Duchess reproached her & once when she tried to stand up for hersdf, as she'd done earlier, with
Dervla . . . Why had the Duchess sngled Gaultry out? Was it because she saw some criticad weaknessin
the younger woman, some fault in the young huntress' s character that needed to be shored up?

Why indeed did the Duchess reserve her lectures for Gaultry, when Mervion too needed to find a
way to serve the Prince a court? Gaultry glanced sdeways a her sster. Mervion stood, cadm and ill,
behind Prince Benet’s chair. A twinge of jedlousy touched her as she looked. Mervion's appearance was
answer enough to that question.

Although she had been on her feet as long as her sster, Mervion exhibited none of Gaultry's
impatience. She projected exactly those qudities the Prince must have hoped the Bias twins would



project: confidence and serenity. Her cam, intdligent eyes surveyed the Prince's presenters with polite
atention, and there was a dight amile on her lips for anyone who cared to return that gaze. Despite the
heat, she looked light and fresh. Her golden hair, shot through with red undertones, shone like a crown,
the thick braids entwined with the young green ash boughs. Although she had worked as diligently as
Gaultry through the morning, she appeared rested and fresh, ready to meet any chdlenge. She looked as
if she were in complete command of dl her faculties. Gaultry, by comparison, fdt wilted, sweaty and
red-faced. Her har, which she wore shorter than Mervion's and was therefore harder to pin up, had
fdlen down around her ears and shed at least one cluster of oak leaves.

But the differences went deeper than dress. If Mervion looked confident and perfect, to Gaultry that
outer beauty was merdy a reflection of the stronger composure that lay within. Staring & Mervion,
Gaultry fdt she impliatly understood why Meaudiere and Dervlia should choose to focus on her rather
then her beautiful Sgter.

When they lived with their grandmother in her londy border cottage, Mervion, as older sster, had
been the leader, the sster who chose conscioudy to chdlenge hersdlf, to seek new knowledge, new
gdls, new answers. Gaultry—she could admit it now to hesdf, after the past weeks of
adventuring—had been the timid one, preferring the familiar life of the forest, the fixed seasons of the wild
game' s movement, the predictable round of the weather’s turns. Tamsanne had once said that each had
found her own path, coping with ther mother's early death, ther father's gpparent abandonment.
Mervion had turned outward Gaultry inward. While Gaultry had shied from human contact, running deep
inthe forest to try her strength againg deer, foxes, and wolves—animas from which she soon learned to
take power and knowledge—Mervion had made the human mind her study, disciplining hersdf to probe
its drengths and weaknesses. Long before either sster had left Arleon Forest, Mervion had dready
readied hersdf for a wider society. She had often pestered Tamsanne with her questions, doing dl she
could to learn of life beyond the forest.

The past weeks had been brutd to Mervion. Her eager departure from the safety of her
grandmother’ s cottage had exposed her to unexpected peril at the traitor Chancdlor’'s hands. If she had
not possessed the advantage of her hidden Glamour-soul, her blood would have mingled with young
Lady D’Arbey’s on the flagstones of the Prince' s path. Indeed, if Gaultry had not broken the habits of
behavior that had stood for years to guide the ssters, leaving her beloved forest to offer her sster her ad
and support, even Mervion’'s Glamour would not have been enough to save her.

That awful time was past now, and Gaultry had no intention of turning back to it, seerching for
retrogpective answers. Mervion, like the Prince, had survived defeat and learned fromit. Like the Prince,
she was gtronger, more certain in the course she mud take for Tie-mark’s and her own protection.
When Dervla and old Meaudiere spoke to Mervion, they spoke politdy, their respect dmost as great as
if they were addressing Tamsanne hersdlf, and not one of her granddaughters. Instead of dlowing hersdf
to be drawn into ther arguments, Mervion had kept her distance, answering their attempts to bully or
confuse her with a ready tongue and steady head. She could see that however dreary the service, it had a
function. The Prince needed his court to understand the power that he could draw on. Waiching
Mervion, Gaultry was torn between pride and envy a her sster’s unmatchable aplomb.

Mervion's eye suddenly met Gaultry's, asif she sensed the ram-blings of her twin's mind. The older
twin amiled, and Gaulltry, caught bettling her tangle of thoughts and new ideas, blushed and smiled wanly
back. She knew that Mervion must be bored too, but there was nothing in her sster’s relaxed stance to
betray her fedings The young huntress was hot, bored, and swesting—and knew that she had managed
to conced none of these things. She wished it wasin her to look so serene and certain.

At the same time, looking into her sister’s cdm face, Gaultry fdt regret a Mervion's ability to hide
her emotions.

Though the young twin loved her sster dearly, she could not help but wonder if Mervion had forgiven
her yet for being the twin who hadn’t needed rescuing on Prince’ s Night.



Chapter 3

The Prince rose from his seat and reached for his wifé's hand. The lagt branch had been piled
atop the great bonfire stack, and the cheeks of those who had participated in the ceremony were bright
pink from prolonged exposure to the unseasonably warm sun. The ssemingly intermingble receiving
ceremony had a long lagt reached its naturd end. “Not long to the feast now,” Benet said, his voice
amused as he noted Gaultry’s weary expresson and the way she had begun to shift her weight from foot
to foot. “The show of support cannot but please me, nevertheless, | too had begun to believe it would go
on forever. You mug be ready for some time off”your feet.”

“1 am, my Prince” Gaultry bobbed her head in a short obeisance, embarrassed by her sovereign's
solicitude. Mervion, at her Sde, bowed with her, somewhat less jerkily.

“Regt then, both of you, and enjoy the day’s beauty. Emiera has amiled. Let's hope that will
continue” He turned to Lily, hisfingers tightening possessively on her arm as he drew her, with unprincdy
informdity, close to his sde. “Where's Dervla when you need her? Have you spotted her in the crowd
yet, svegting?’

That was as much of adismisal as the Bias twins needed.

“It went well, don’t you think?” Mervion's words were not quite a question, so Gaultry nodded
without answering. “It was better than | expected,” Mervion added softly. To Gaultry’s surprise, her twin
sounded both relieved and dightly tentative.

She shot her Sgter a searching look, but Mervion's face reveded no hint of inner discomposure. The
aun had reddened the bridge of her nose and brought an unhedthy flush of pink to her cheeks, but her
appearance was congderably less sweaty and uncomfortable-looking than that of anyone dse in the
crowd. “What do you mean?’ Gaultry said, indegantly blotting the thin materid of her own smock againg
the running perspiration on her ams. “Everyone was admiring you. | was the one who looked like a
swetering fool up there. Isn't the heet affecting you at dl?’ she fretted. They headed out over the gentle
saddle of ground that let onto the tent-ground that flanked the hills Ahead, the brightly-colored sides of
the ladies changing tent hove into view, promisng a welcome rdief from the sun. Gaultry picked up her
pace.
“Looks aren't everything” Mervion muttered, as she lagged a litle behind. “I'm just as
uncomfortable as you are—"

“Hiante take me” Gaultry interrupted, spotting the man who stood in the shadow of the tent’s front
avning. “What's Martin doing here? If he thinks I’'m going to stand out in this sun a second longer just to
cha—" From his stance by the tent, the tal soldier waved. Gaultry waved back before she thought
better of it, then broke into a amile, admitting to hersdf that she was pleased. Returning her amile, he
strode out to meet them. “What were you saying?’ she asked, tuning to Mervion.

Her sgter frowned and raised her ddicate brows. “It wasn't important. It can wait” Her eyes
flickered to Martin. “If you two want to talk, you had best make it quick. The feast will begin soon, and
we' re supposed to bein our seats wel before the Prince arrives.”

Trust Mervion to know the protocol, Gaultry thought. And trust Mervion, she could not help but
think, to let hersdf be ruled by it.

Mervion, as if sendng her sster’s unkind thought, gave Martin a cool and not entirdy friendly nod,
and walked on towards the ladies’ tent.

“You're back early,” Gaultry greeted him. “Benet was pleased.”

“Only Benet?’

She amiled, her eyes daring him to repeat the question, and looked him over. Since she'd seen him
make his pledge, he had tidied himsdf and shaved, but he had not had a chance to change out of his
dusty traveing clothes. Away from the Prince, he looked tired. There was a tightness to the skin around
his eyes, and he walked with the giffness of one who had been too long in the saddle. Gaultry wondered
how hard he had ridden to return in time for the ceremony. Very hard, she guessed. “Will you be gaying
after the feast, or will Mdaudiere be sending you off agan?



“l don’'t live only to serve her,” Martin said irritably.

“Sometimes it seems like you do,” Gaultry answered. Then she reached for his hand, regretting that
she had spoken sharply. It wasn't Martin’s fault if his grandmother had pressured her in his absence.

Beneeth her fingers, his hand fdt brazier-hot. So hat, in fact, she dmost dropped it. She looked up
into his eyes, darmed, and saw a poorly-conceded urgency in their gray depths. “What's happened to
you?”

“Gaultry,” he said. “We don't have much time, but | wanted to catch you before the feasting. There
may not be time after. The news from the western border is hard to read. Wraiths and rumors, and none
of them bringing good tidings. My best guessiis that this summer’s campaign will be along one”

Gaultry shivered. Since he had fird widded a sword as a soldier, Martin had fought twelve
campaigns againg the Lana mountain people, one for each of the Great deities. This season would be his
thirteenth—a lucky number, she tried to assure hersdlf. Glamour's number. “Will you have to go back?’

“Very probably.” Martin took her other hand, letting her fed how the burst of unnaturd heat was
flushed throughout his body. “But that’s not what | want to talk about.” He glanced around, as if to
sidfy himsdf that no one was near enough to eavesdrop. Asde from a few dragglers, they were
momentarily aone. “Can you fed the torment in me?’

“How could | missit?’ It was not the hotness of fever, nor even of magic. It was as though Martin
was pumped high with anger, or strong emotion, so high that he could not come down. Yet his voice,
despite hisimpatience, gave little hint of the physicd strain his body was under.

“Do you remember the geas?’ he asked abruptly. “Do you remember how the geas formed?’

Her eyes chastened him. For one terrible moment, she thought she might bresk into tears. “Why
speak of that today?’ she sad hitterly. “Is the sun shining so bright, you cannot bear to see anything
happy?’ The geas had been her father’s death-wish. He had killed himsdf on Martin’s sword, to free
himsdf from the torturing maze of spellsin which the Prince s traitor Chancellor had bound him.

“I wouldn't bring it up willingly,” Martin said. He released her hands, and shot her an impetient 1ook.
“I'm trying to explain to you something that is happening, something important. I'm not sure when I'll get
another chance to do s0.”

“Go on then,” shetold him.

“Ten years ago, my brother died. It was too much for me to take. Yet somehow, in some way, his
degth brought closure to the four years of terrible pain | had suffered, deting from the time of my father's
death. With Morse gone too, | had logt or forsworn everything that had ever held vadue to me. My wife
was logt, my land rights, the very name to which | had been born. Morse had left me Dinevar, my father's
sword. That noble blade in my hands, come to me in that way, was the lagt thing | wanted. But
somehow, despite my despair a this last sorrow, Dinevar gave me the strength to continue. With Dinevar
inmy hand, | found the srength to close my heart and return to battle, and with that return | became a
new person. A battle-man. A field-galker.” He was spesking quickly and angrily now. Some part of him
dearly wanted to pace, to escape her, but he forced himsdf to stand before her and finish his
explanation. “I did not careif | died. Perhaps because of that, | lived. Months passed, then years. It did
not matter. | lived only for the battle-field, the long summers of fighting in the high mountains.

“This winter, when my grandmother told me the Prince was under threst from his Chancdllor, those
words had little meaning to me, save that | could see my way clear to my next duty. And then—and then
the New Year came. There was that crazy hunt, with the Prince riding out like a man possessed,
Heratikus dinging to histall like a spider, and dl the rest of us chasing the largest he-boar that | had ever
lad my eyes on. You've heard the stories. The kill was a living nightmare, with dying dogs, wounded
men, and a boar who would not die. And then, in the middle of dl tha confuson, a gray-bearded
madman on a broken-down horse threw himsaf on my sword and killed himsf.

“You know the trauma | fdt in that moment. You have seen the images the old man forced on
me—of you and your sister, your raw anger a what you thought was the old man’s abandonment of you.
Themagic ripped open my heart, my emations. Such fedings were so unfamiliar to me. | fdt suffocated,
but the geas would dlow me no respite. It tortured me, rdentless, until that moment when | found you,
lying wounded in a ditch, with Heiratikus s outriders standing over you.



“l was trandfixed. Your father had last seen you when you were a child. | was unaware that | had
been sent to guard twins. | knew only that | had been bound to the protection of a mewling child, and |
hed raged againg that, thinking that such service was beneath me.

“When | looked down at those men, and saw they meant to dis—

honor you, and you were a woman grown. For a moment, | could not comprehend what | was
seding, the picture was so far from anything | had imagined. In you, | saw everything that | would ever
want to protect.”

Gaultry, garing at his wild face, fdt a chill run through her. She remembered wel their first mesting.
The men who had attacked her had been far less frightening than Martin. She had thought that he had
come to kill her.

“l got rid of the men,” Martm said. “I came down into thet little hollow, and | touched you.” He
rased his hand and brushed it lightly againgt her cheek. “After that, | wanted the gees. It let me fed your
every need, your every murmur, and it left me with the fierce desire to answer those needs.” He amiled,
rueful. “You have fewer sdfish needs than many | have known, Gaultry. You made me need to serve my
Prince again. To fed passion for that service”

“Why are you tdling me this?” Gaultry said angrily. “Why now, here, so publicly. Couldn’t it wait for
another time?’

He shook his head. “It can’'t wait. We ve been gpart two weeks—it's dready been too long. And
the geas has been dead amost a week longer.”

“What are you saying?’

“With the geas gone,” Martin said bluntly, “Thereisachill indl my senses. | cannot fed as | did. My
greatest pain is not that | have log—it is that | can remember.” He met Gaultry’s eyes, and she was
shocked to see the depth of the sorrow in the fierce gray eyes. “What | fdt—aurdly it cannot dl have
been owed to magic. Surdy my years as awarrior do not meen that | have difled my capacity to love, to
fed passon.” He stared at her, helpless. “I am angry, my body is hot with emotion, but my mind is not
heated with it. On the fidd of battle, this detachment serves me wdl. But it does not hep me now, when |
look upon you, and fed the touch of desire, and know that touch does not tranamit itsalf to the deepest
reaches of my heart and mind.” He paused, then svung hisarms out in a defeated gesture. “ So much has
been left unresolved here at court, and | want to stand by you. But perhaps we should not see each other
agan until | have resolved this”

Gaultry stared a him, her mind spinning. “It was not only the geas that held us together,” she findly
sad. “Our ties run deeper than one completed casting.” Not caring if he rejected her, she reached out
and pressed her pdm agand his chest, above his heart. He shivered a her touch. He had not
exaggerated his dilemma For dl the angry hesat that ran through his body, the throb of his heart was only
magindly accelerated. “I think,” she swallowed, and tried to steady her voice. “I think | do not want you
to struggle with this yoursdf.”

“Then you don't understand what I'm tdling you.” He put his hand over hers, unthinkingly crushing
her fingersin his powerful grip. “I am not the same man who you kissed in the darkness on the borders of
the Bissanty Fingerland. The geasisnotin me. | cannot fed what | fdt then—"

Gaultry gtiffened. “You've dready said that,” she said tetily. “Why rub my noseinit?’

Her acerbic words did more to shake him from despondency than would have any sympethy she
might have offered him. Martin grinned feebly.

“At least | can dill make you smile” she groused. She pulled her hand free. She did not want to
bdlieve that the man she had grown dmogt to love did not exist, except through magic.

“Thisis more than just the geas being gone,” he said serioudy. “How can | escape the contral that my
life as a soldier demanded from me? My heart, my head, and my body fed like they’ re in separate closed
boxes.”

“Your Rhasan card said you were awalf, not an automaton,” Gaultry reminded him. “Maybe you are
looking in the wrong place for your answers. But for now—" she nervoudy looked over her shoulder,
redizing suddenly, as a group of prettily-dressed feast-goers brushed past them, that time had flown.
“But for now, we both need to ready ourselves for Emiera s feast. WE ll have to worry about this later.”



“I'mglad | found you,” Martin said. He did not say whether he meant now, or earlier. He kissed her
fingers and released her. “I cannot tdl you how unpleasant it is to be hdf-dive once again, to fed mysdf
shutting my emotions away. | can barely find pleasure, even in sarving my prince.”

Gaultry hurried towards the tent, hoping Mervion would have had the kindness to lay out her formd
clothes for her. Her thoughts were not, however, on dresses and fripperies. Her thoughts were on
Martin.

If she didn’'t know better, she would have thought he was once more acting under the influence of a
powerful spdll.

Do you see old Meaudiere and Dervla up there on the hill, watching us during the branch
ceremony?’ Gaultry asked. She was in the ladies tent, changing out of the green smock she had worn
for the cer—

emony. Her fingers shook as she undid the laces at her bodice. “ Dervla lectured me beforehand. She
wanted her own girl at the Prince' s shoulder.” Just now, she would have talked about anything to distract
her sgter from her nervous state—anything, of course, that wasn't Martin.

“You can't trugt ether of them,” Mervion said. She was out of her smock, standing naked againg the
tent wal, fussng with her hair in front of the little mirror someone had placed there. She splashed some
water into a bowl to cool her arms and face before reaching for her dress. Gaulltry, it seemed, was not as
late as she had feared. Perhaps that was why Mervion hadn’t noticed how upset she was. “If anything,
the fact that Dervla's so open about her ambitions should make you think better of her.”

“Médaudiere wants the Prince to rue—"

“Gaoridle of Melaudiere is a clever old fox. She knows you're in love with her grandson—Martin
who was bound to you, Martin who shielded you while you fought for the Prince. Tdling you that the
hedith of her grandchildren is her greatest care and ambition is a caculated gambit.”

Gaultry's cheeks burned. She wanted to tdl her Sster that her fedings for Martin were reciprocated.
But she was no longer certain tha was true. “Tha's easy enough to say. Whether it's far or not is
another matter. The Duchess aside, there are cartainly bonds between me and her grandson.” She had to
druggle to keep atremor of fear out of her voice. “Whether they can be used to manipulate ether of usis
another story. Matters are complicated. | would not say it islove that Martin and | share.”

Mervion dried her hands and turned away from the mirror. “Then why deny love so vehemently?’

Gaultry scowled. She smply was not ready to share the details of her conversation with Martin, 1
thought we were taking about whether the Duchess could manipulaie me or Dervia” She threw her
smock on a nearby chair and reached for her leggings and tunic. A gift from Meaudiere, they were gray
and green, the colors of the old woman's house. For Gaultry, accepting the Duchess's generosity had
seemed smpler than wadting precious days with a talor fitting her out in new court clothing. Now,
conddering the dress as a partisan statement, she was less cartain that had been a smart choice. “Why is
evarything at court about adlegiances?” she complained, Stting to pull on her leggings.

Mervion shrugged, senang in Gaultry’s words acknowledgment of her advice. “Button me” she said.
Sheturned her back and let the subject drop. The Bias twins were the only women in the changing tent
who did not have servants, and they were now among the last getting dressed.

Gaultry threw her tunic over her head, yanked it down, and turned to hep her Sster with her dress,
glad of the excuse to stand where Mervion could not read her face. She did not want to talk to her Sster
about Martin. His struggles were his own, and he had not given her leave to share them. Besdes, she
resented Mervion'singnuation that she was vulnerable to a shrewd-minded grandmother’s manipulations.
Fnishing with her Sgter’s last button, she sighed. Probably she resented Mervion's indnuaions because
she feared they were true.

“Where do you suppose Dervla has seated us?” Gaultry shrugged into her jacket. She wanted to
change the subject. She would be at her sster’s Sde for the remainder of the day. It would not be far to
Mervion if she dlowed her fedings for Martin to ruin Mervion's day too.

“We're a one of the lower tables” Mervion said, reaching out and smoothing a ribbon that had
tangled in Gaultry’s hair. “But | spoke with Lasdle, and he put us on the seaward sde of the hill. Well
have a nice breeze there, aswdl as a good view of the High Table”



Her sgter’s careful forethought came as no surprise to Gaulltry.

They reached ther places jugt as the deerskin horns blared to announce the Prince and his inner
court’s procession. There was no time to greet their tablemates—only time to dip into ther places on
their assgned bench. With six-a-side to each table, coming late meant they were stuck with the awkward
middle pair of bench sedts.

The procession was very fine. Dervla, in the long green robes that marked her as High Priestess, led
the way, her gorgeous velvet tran carried by Tidmark’s young rulers, Benet and Lily. The priestess
looked regdl and correct, her expression forma. The Prince and Princess, supporting therich doth of the
train that symbolized their lands, seemed lighthearted and happy. They looked out across the assembly
with amiling faces. Benet whispered something in Lily's ear. She laughed and ducked her head. They
were quite a contrast to Dervla s severity.

Behind them, in order of precedence, came the saven dukes of Tidmark, each with a par of
retainers. They seemed to be competing for a place of pride as the most megnificently dressed, in glks
and velvet and gold braiding. This year, Gaboridle of Mdaudiere led the councl of seven: Benet's
recognition for her service to himin the past month. Like Dervia, her expresson was formd and severe,
her robes of state long and flowing. She had chosen Martin and his younger Sster Mariette as her
retainers, and was waking dowly, alittle iffly, her eyes fixed on her Prince’s back. It seemed to Gaultry
that the heat was afecting her.

“Médaudiere might come to regret keeping her hers so close by her,” Mervion murmured, soft
enough that only Gaultry heard. “1t emphasizes her age, don’t you think?’

At firg Gaultry, who had only admiration for the Duchess's grandchildren, could not see what
Mervion meant. She saw only a rugged pair of soldiers Mariette, a leesn woman with high, ahletic
shoulders and long arms; and Martin, now shaved and dressed with the polish required for his seat at the
Prince s High Table. They were a par to ennoble any courtier’s back. Then she looked again at the
Duchess, and understood what Mervion meant. Ther strength emphasized the old woman’s dipping hold
on life, the giffness of her walk, the brittle delicacy of her aged bones. Gaultry wanted to tdl her agter
that the Duchess was too proud to live for anything but the future, but she wasn't confident she could
guess the old woman's matives. She stared at Martin, trying to see a shadow of his former upset, but he
had, to dl appearances, completdly recovered.

“St.” Mervion tugged her shoulder. “The Prince has taken his place. Along with everyone but you.”

Gaultry stepped hedtily across the bench and did into her place, mindful that she had made her
fedings conspicuous a a moment when she most wanted to hide them.

“Dervld s acolytes are at the table just below the Prince's” Mervion commented.

Gaultry shrugged. “Dervla made the seeting, didn't she?’

“She did. But she didn’t think of everything. If she wanted them to look impressive, she should have
put them at the table on the Prince’s other Sde. They're out of the breeze and sweeting like pigs where
she hasthem.” Even from their low table the firgt prickings of a sweet san were vishble dong the spine of
the ash-blond woman Gaultry had decided was Pdamar Laconte.

“You're the only one who isn't,” Gaultry said tetily. It was easy enough for Mervion to make fun of
Pdamar. The girl’s face was splotchy, her physicd discomfort from the heet dl too evident. By contrast,
Mervion, in her sparkling white dress and peach-glow skin, looked indecently cool and fresh. Even the
flowersin her hair had maintained their crispness. That had to be a spdl, Gaultry thought resentfully. Little
meagics like that came so eadly to Mervion that Gaultry often thought she must not regdlize that she was
usng them. “It's hot. Why shouldn’t people sweet?’

Nine courtiers shared ther table. Dervla had done her work wel. Gaultry was not familiar with a
sangle face. If Dervia meant her to fed isolated, she had succeeded. She let Mervion do the introductions.
Her sgter, she discovered resentfully, aready knew hdf the names.

One seat, oppodgite the twins, was dill empty.

“We should be tweve for the Great Twelve” Gaultry said, noticing the empty place. She wondered
if Dervla had the gdl to have deliberately arranged such an asymmetry. “Who's going to make up our
number?’



“Thet would be me” The late arrivd, hoving into her fidd of vison, sketched a quick bow. Gaultry
frowned. This man she knew too well.

“Coyd Torquay.” She could not keep the distaste from her voice. “What are you doing here?’
Gaultry had firg met the young knight on the opposing side of a battlefidd, a scant week before the
Prince’'s marriage. Then he had been the traitor Chancellor’s persond knight and champion, under orders
to destroy her escort and take her prisoner. That had been before Gaultry discovered her Brood-blood
and her Glamour-magic. Back then, Coya had been dmost strong enough to take her.

“There’'s no one from Torquay’s house here” the man said. His voice was carefully expressionless,
“My name is Memorant. Coyd Memorant. Torquay is forsworn. Or hadn’'t you heard?’

Gaultry looked down at the table. She had heard. But she had put it from her mind, thinking that she
and Coyd would not cross paths again. With the downfdl of the Prince's hdf-Bissanty Chancellor,
Heratikus, Benet had purged the rest of the Bissanty faction at court. The gentry who had been open in
thelr support of Heratikus had been stripped of titles and lands. Others, agang whom no didoydty to
Tid-mark’s crown could be proven, had Smply been relegated to the outer ranks. The Prince had denied
them the chance to renew ther pledge today, though he had not been without some mercy for ther
diminished pogtion at court. He had invited these outcasts to demondirate ther loydty to Tidmark by
participating in the summer campaign againg the Lana—Martin's news that Tidmark should ready itsdf
for along campaign aside, rumors were dready flying that the Bissanty meant to push the mountain tribes
hard againg Tidmark’s borders this year. “I cannot give you your honor back,” he had told them. “But
you can take it back yourselves on the fidd of battle” Some, rigng to the Prince' s chdlenge, had aready
ridden far west to Haute Tidmark’s border. Others had stayed a court, determined to outride the
scandd by denying any admission of guilt.

Coyd Torquay had chosen the latter course. Despite his prominent court position under Heiratikus,
the brilliant young knight had numbered among those againg whom no didoyaty to Tidmark could be
proven. There had been whispers that his father’s influence had saved him. Coya himsdf had squashed
those whispers by publidy quarrding with his Sre and renouncing his rights to the family name. That he
hed the brass to attend Emierd s feast did not surprise Gaultry—though she noticed that he had not quite
hed the effrontery to attempt to renew his pledge to the Prince before Benet wanted it. That he had the
nerve to get himsdf seated a the Bias twins' table—

“Memorant?’ she said harshly, 4ill flustered by his unexpected appearance. “If your memory is so
good, you have great gdl to seat yoursdf here with me and my sgter.” His new name was a curious
choice. Those who forswore their names often took on work names. That was what Martin had done
when he had left his wife and become a fidd-saker—one of the desperate men who wandered in
no-man’ s-land between army lines, drawing the enemy troops into battle. It was not so easy to determine
what might have prompted Coyd to name himsdf “the remembering one” Did he mean to rebuke
himsdf, or the Prince who had relegated him to such an ambiguous position?

“Gdl? Coyd made a short bow. “Why gdl? Where better to start repairing my fortunes, than at the
feat of the woman who brought me down?’

The young knight had a manner that Gaultry had difficulty outfacing. Despite his fearsome reputation,
Coyd was young and boyishly handsome, with flowing golden hair and a sensuous red-lipped mouth. He
amply did not look like a devious traitor. His manners were exaggeratedly casud, as though a warrior's
focus was nothing to him, but that seemed more a matter of ayoung man's vanity then a reflection of any
more serious flaw. As dways, he was degantly dressed, his hair, worn long in chevdier's locks, glossy
and fine, the lace a his wrigts and throat crisp.

Digracted by the man's handsome looks, Gaultry found it hard to dredge up the memory of the
battle lugt that had been in Coya’ s face during their last fight, and harder ill, in front of a crowded table
of galy-dressed courtiers, to mantan her animus againg him.

“St then,” she said awkwardly. “I won't try to stop you.”

“You are kindness itsdf, lady.” Coyd bowed. Gaultry struggled to control arisng blush. She wished
Martin were a her sde. Coyd would not play such a game with her if Martin were present. Despite her
ambiguous fedings toward court politics, she had no desire to help the young man dimb back into favor.



He had offered her so much harm—and yet here he was, pressing his advantage, as though the trouble
between them had been nothing more than a passing difference of opinion—Iess even than a quarrdl.

“| thought you would not refuse me. For that, | have brought two far ssters a commemorative
present.” A neatly dressed page, on Coya’s cue, dipped up to the table and held out a fresh armful of
branches. Willow-branches, tied with ribbons that matched the clear color of the young knight's blue
eyes. “Some say willow is for sorrow,” he said, taking them from the boy. “Others for memory and
remembrance. But | say it isfor forgiveness. What say you?’ His mouth curved, asif in a confident amile,
but there was a hunger in his eyes that belied his attempt at lightness.

“Why should we—" Gaultry started.

Mervion, interrupting her, reached out and took one of the offered branches. “In Arleon Forest, we
say willow isfor the kindness of oring.” She tucked the branch into her hair.

Which left Gaultry isolated, if she was to deny him.

For politeness, she followed Mervion's lead. “It's for a spdl that makes the foxes dance,” she said.
“Nothing higher than that.” Mervion touched her leg under the table, a warning to watch her words.
Gaultry pretended to ignore her.

Coyd pushed into his narrow seat on the bench opposite Mervion and “Gaultry, making himsdf
comfortable between two stout bench-partners, who protested feebly but ceded him the space when the
ded plates a his shoulders pinched them. Like everyone ese at the feast, the young knight had come up
on Feeding-Hill without his weapons. But ceremonid armor was part of his warrior's gear, and he had
chosen to keep it with him, even though it was a feadting day. The fedty badge on his shoulder was a
blank disk of dlver, defiantly polished to mirror-like brilliance. He had served Chancellor Helratikus well
and honorably, but now that the Chancellor was dead and disgraced, he was a knight without a master.
His indstence on gppearing with high bracers, greaves, and a short armored coat reveded his fierce,
disappointed pride. Memorant. Gaultry hoped his memories were lessons wel learned. If Coyd had
ever paused to question the Chancellor’s authority or motives, the young knight might essly have
escaped thisfate.

“You're asking me to be your lady?’ Mervion's laugh returned Gaultry abruptly to the conversation.

“Why not?” Coyd was asking. “You and your sigter both. In the eyes of the Great Twins, who
better? I’'m astonished to find that I’'m the first to seek the honor.”

Gaultry glared a him, furious that the manners of court wouldn't countenance reaching across and
gving him a good shake. “You're not the firg,” she said, “and | doubt you'll be the last. Why seek to
curry favor where you know you're not welcome?’

“You'd have to prove yoursdf worthy fird,” Mervion interrupted, overriding her Sster’s objections.
She twined the ribbon that tied her willow branch round her fingers. The gesture suggested that she was
serioudy congdering accepting him. Gaultry touched her sster’s hand under the table, trying to forestal
her. She was furious with Mervion for playing Coyd’s game.

“Anything,” Coyd said. “Name the task. The more impossible the better—”

A sudden sick shudder through Gaultry’s chest prevented her from cutting the young knight with
angry words. It was a jolt of magic, panfully strong, not directed a her, but powerful enough to impact
her. “Huntress hedp me!” she gasped, the pain giving her voice a hard edge. “What isthis?’

Mervion gave her an impatient look, then frowned, redizing that something more serious than pique
a Coyd had prompted her sster’s outcry. “What's wrong?’

The young huntress tried to scramble up from her bench. Some thing, some meagica casting,
threatened the Prince, even as he sat at hisHigh Table, surrounded by loya courtiers. The stab of magic
that had aderted her seemed to pin her in her seat, holding her back. She was helpless, spdll-crippled, her
skin dick with swest, the color blanched from her face. Rage at this unexpected powerlessness legpt in
her. Coyd, his back to the Prince's table, saw the expression in her eyes and mistook her intent. He
stood, his hand going for ahilt that wasn't there at his hip.

Mervion tugged at her hand, not understanding, trying to hold her in her sedt.

“You're making a scene,” she said. “Tdl me what' s happening—"

“The Prince)” Gaultry rasped. “The Princess” Her legs were leaden, her gght blurred. The last



remnant of her focus was on the smdl procession just arrived at the Prince’ s table. Three pairs of sarving
men, each shouldering a roasted deer on a long stake. The young venison was galy decorated with
grings of flower and spice, a specid preparation for the Prince's table. An unnaturd light glinted off the
olazed skins of two of the three deer. “The deer are spdl-poisoned,” Gaultry said, trying, and failing, to
point. “They'll poison the Prince. Don't let him so much as touch them.”

Mervion jumped to her feet. Unlike Gaultry, the queer spell-sickness had not affected her. “Don't
fight” She pulled up her skirts and clambered easily clear of the bench. “I'll go.”

“Quickly!” Gaultry pleaded.

“What's hgppening?’ Coyd was aready up from his place at the other side of the table.

“It' sthe Prince,” Mervion said. To Gaultry it sounded as though she was at the bottom of awell. “He
mustn't touch his venison.”

“The carving knifeisin his hand—" Coyd said, turning over his shoulder to look.

“We mug stop him!”

Then Coyd and Mervion were gone, leaving the table in an uproar. Gaultry, ignoring Mervion's
order, sumbled out of her seet after them.

The sght of the Chancellor’s ex-Champion and Mervion dashing towards the Prince's High Table
created pandemonium. The young knight moved like a man dangeroudy possessed—he had no need to
shove, the crowd Imply mdted open before him. Behind him, courtiers jumped up from their seats,
increasng the confusion. Mervion, trapped by the crush, threw her hands out and caled a spell. Gaultry
saw her sster draw in the cagting—saw it in the preternaturd glow of energy that swept through her
sster’s body, gold and green entwined: Glamour and the Great Twins magic together. Already, she
noted with reflexive envy, Mervion had taught hersdf to mix the two as one. A bolt of shining gold-green
fire arched over the crowd. Reaching the Prince's table, it crested and broke, sheething the serving men
and the venison which they had laid on the Prince' s table with a pale glow. Princess Lily threw hersdf
across Benet's lap, shidding her husband with her body. Benet jerked back the hand that held the
caving knife, barely avoiding dashing her.

“What treason is this?” he shouted, furious, one am reaching to shidd his Princess. “To break
Emiera s Feast—"

unlight flashed on metd. The Prince, dill holding his wife, angrily stood up, glaring to his left and
right. Gaultry, trying to push her way forward through the crowd, had the impresson that Mervion's
meagic, seeking only to protect the Prince, had flushed out daggeis and short-bladed weapons from dl the
ducd retainers—men and women who had been expresdy commanded to attend the Prince's table
unarmed.

Benet’ s rage increased the chaos among the lower tables. In the confusion, someone rammed Gaultry
in the shoulders, knocking her to her knees. She dipped down between two bodies, dutching vanly a
backs and belts to catch hersdlf. A man wearing boots stepped on her wrigt, crushing down with his hedl.
She gasped in pain. Suddenly it was not the Prince' s safety that concerned her but her own, as she fought
agang being squashed by the panicked crowd.

Three times she rose to one knee, and three times she was knocked back. Cdl a spdll, she told
hersdf. Call a spell to make them quiet. The corner of mental calm she managed to conjure gave her a
point of focus, she threw her menta strength towards it, gulping back tears.

Before she could act, someone ese's magic surged around her. Old-tongue shouting cut across the
mob, enforcing a palpable cam in its wake. The man who'd unthinkingly trapped Gaultry benesth him
drew back; the press of bodies shrank aside. Even the bridle of unfriendly magic that held Gaultry in its
cutch withdrew, dlowing her to regain a degree of equilibrium. “Let me up!” she cdled weskly, dutching
a the ankle of awoman who had been pushed dmost onto her body.

The woman, glancing down, recognized her. “Renme” She pulled anxioudy at the man with the
boots. “It's the Prince' s Glamour-witch! Y ou'’ re killing her!”

In the smal space that cleared, Gaultry scrambled woozily to her fedt.

Over the crowd's heads, she saw that Mervion and the Chancellor's ex-champion had reached the
Prince' s table. Coya had yanked one of the young bucks away—it was on the ground, its trappings of



soring spice trampled underfoot. But the Prince’s guards, catching him from behind, had prevented him
from pulling the second deer out of the Prince's reach. At the young knight's sSde, Mervion was up on
her toes, scanning the crowd, trying to spot Gaultry. “My sister said you were in danger.” She was trying
to apped to the Prince, trying to cam him. “It was not our intent to needlesdy cause disruption—"

“Shame” The High Priestess cdled, loud enough to drown Mervion out. “Magic summoned in ange,
and knives at the Prince's tablel” Scarcely a member of the seven ducd retinues had come to their
magter’ s table without hidden weaponry. “Emiera sees you! Y ou have shamed yourseved”

As Dervlaranted, the Prince was garing, a furious expresson on his face, a the blade that rested in
the hand of ayoung ducd server, a bare four paces from his shoulder. Gaultry, dosing on the table, was
just intime to hear the Prince' s words to this young unfortunate.

“Isthat blade to protect me or your master?” Benet asked dryly.

The young retainer, one of the Duke of Basse Demain€' s supporters, paled, and thrust the weapon
into the sheeth he had concealed in his shirtfront. “My Prince,” he ssammered, “I am ashamed . . .” It was
easy to underestimate Benet, until his temper rose and he reveded the anger and hidden strength that ran
through him like sharp wire. Looking into the Prince' s face, Basse Demane' s man ran out of words.

Benet's orders to the dukes had been specific. Emiera s Feast was the firgt holy day a which his new
wife officiated as Princess of Tidmark. He had wanted the occason to be free of confrontation, had
commanded that hisinner court should bring no weapons within the bounds of the sacrd hills The dukes
hed obeyed the words but not the spirit of hisinjunction. Though their own hands were empty, every one
of ther retainers had brought aams to the table.

Having vented his ire a the young retainer, the Prince turned to Dervla his face dark with his
displeasure.

“That's enough words from you,” he cut short Dervla's harangue. “Drop your spdls. This mob that
cdlsitdf my court mus learn to cam itsdf.” His hand clasped Lily's, and his young wife pressed it to
her cheek, in plain view, againg the accepted custom. “ Redress is no matter for my High Priestess on the
highest day of the Goddess Twins peace.

“As for the rest of you ...” Benet glared at the courtiers who had stood around him. “Are you
children or men, that you take such upset at a sngle woman's cdl?’

Despite the agony that churned in her, it warmed Gaultry to watch him take charge of his court with
such boldness. Benet had been two weeks without a Chancellor. The traitor Heratikus had discouraged
the Prince from addressing his own court, and Benet was dill awkward when it came to public speaking.
Many had clamed that he needed to gppoint a new Chancellor quickly, for need of a mouthpiece. But
what the Prince lacked in formd address, he made up in his mettle. His dukes, responding quickly to ther
master’ s digplay of anger, snapped orders to thar servers, shamed and eager to get the weapons out of
Sgnt.

“Now”—the Prince turned his angry face to Mervion and Coya—*What means this sad interruption,
on such a propitious day?’

“My sser—" For once Mervion was flustered. She started again.

“Thereis a gpdl upon your table, Highness. Thisman and | sought to protect you.”

“A sdl?’ the High Priestess interrupted. She scanned firg the table, then, as though a spdl might
naturdly center there, the Prince himsdf. “On this table? | see no darkness here. What makes you think
that the Prince is threatened?’

Gaultry broke free from the crowd and reached her Sster’s sde. “The deer are poisoned!” she said
loudly. “Cry mercy to Eliante the Huntress if you can't see that!” She glanced down at the young deer
Coyd had jerked from the table and shuddered. From afar, she had only been aware of a strange light,
dinting off the honey-glazed skin. Close to, something in that cooked flesh brought a crawling sensation
to her spine. The back feet of the deer that had been tumbled out of the Prince' s reach were bound with
a dtrap, now blackened from the cooking fire. The fant trace of a glyph could be seen through the
scorch-marks: a broken spird. It reminded Gaultry of Eliante’'s mark, in her incarnation as Spring Hunter,
killer of cubsintheir dens. Y et even as she made that connection, she sensed that identification could not
be correct. This magic had a darkness that did not belong to the Great Huntress.



“Can’'t you fed it?” Gaultry shivered, saring from Mervion to Dervia, then farther down the table to
where Gabridle of Mdaudiere was gtting, her thin white har fdlen forward on her face. “Am | the only
one who can fed it?

“If there is a spdll,” Dervla sniffed, “the caster must have named it to you, young Gaultry, to ensure
you could fed it. Mysdf, | don't see or fed athing”

“Who says it has to be named magic?” Mervion said sharply. “If Gaultry can fed it, it could be
because she's spent her lifein the forest, running with deer, and hunting them. Who better than my sister
to know if akill has been poisoned? That she can see it, and you cannot need have nathing to do with a
spell-caster naming power to her. When did you last touch a deer’ s mind, High Priestess?’

“One needn’t run naked in the forest to know the taste of the Great Huntress's prey!” Dervla
rgoined nadtily. “I am familiar with the savor of fawvn and yearling!”

“Then why can't you fed thid” Gaultry interrupted. She did not understand what was happening,
only that something was dreedfully wrong. “It's so strong, the very amdl of the flesh is meking me sick!”

“We can have it removed—" Benet interjected, raisng one hand.

“No! Don't touch it!” Bardy thinking what she was doing, she grabbed for the second deer’s hock,
meaning to drag it out of hisreach. The hot grease that lay on its flesh, the heat of the cooking fire, seared
her hand.

“Leaveit,” Benet sad angrily, reading the pain on her face. “1 will cdl a servant—"

“Don't touch it!” Gaultry panicked and jerked again & the heavy venison, ignoring the pain. Her
fingers dipped on the grease, on the glazed honey, and then hooked at last on the leather strap that
bound the deer’s ankles. It broke, and fdl free.

A thunderclap of meagic shook the ar. There was a great swooshing intake of wind. The Princess
began to scream. Benet's face blanched with shock, though he had enough wits about him to cover his
wifé s eyes. Gaultry, a distant, burning sensation in her hand, looked down.

A shock of revulson rocked her. Her hand had hold of the ankle of a very young child. A boy. A
boy of saven or eght years. He was naked and brown, the cooking twine on his body tied so tight it cut
deep into his young flesh.

For a moment panic held her so tightly she thought it was a spell, a spell that wouldn’t dlow her to let
go of the boy’s ankle. Then she redized it was only panic; she could take her hand off the child'sleg. She
could.

Shedid.

Then she turned away from the child's corpse and was violently sick.

Chapter 4

Gaultry, gracelessly hunched over as she heaved her breakfast onto the grass, missed what
happened next. A dim figure, a boy who moved with a predator’s quickness, darted up to her back. But
for Coyd’s reflexes, a dagger would have taken her between the shoulders. Faster even than the
assassin, the young knight caught Gaultry’s attacker by the wrigt and spun him away from her back.

The would-be assassin, one of the boys who had carried the desecrated corpse to the Prince' s table,
twigted his wrig free and struck a Coyd’s face with the dagger. “Llara take you, meddier! Die in her
place!”

Coyd bardy turned his head so0 tha he took the cut dong his cheek rather than through his eye
socket.

“Protect the Princel” someone shouted.

Melaudiere' s grandchildren were the firg to react. They jumped up from ther places and vaulted
across the table, scattering dishes and forks. Mariette, younger than Martin and dightly swifter, made it
across the table before him. She interposed hersdlf between the fighting and the royd couple, dearing a
space with the sweep of her long dagger. Martin, just behind her, went draight past, driking directly a
the assassin. The boy disengaged from Coyd a split second before the big soldier’s blow came down.
Caching the force of Martin's blade on his knife, he executed a complicated flashing roll with his



weapon, soinning himsdf clear. The court spontaneocudy widened the circle of open grass around him,
overturning benches and tablesin thar haste.

“You're dl afrad of me” the boy shouted. He sounded strangdly joyous. He laughed as he feinted
towards his attackers, tesing ther srength, his strange ice-green eyes drugged bright. In his hand his
blade dipped and rose like aliving thing. Coyal, despite the superficid nature of his wound, did not seem
to concern the boy now that he had new chalengers.

That was not vainglory—Coyd was out of the fight. The young knight, his face livid, backed dumsly
away and knocked into Gaultry. His hand was pressed to the cut on his face. Blood seeped through his
fingers, gaining them an unhedthy off-pink color. “I'm poisoned,” Coyad cdled. His voice sounded flat.
He dumped to the ground, the strength leaving him. “Don’t let his blade touch you—"

Gaulltry, turning and cdling for Mervion, found that her sister had already pulled the man’'s hand away
from his face, was dready chafing hiswridts, trying to keep his dirculation going. “Oh, Great Emiera, it's
desperately srong.” Mervion, busy with her hands, had no awareness of her sster. “Will even a el be
enough to save him?’

The dranger, after a dismissve glance to assure himsdf that his fird mark had fdlen, turned to
Martin. “You're next,” he crowed, lashing out.

Martin, cold as ice, did not wat for hm to complete his swing. He met him with a vidous
counterdash, dl the weight and force of his body in his blow. In a shocking explosion of gore, the boy’s
shirt and arm olit open from wrigt to elbow. A nauseated look dipped across the boy’s face. Then,
agonishingly, he recovered himsdf. He transferred his knife into his unwounded hand, and ducked
back—only to find his retreat cut off by Mariette.

She struck at his neck. He twisted, escaped the blow, ddaying a death that now seemed inevitable.

The boy glanced from one to the other, risng indecison on his face. His glacier-pae eyes flickered to
Gaultry, where she stood on the sddines, dumsly mopping her face. He would have moved towards
her, but Martin, senang hisintent, blocked him. The boy scanned the crowd, as though seeking rdief, but
there was no one there to answer the sudden, unspoken plea. Every face was turned againgt him.

Someone in the crowd tossed Martin a length of thick cloth, a horse's saddle blanket. Never taking
his eyes from the young assassin, the tal soldier wound it over hisfigt, making a shidd.

As the boy watched Martin, Mariette struck, once again going for the boy’s throat. Agan, his
extraordinary reflexes caught and turned the blade. With a grunt of effort, he hit back, opening the front
of her tunic. He might have had her then, but Martin pressed in from the rear-forcing the boy to break his
assault. The boy sumbled, disoriented. The pain from his wounded arm was beginning to dow him. The
crowd murmured, hungry for his death. They sensed the kill would not be long coming.

“You cannot have my blood!” the boy shouted suddenly, seeing deeth closing in. “I am Sha Muiral
Youwill not kill me!” He threw down his weapon.

His words had an immediae effect. To Gaultry’s astonishment, Matin and Mariette, insead of
s=zing him, exchanged a quick ook, nodded, and hestily backed away. Around them, the crowd was
dmog fdling over itsdf in its hurry to widen the combat circle. “What's going on?’ she asked as
Mariette, dso rushing, bumped againg her.

“Judt back away,” Mariette said, pushing & her. “That boy could practicaly kill you just by looking at
you.”
“Wha do you mean?’ Gaultry said. “He's not even atacking now.”

The boy fumbled in the breast of his shirt, tearing buttons as he opened his collar. He yanked out a
necklace of milky-looking beads and snapped its thread, pulling it free of his shirt.

“I commit mysdf to death!” he proclamed. He threw up his hands, offering the necklace to the sky.
“As | have committed my body twice before to Great Llara who watches above, my protector!” The
stones began to let off smoke, angry black smoke that wreathed between his fingers. The boy’s hand
was on fire. He paid it no heed.

The smoke spread even swifter, winding down the boy’s am like a writhing nest of snakes. Gaultry
looked into the boy’s face. The boy was doing his best to hide his pain, but she could tdl that he was
hurting badly.



“What is it?” she cried out. “What's hgppening?” No one seemed to hear. All were fixed on the
boy’s death-dance. He was trying to cover his involuntary lurching with graceful movements, a bizarre
choreography that bespoke preparation for this particular desth, this particular agony. Mariette was
nearest her. The young swordsman had bruised her knee, and she was leaning over, pressng her fingers
agang her leg to dull the pain. Gaultry grabbed at her. Mariette at least she could make answer. “Tdl me
why you stopped fighting. Why are you letting him kill himsdf? Don’'t we want to know who sent him?’

“If the boy is Sha Muira, Bissanty sent him,” Mariette answered grimly. “And as for letting him kill
himsdf—he' s dready dead. The Sha Muira are dways poisoned—he just let the poison have sway in his
body.” Keeping her eyes on the boy’ s writhing figure, she rubbed her knee, grimacing a the pain. “That
prayer necklace was his antidote. Without it, nothing can save him.”

“Why doesn’t anyone stop him? Y ou or Martin could spare him this”

Mariette gave her an impaient look, wiping her dark, sweat-heavy hair out of her face. “He's Sha
Muira, thrice committed to death. His death belongs to Mother Llara—not to us”

The beads were bare cinders now, cinders that crumbled from the necklace dring with a sparking
sound like fat popping in afire. The boy’ s face arched in agony, but ill he made no sound. Around him,
the crowd grew srangely quiet, dmost respectful, waiting for the end.

Gaultry stared into the young face and fdt a surge of revulson. The boy had neither prepared nor
cast the ol that had lain on the daughtered boy who had been served to the Prince's table—that much,
ghe would have been ready to swear on. He had an assassn's traning—but beneath this he was a
dispensable tool in a greater power’s hands. If the boy died now, it would be for his loydty to those
thankless hands.

Shefdt asif she was the only one watching him now, as if she was the only one who could see his
pain. Senang her attention, the glacier-green eyes turned to her, just as alash of pan hit him.

A dazzled jolt of recognition stabbed her. Ritud ruled the boy—but benesth that ritua, something in
hm caled to her. Not the trained assassin, readied for death, but the primitive anima force tha ran
through him, deeper than training. It desperately wanted to survive. Responding to that desperation,
Gaultry reached out, probing the boy with dl her magic. The boy’'s auffering was a papable thing,
drawing her forward, demanding her sympathy. Then, quite unexpectedly, her magic found an animd
focus, and avison burst across her.

A starved puppy, with black fur, was crying in the boy's soul. Odd, glacier-green eyes, the
color of glass, the color of deep winter ice, told her it was the young assassin himself. She could
see every rib in his young body, the thinness of his dark hair; the unsatisfied cold of him. There
was a leash on his throat, but the leash had been severed. Now it tangled round his puppy-legs,
hampering his efforts to free himsdlf.

She shook hersdf free of the vison, badly frightened, not sure what had crystdlized her magic so that
she could see him in this way. His trust had been twisted, used againgt him. Now, despite the stoic will
with which he attempted to welcome his own demise, he was dying, and dying badly. Whoever had
abandoned him must have known thet his desth would be painfully prolonged.

The ugliness of that drove her to action.

“Mervion!” Gaultry caled. “I need you!” Somehow Mervion was there, reaching out to her through
the crush of the crowd. Gaultry grabbed her sster’swrigt and pulled her into the trampled ring of grass.

“Wha are you doing?’ Mervion resisted, trying to free her wridt.

“What are we doing,” Gaultry answered. “We're saving this boy’s life. You have to stop the poison.
| know you can do it—use the magic in me to do it. Use even the power of my Glamour.”

“I had barely power to hdp Coyd—" Mervion started.

“Use everything from me” Gaultry cut her short. “I don't care” Around them the crowd had
dissolved into a mob. The mob's focus was dl on the boy who had threatened to defile their Prince.
“You can hed him. Take a piece from my Glamour-soul. Save him.”

“What if | can do what you want?” Mervion asked. “It won't be popular.” They were sanding over
the boy now. He had sunk to his haunches, weakened, though he continued to make graceful gestures
with his hands. The necklace gring had frayed dmog to nothing. His head lolled, the pale green eyes



were saring and blank. He barely knew they were there. “ Gaultry, the poison is not what you think—it
has Greet Llard's blessng on it. He doesn't want to be saved. He thinks he's going to his Goddess. It
may take hdf your Glamour-soul to bring him back—or more.”

“l don't care,” said Gaultry. “Judt try. The rest we'll sort out later.” She stooped and dragged the
boy’s in-curled body dumsly againgt her own. Great Huntress, she prayed. Great Huntress Eliante.
Benevolent Lady Emiera. Assure me now that what 1 do is right.

A gold arc of light flashed across her vison, blotting awvay the crowd. She saw, asif in a mirror, a
dazzing golden face, the skin arily thin, the eyes, like burning stars, danted and unfriendly. It smiled,
teasing, mocking her. It was her own Glamour-soul, her second soul. The soul that powered her magic.

Asif a a great disance, she heard Mervion dnging, working the casting. Gaultry threw hersdf
mentaly open, pulling her sster in past dl her barriers. There was a new shyness rigng in her, an
awareness of her menta nakedness, even before her beloved twin, and she hesitated, trying to beat back
the unfamiliar sensation. She forced hersdf to conjure the image of the starved black dog. That helped
her quash the pangs of fear.

Mervion was deep within her now. Gaultry sensed her sster’s presence, her surprise, a tentative
pause like an indrawn breath, as she encountered the image of the ragged, ill-grown dog, protectively
clasped in the golden Glamour wraith’'s arms. Is this wise? Mervion's query echoed uncomfortably
through the young huntress's skull, setting her teeth on edge. Are you so sure you want to champion
him?

Gaultry could not find the strength to answer. She tried to focus the image, but her srength seemed
to fal. Mervion had to trust her. That was dl. Letting this boy die was not fit retribution.

She wished she had Mervion's gift to form whole words, whole sentences of communication, not just
this blunt throb of empathy, these crude images that showed where her loydtiesfdl.

| see what you want. Mervion's presence seemed to stroke the young dog's back, to ruffle its thin
pet againd the grain of its fur. The poison is strong; only the fire of a Glamour-soul can quell it. But
you are asking more than you realize, sster—not only was the poison blessed by hlara
Thunderbringer, the God-Mother, but the boy took it willingly.

1don't care. Just do it! Gaultry’s fear was strong enough that the words crystdized and formed at
lagt, powerful enough to command. We mustn’'t let him die.

Gaultry was not sure who performed the next megic: Mervion or hersdlf, forcing Mervion to start the
spdl. The ethered woman of gold, Gaultry’s Glamour-soul, ripped brutaly down its center. The right
Sde of the soul thinned to nothing as Mervion drew it away, leaving Gaultry with an aching gap in her
chest. Then Mervion was gone, the dog image was gone, hdf Gaultry’s second soul was gone, and the
moment of agony closed, like a railing whirlpool coming to an abrupt surcease, leaving only cadm
unruffled water.

Gaultry opened her eyes. The young assassin boy’ s face was inches from her own. His eyes, clear of
pain, were wide open, focused. They were filled with an expression very like horror.

“Your nameis Tullier,” Gaultry told him, loosing her hold on his body. His name had come to her in
the moment she' d opened her eyes—she could have known more, but she blocked the knowledge away.
“Thet little | know.” She took his hand in hers, the hand that had held the ruined anodyne necklace. Her
thumb brushed away a lagt dark ash. “Your body is ill running with poison, but it can't kill you. Not
now. Y ou're borrowing haf my second soul. You can't die unless | will it.”

He stared up, disbdlieving. “Nothing can stop Sha Muir poison.”

Mervion put her hand in Gaultry’s and pulled her sister to her feet. “He's only parroting what he's
been taught,” Mervion said wearily. “The fact of hislife and hedth will have to convince him.”

“Thank you, Mervion.” Gaultry was suddenly aware of the tiredness in her Sgter’s face and voice, a
tiredness that seemed drangdly like defeat. “1 knew you could do it.”

“Did you?" There was something unhappy in Mervion's amile, something Gaultry did not understand,
but she roused a Gaultry’s words and gave her Sster alook that wasfull of tenderness. “I'm glad. | want
usto share our megic—"

“Always” Gaultry agreed.



For amoment, it seemed to Gaulltry that she, Mervion, and the boy were a quiet center in the eye of
aturbulent sorm. At ther backs, Martin and his Sster restrained the crowd, aided by the Duke of Basse
Deman€e's retainer and one other man. Then Mervion broke the moment, sanding away from Gaultry
and wiping her hands on her skirt.

“They’ve taken Coyd out to the tents,” she said. “I want to go to him. Maybe | can help him, now
thet | see how the poison works.”

“l should go,” Gaultry said. “He saved my life”

Mervion shook her head. “ Stay here. See what they decide to do with this one. | think he's going to
need dl the help you can give him.”

Smoothing her hair and dress, Mervion stepped briskly away through the crowd. Gaultry stared after
her, wondering & her sster’s changesble mood. It dmost seemed as though Mervion was disappointed
in her. That was a disurbing thought, and she was grateful when the chaos that remained on the hill
digtracted her.

The bonfire would be lit a the day’s dosng, but Emiera's Feast was over.

Sill impaed on the cooking stake, the corpse of the young deer-boy sprawled grosdy on the
Prince' s table. The two deer that had been brought in with him lay on the ground where they had been
thrown by angry hands.

The Prince stood in front of his table, Saring a the corpse. It had been a narrow escape. The royd
par were supposed to be pure of human death on this day of the Goddess' s Feadting, or the Ash Hill
sacrifice to Emierawould be rendered invdid. He had sent the Princess to the women's tent, tdling her to
wash hersdlf. But when Dervla suggested he should absent himsdf with his wife, he exploded.

“Not until the body has been cleansed. I'll turn my back on a clean corpse, but not on this foulness! |
won't hide from this—no god would want that.”

“Then move aside and give me room to cleanseit.”

The Prince shot her an angry look but he saw her logic, and gave way.

Choosing three acolytes to help her, Dervla stripped the Prince's table of its doth and garlands and
lad the body out on its back. One of the acolytes was sent for a bowl of water from the spring on
Eliante s Hill, and a second was dispatched to Emiera's Hill for fresh ash branches. Then Dervia, having
shrugged hersdf out of her robes and the long velvet train, reveding the ample priestess's vestments that
she wore benegth, took a cloth, invoked a prayer to the Great Twins, and commenced the ritud
cdeanang.

As she worked, the crowd on the hilltop calmed. The saven members of the duca council dispersed
their retinues to help clear the hill while they remained with their Prince, embarrassment mingled with
curiogty in varying degrees on thar faces. Each of the dukes, from Victor of Haute Tidmark, a great
ydlow-haired giant of a man who ruled Tidmark’s westernmost province, to Gabridle of Meaudiere,
had been shamed, thinking too much of themsdves when therr atention should have been on the
sacrifida bond their Prince was meking to ensure the bounty of their harvests. In more than one face
Gaultry could see a hint of rdief that disaster had intervened to draw atention away from the armed
servers they had brought to the Prince' s table.

Dervia gently stroked the body with damp cloths, intoning holy words, snipping free the tightly drawn
cooking twine and removing the garlands of rosemary. The scent of cooked meeat was unpleasantly heavy
in everyone' s nodrils. Fndly, the job was complete, and dl that remained was to remove the horrible
stake that had been brutdly pushed through the body, heed to hips.

The priestess, gripping the stake, braced her hands. A nervous movement fluttered through the
watchers. The sruggle to remove the stake, which was well-cooked into the body, would be an ugly
thing. Dervla, glandng up, and ever sendtive to a crowd’ s mood, shifted her hands.

The pdl formed with a shock of green power: a amdl, focused fire, tha crept dong the wood,
reducing it to ashes. The high priestess, permitting herself a satisfied smile, widened the cadting so it flared
out to burn the tainted herbs and flowers that had ornamented the boy’s body. There would be no
remnants, no blighted sprig that might be stolen and twined into a fetish to give the Prince bad dreams. As
she finished and the magic dropped away, the crowd sghed with relief.



“What about this one?’ Gaultry asked, pushing up to the front of the crowd, the assassin boy 4ill at
her sde. One of the two remaining deer was il tied with a leather bond across its hocks. In the reverent
hush that had fallen around the table her voice sounded overloud.

The Prince gave Gaultry a hard look and let his gaze dip to the young stranger. “Guards Remove the
murderer to a secure holding.” His men, perhaps guilt-ridden because of ther earlier inaction, moved
quickly. Two men in gauntlets and long mail deeves jerked the boy from the young huntress's side.

“Your Highness” Gaulltry began, shocked to see their roughness. “He is a prisoner—’

“You've overstepped yoursdf, Lady Bias” the Prince said coldly. “This boy is no longer your
problem.”

Gaultry’s nerves were dready ragged, and the rebuke was unexpected. Watching one of the guards
chop the back of Tullier's neck with his hand, something in her snapped. “Without me, thered be a
mouthful of boy-flesh in your mouth,” she said wildly. “And you ill haven't lisgened to mel What about
this second one?’ She gestured to the amdler of the remaning deer.

“Second one?’ The Prince' s face was white with inhdd fury. “High Priestess?’

“It' sadeer, Your Highness,” Dervlasaid. “ Goddessin me, it's a deer.”

“Gaultry—?’

“Put a bite of it in your mouth then,” Gaultry dared him, furious. ‘That should make the gods love
you.”

Benet took a step towards the deer, asif to answer her chdlenge. He rnade an angry gesture. “On
any other day, | would not hesitate. But today, for Great Emiera's sake, | cannot meet that chdlenge,” he
sad. “So you had best prove, Lady Bias, that what you damisred, lest my deference on this matter be
proved poor judgment—if not weskness.”

With the shock of the fird discovery, and the fight, no one had bothered with the other deer. They
hed been drawn back a little from the table, but otherwise, nothing had been done with them.

She dared at the dim animd legs and the haf-burnt-through bond that bound them, and tried to
swdlow. With the firg one, she hadn’'t known. There had been fear and wonder at the godl, and a strong
musky stink with anima-spirits twined strangdly dl round it, and she had somehow known that a thick
cover of ol would crack open like a gross chrysdlis, reveding a frightful transformation. But she hadn’t
known exactly what awaited her ingde the cocoon of magic. Thistime, she feared that she did.

“Pease” Gaultry said, reluctant to gpped to Dervla's good graces but unwilling to go ahead with
things as they stood. “Please, can we cdleanse it fird?’

Derviagave her awintery look. She il did not believe the deer was anything other than a deer.

“I mean no offense” Gaultry said, sruggling to keep a respectful tone. “Nether to yoursdf nor Your
Highness” She made the Prince adight bob.

Dervla, with an impatient gesture, ordered a servant to clear the table refuse from around the second
deer. The core of the Prince's court hed its breath. Then the priestess, moving quickly, immolated the
cooking-stake.

“There€' s nothing more to be done,” she said. “This piece of venison—"

“Take off the leg bond,” Gaultry said. “That's where the Spdl is”

She forced hersdf to watch. Dervla, after looking carefully at the fire-hardened bond and trying to
read the god-glyph, cracked it apart with a knife.

The corpse seethed and changed its form. A ripple passed through the ar; a ripple of the ghodly
deer-spirit that had been trapped in the tortured flesh. Gaultry reeled back, newly horrified. It was little
wonder she had been able to recognize the spdl. Her greatest joy as a spell-caster had come from such
Spirit-takings—one animd’s swiftness, another’s strength. Whoever had disguised the boys bodies in
deer form had dso trapped animd-spiritsin those bodies, a ploy intended to confuse anyone like Dervla
or old Mdaudiere, who might otherwise have detected the humen corpse.

She shuddered. The frenzied deer-spirit that had passed her had once belonged to a living animd,
now insane from its long tenancy in dead flesh. It did not surprise her that she had fdt its pain, even down
the hill. Who could have done such athing?

The child who lay, lifdess, benesth Dervla's hands, was older than the firs deer-boy. In dl other



respects they were smilar enough to be brothers.

“Put him on the table next to the other,” Dervlia said. She wiped her hands vigoroudy on a dean
cloth, agitated. “And send someone for more water.”

The priests pushed between Gaultry and the corpse, unfriendly. Some of the table leavings that il
festooned the second body were there because they had been too haphazard as they’d tried to make the
table clean for the firg boy’s corpse.

Gaultry stepped out of their way, dmost bumping into Martin, who had come up quietly behind her.

“They took your assassin boy to the priestess s sriving room,” he told her quietly, as he reached out
to steady her. It took dl her sdf-control not to dutch a him, she was so grateful for his presence. “It’'s
the only secure building between here and Princeport. They' ve sent two priestesses to bind him.”

“Tullier can’'t escape,” Gaultry whispered back. “Mervion fixed it so he can’'t escape.”

“So much the better. Your siger, with some help from Dervia's acolytes, has managed to stop the
poison in Coyd. She could have used your hep there, | think. He's dill off his feet—and she's not as
grong as you seem to think sheis, after dl she's been through these past weeks.”

The rebuke sung, dl the more because Gaultry did not believe it was judified. Martin did not
understand how strong her sster was, how reslient! But Coya—thinking on the young knight, Gaultry
fdt tears threaten. “The Memorant saved my life” she said. “Just a heartbeat before, 1 was curang him
for hiscourt ars. | kept remembering our last fight—"

“If Coyd ever learned to think as quickly as he acts, he'd make a better man,” Martin said. “But
today—thank the Great Twinsfor his quickness.” He took her hand and pressed it briefly to his cheek. “I
thought my heart would stop when | saw that dagger driking for you.”

“l didn't even see it—" Gaultry, her hand warm in his, wanted to return the gesture, but Dervias
voice interrupted her.

“About time!”

The timid ash-blond womean had findly come with the water. On the way she had run and dopped
the water againg her front. She looked wet and miserable. Taking one glance a the woman's shy rabbit
face, the high priestess lost her temper.

“Did you manage to bring me anything?’ she blazed. “If so, bring it herel” All the spleen she had not
been able to vent on Gaultry came spewing out. “Do you think the Prince wants to St here dl day,
waiting for us to complete the minidrations? Bring it here, Pamar.”

Pdamar Laconte, granddaughter of the Common Brood, ducked her head beneath Dervlas
admonishment and scuttled to the table, losing dill more water in her hurry. “I didn’'t meen to saill it,” she
protested. Then she saw the boys, dropped the basin, and began to scream.

“Raffey!” she cried, “Darden! Oh, Great Twins, make it not so!”

Dervia went white. With a gesture and a troubled ook, she sent two of her acolytes to quiet the
womean. “My Prince” The High Priestess swung around to Benet. “1’d advise you to join your wife and
leave us to honorably bury these dead.”

“Who are they?” the Prince asked, tumning his face to Pdamar. “Who is she?’

“She's seed of the Common Brood,” Dervla answered curtly. “And so were they. From Pdamar’'s
reaction, they must be the sons of Plamar’s sster, Destra Vanderive”

Ancther red stain had been cast across the Prince s path.

Chapter 5

“What happened to them?” Theinitial shock faded from Pdamar's eyes. Her soft face curdled
with hate. The young acolyte turned on the High Priestess and grabbed at the front of Dervla's vestments.
“You promised me” she said, phydcdly jerking the older woman off-balance. There was something
terrible in seaing this shy-faced woman possessed by such wrath. “After you let my fird Sster die, you



promised it would not happen to my family again. You promised me and | trusted you. Even after Lady
D’ Arbey fdl to her death, | trusted you.”

“Pdamar,” Dervla protested. “I protected you after the Chancdlor killed your sster. | would have
protected Lady D’ Arbey from him too, if she had let me. This—no one expected this. No one could
have prevented it.” Her eyes dipped Sdeways to the Prince, as if to caculate his reaction to this new
upset. Her composure in the face of Pamar’s hate was amogt incredible.

“Great Twind” Pdamar screamed. “Don't pretend this is not your fault! You promised me that my
ggter Elsbet would be the last Laconte to pay blood for Tidmark's throne! You promised mel” One of
Dervla s priests caught a her robe, trying to restrain her, but Pdamar’s distress gave her the strength to
shake herdf free. “Where are Destra and her daughter? Where is my brother Regis? Can you look me
inthe eye and tdl me they are’ safe?’

Dervla, watching the expression harden on the Prince' s face, sud—

denly had had enough of Pdamar’'s outburst. “With the power | have wasted on you, Pdamar
Laconte, | will thank you to shut up!”

“l have aright—"

Derviawhipped forward and caught the younger woman by the throat, her long white fingers digging
into Pdamar’'s soft flesh. Pdamar shrieked, incoherent with pain as wel as rage. Green ddritch fire
lashed from the High Priestess' s hands, a choking noose to slence Pda-mar’s protests. The raw display
of power sent a new wave of panic through the watching crowd.

“Order!” the Prince shouted, his face white as ash. “Order!”

The priestess, immersed in her cagting, ignored him. Benet, not one to be easly put off, seized her
shoulder, shouting in anger when the ding of meagic bit him. Dervla, coming enough into hersdf to
recognize the touch of her Prince's hand, jerked free and pushed Paamar down with her wiry strength.
The acolyte, in frenzied panic, rolled her eyes towards her Prince. Her mouth bobbed open, beseeching
and pathetic.

“Let her go!” Benet ordered. Dervla, focusing and tightening her spell, did not listen. Something in her
manner suggested a spider, tethering a fly. The spdl spat into life and sprang clear of its caster.

Pdamar's eyes glazed. Her body dumped. Dervla, weakened briefly by the cagting, barely had the
drength to prevent the woman's head from driking the edge of the table.

The acolyte was unconscious. An enraged look suffused her features even in her deep. Dervia and
the Prince each had a hand on the young woman's shoulders. They panted angrily, ther faces a bare
hand' s breadth apart.

“You disobeyed me” the Prince said iclly.

“She was hydericd.” Dervliarefused to back down. “When she cams hersdf, she can say whatever
ghelikes. But | won't have my own servant speak to mein such tones. Not in front of a full assembled
court.”

“That is no excuse for your action,” Benet said. “This woman was hydericd, but by her words it
seems you gave her reason. Did you offer her family a protection that you could not supply?”

“| protected the Lacontes the best | could, but there is no dl-encompassng guard againg the fate
that threstens them,” Dervla flared. “They're Brood-blood. So am 1. Unlike the much vaunted Lacontes,
| have never whined againg that pledge. Your great-grandmother swore us to a hard fate, my Prince.
Not al of our blood have the strength to fulfill our promise of service. If | have faled in my attempt to
help the wesk, it is no fault in me. Omnipresence, to shidd the weaker Brood-blood, is beyond me”

“If you exaggerated your influence or power, you did this young woman no good service” The
Prince fixed the High Priestess with a hodtile stare. “Worse than that, you betrayed a sacred trust. The
Great Twins have been kind to you, Dervla of Princeport. They have lavished magic and power upon
you. You mud learn to satisfy yoursdf with that—any fase promise you made to this woman was
benegth you.”

Dervia crossed her thin arms on her thinner chest. “My Prince iswise” she said, her pose spesking
that she thought oppositdy. “As his subjects cannot act for him, | trust he has his own plan to safeguard
those sworn to serve him with their life-blood.”



Benet took one angry step toward her, then controlled himsdf. “I bow to you, High Priestess. You
sarve mewdl, in so gracioudy reminding me where my duty lies Of course, | owe the Common Brood
my protection. Heratikus killed two of the Brood-blood before my marriage, now we have two desths
more. Bissanty will not stop there, I'm sure. | know the prophecy—so, by now, does hdf my court. Rest
assured, High Priestess, if the Emperor thinks he can thin your blood with impunity, | will make him regret
it.

“In the meantime, we mugt introduce measures to protect you. | have let you dl run free, to risk your
Kins in any venture, too long.” His eyes scanned the hilltop, numbering those present of the
Brood-blood. “Poor Pdamar; Meaudiere and her kin; yoursdf; the Bias twins, these two bodies. Is that
haf the number of the Brood-blood thread that hangs between me and Tidmark’s destiny?’

Dervla, ssemingly unwilling, shook her head. “The Brood-blood children are widdy dispersed. Even
| am uncertain how many are ill alive.”

“They mugt be cdled to Princeport, and we must make a reckoning.” Benet looked sorrowfully at the
corpse of the older boy and let out a long sgh. “Would that | had the wisdom to know what my
foremother Lousdle intended in pledging the Brood to this sad fortune. But this we know: the
Brood-blood' s fate istied to Tidmark’s. For too long, that fact has gone unexamined.

“Perhaps | should put the Brood under house arrest for its own protection—and mine—urtil this
meatter is settled. Great Twins, that would make for a happy court!” Benet let out a harsh laugh, then cut
himsdf short, recdling hismany liseners.

“If these last deaths are not on your head, Dervia of Princeport, I'll take them on mine. | should have
expected the Emperor to retaiate againg our recent triumphs. And perhaps’—he looked a Pdamar’'s
awkwardly dumped body and then, accusngly, a Dervila—"perhaps | can offer a more scrupulous
protection to those of the blood who are yet dive”

Derviafrowned, but did not chalenge him.

“For now, let's make a peaceful burid for those who are dready gone” The Prince stretched his
hand towards the young corpses, as if in blessng. For a moment it seemed he would touch the cooling
flesh, deliberately desecrating the purity of his earlier sacrifice. A restless flutter passed through the
watchers. Benet's harsh manner frightened them. This was not the gentle Prince they knew, so obvioudy
in love with his land and his wife, S0 determined to acknowledge and expiate his past weaknesses.
Would he destroy his pledge to Emiera to emphasize his sense of responghility for these children's
deaths? Surdly that was not far—

Redenting, Benet withdrew his outstretched hand. His left hand traced a spird on the pam of his right,
the 9gn of the Great Twins.

“Hnish with the bodies, High Priestess. Attend to your duties. The Great Bonfire must be started.
|—" He stared round the table, looking tired beyond his four-and-twenty years. “My decison concerning
the Brood-blood mug wait. | mug attend to my wife”

House arrest?’ Gaultry said. “Would they redly put us under house arret?’ In the Prince's brief
absence, the duca coundil had convened at the tent encampment for an emergency ddiberation. Martin
and Mariette, as their grandmother’s retainers, had gained admittance to the firg part of the discusson,
but the latter part had been limited to the council of seven aone. By Martin's terse report, the temper of
the parley was trending toward gethering the Brood-blood together to put it under guard.

“No one wants to be responsible for more bodies dumped on the Prince' s doorstep.”

“Would that mean we would be locked into a room with Dervia?” Gaultry did not think she could
gand that.

Martin shook his head and grinned. “Nothing so extreme. But even Grandmere is convinced that the
Bissanties have decided to take action to diminate the Brood-blood before it has a chance to make
Lousel€e's prophecy anything other than its own bloody doom. Too bad the best idea anyon€e's offered
to counter that so far seems to be herding us together where one sorcerer’s firestorm could do in every
one of + us” He shrugged. “Tha's smple pandering to the Prince’'s own firg impulse. I'm sure they’ll
think better of it as they debate—not least because Grandmere won't consent to such foolishness.

“They are a0 trying for a head count. Grandmere reckons there is near a score of Brood-blood



living, counting those of us who came to attend the Prince today. Thus far, dl the coundil has decided is
that runners mugt be sent to warn the Brood-blood kindred that Bissanty may have sent Sha Muir killers
to stak them.”

“They sent dl the retainers away when they began to argue whether those of us here today would
need a specid escort to take us back to Princeport,” Mariette put in. “Also, they're trying to decide on
the appropriate punishment for your young assassn.”

“They’re going to kill him,” her brother said bluntly. “Someone needs to be made to pay for today’s
horrors. All they need to argue there is how they are going to put him down.”

“But he bardly did anything!” Gaultry said, shocked. It had not occurred to her that saving the boy
from one death would only mean preserving him for another. “He's only a child. Besides, we stopped
him from poisoning Benet.”

“No,” Martin sad firmly. “You are saying that only because you don’t understand the Sha Muira
code. If your boy was trusted on a misson, there’s none of the innocence of a child Ieft in him. Once a
warrior swesars his dlegiance to Sha Muir law, heisdive only for Llara's service. He cannot exist outside
the cult.” Soldier-cold, he looked lev-dly into Gaultry’s eyes to ensure that she followed what he was
saying. “The boy would have killed you. I'm sure the only reason he didn’t kill Benet today is because
the Emperor ordered our Prince a dow desth—he was to be poisoned by a voluntary, if unwitting, act of
sacrilege againg the gods' crestion.

“Those are the reasons the boy’s death shouldn't trouble you, but there are other matters that the
dukes have to take into consderation. Today’s crowd, ripe with renewed pledges to Benet—and to
Tid-mark—cannot do other than demand swift and morta vengeance for this insult. Anything ese leaves
the suggedtion that they are in sympathy with Bissanty.”

“I want to tak to him,” Gaultry said. “Maybe hell tdl me who sent him.”

“The Bissanty Empire sent him.” Martin was losng his patience. “You aren't ligening to me”

“l am,” Gaultry said, “but it's hard to understand. Your words don't fit with my picture of the boy.
When he was dying, | saw more than that in him.”

“You're seeing what you want to see, because you have never seen the Sha Muira act. Your
boy—he' s young. This is probably his fird misson—don’t think that makes him less vicious than a full
Sha Muira. He has to prove himsdf, so it makes hm worse. You fed bad only because you have yet to
see imin thefull swing of action. The Sha Muira have no conception of remorse or pity.

“The Emperor sometimes sends Sha Muira among the Lanai. The Lanai cdl Sha Muir envoys the
black devils. With good reason. Full-fledged Sha Muira paint themsealves with contact poison—they’'ll
do anything to increase their effidency as killers. Beyond poison and faith, they have no desires. That's
dl,” Martin finished. “They are a weapon, not a people.”

“WEIl see” Gaultry said. “I want to tak to the boy dl the same. Maybe you're right—but my
inginct told me to save him—the same indinct that made me see through the spell on the Prince's table.
There was something animd in him—something redl, dive, and suffering. | can't turn my back on that.”

For amoment, it seemed that she and Martin were done. She could fed the heat of Martin’s body,
the heat of his eyes, as he stared into her, holding back his fird angry response. Her heart jumped.
Perhaps her words were resching him.

“Gaultry,” hefindly said. His anger had dropped, and his voice was rich with a saf-mocking humor
that she found a once familiar and confusng. “You have a ruinous capacity for changing things by
refusng to understand them. No wonder poor Grandmere has been struggling to make you understand
her vison. Allegrios Rex! You're meking even me fed pity for that boy—and | have witnessed Sha
Muira arocities.”

“l want to see him, Martin.” She did not understand him in this mood, but while he was so, she knew
he would refuse her nothing. How could he bdlieve that the connection between them had been broken?

“Sowell go seehim,” Martin said, nodding at his sster that he wanted her to join them. “At least |
can count on you hot to reproach meif you come to regret this choice.”

The dhriving house was a low-eaved building that faced the sea. The Goddess Twins amiled: one of
the men set to guard the would-be as—



sassin owed Martin afavor. For aghilling and a handshake, he agreed to let them enter.

The building was opened only twice in the year. Although it had been decked with fresh garlands of
flowers and ivy, a damp odor of mildew and mold pervaded its Sngle windowless chamber. The boy sat
on the edge of a canvas cot, opposite the door, huddled near the pae heet of the sngle candle that had
been left him. He had been stripped of the blue-and-white livery hed worn to carry the bespelled
corpses to the Prince' s table and left with only a short length of cloth to pull around his hips and a dumsy
bandage for his wounded arm. The boy had that arm clasped between his knees, trying to keep it warm.
Asthe door opened, he looked up at Gaultry with poorly concedled darm.

His nakedness and the dumsy bandage made him look younger then ever, younger and more
vulnerable, his skinny shoulders bowed with cold and pain. Then he recovered himsdf. He flexed his
good am, displaying the tight muscle that lay beneath his pae skin. Gaultry could not tdl whether
vigorous conditioning or smple lack of food had winnowed the flesh from his body.

“Wha abag of bones!” Mariette said bluntly. “Imagine bribing guards to get alook at thid And such
asmdl squib of a ShaMuirato send to our Prince's court! What could his masters mean by it?”

“They knew we' d kill him,” Martin said. “Why waste a good man on a misson that has no hope of
success?’ Gaultry could see that he and his Sster were trying to play to the boy’s weak points, as they
hed donein the earlier fight, tempting him to Strike out—this time verbaly—so the other could set a barb
in. “The Sha Muiralike to get the utmost advantage from ther flock, even as they cull it. 1sn't that right,
young one? What did you do to make them decide you weren't a keeper?’

The boy’s pae eyes were empty, expressionless.

“He sin shock,” Gaultry said, trying not to show sympathy but finding it hard not to stop them from
baiting the boy. “He' s ill seeing his own degth.”

“Don't soften,” Martin said. “It’s not shock that’s running through him. He's only wondering why he
didn't take more of us with him before dying, the poisonous little rat.”

“Remember this” The tdl soldier loomed over the young assassin, hand on his sword’s hilt. “He
didn’'t offer mercy to Lady Vanderive' s children. The Sha Muira tifled any mercy he might have been
born with in a decade or more of training. At least he won't beg and expect it in return, will he?’

“Don't tak like that,” Gaultry said. “We don’t know if he had anything to do with that.” All the same,
she could not help but 1ook at the boy and ask, “Did you? Did you kill them, see them die?’

“Hewon't answer that.”

“Don’t interrupt—he might!”

“Why am | dive?’ The boy’s voice was so 0ft Gaultry could hardly didinguish the words. “1 am Sha
Muira We are the last god-blessed arm of Bissanty,” the boy whispered. “Llara Thunderbringer watches
us. Her poison—and her blessng—should have taken me by now. Why am | dive?’

“He has a tongue! Can we coax him to say more?’ Mariette's laugh sent color flooding to Tullier's
face. The boy closed hislips and refused to speak further.

“The boy isright,” Martin said. “Llara Thunderbringer, Queen among the gods, does bless them. The
Sha Muira are notorioudy successful, even as they are steeped in treachery and deceit. And the
Goddess-Queen watches out for her own—for Sha Muira, the door to her hdl is said dways to be
open.”

Martin shot Gaultry a look of reluctant admiration. “You don't redlize what you and your Sster
accomplished by stopping this boy’s death. It's an impossble thing. Sha Muira don't know trust. Every
one of the envoys they send out from therr home idand leaves the stronghold with a body that is riddled
with poison, and only alimited number of prayer-beads to hold back the poison—one bead for each day
they are due to spend away from the idand. They can’'t go home unless they successfully complete thar
misson. Which is why this little rat can’'t believe that he's gtting here dive and wdl, with no shadow of
death hanging over him.”

“Sure he can bdieveit,” his Sster said. “Look a the way he's waiching Gaultry. He thinks she's his
new ange of death. He's just gearing himsdf up for the first shock of pain he's sure shell bring him. Pain
isthe only master he can imagine”

Gaultry gave Mariette an anxious look. “Is thet redly what I've committed mysdf to? Torturing this



boy? | hope not.” She sat wearily on the edge of the cot, kegping a distance between them. “What can |
say? The magic that showed me there was a spdl on the Prince's deer showed me that there was
something in this boy worth saving. I'd do it againif | had the choice.”

Tulier had turned his white face to falow the young huntress's movements. Now a smdl amile
passed hislips. A amug amile, as though he thought her words revedled a great weaknessin her.

Gaultry folded her arms. Goddess Eliante, she thought. What had possessed her to save this cold
young murderer’s life? Why had she imagined they might share a hidden sympathy? Compared to this
boy, she had led a sheltered, idyllic life, nurtured by her grandmother’s love, condantly paired with a
supportive and loving sister. As a huntress, she had learned early what it was to kill, but with that learning
had also come respect. The bent of her magic, which had sent her dancing with foxes and running with
deer, had forced an early empathy between hersdf and her prey. This was an empathy that the young
Sha Muirakiller would never have known—and his prey was human, rather than animd.

“The magic that binds you wasn't done for mercy,” she told him. She forced hersdf to look himin the
face. Her image of him as the starved young hound had retreated. The redlity of the young boy, with his
precocioudy wiry legs and arms, his heavily cdlused kille’s hands, was dl too evident. With the
confuson of discovery past, the indinct that had moved her to bind the best part of her magic to this
murderer made less and less sense. If she tired of the obligation and retrieved her soul and magic, he'd
die apanful death, a death that would be on her head now that she'd chosen, with Mervion's hdp, to
interfere. Further, if the ducal coundil decided to cal for his desth, she would be forced to withdraw in
any case, or dlow the destruction of hdf her Glamour-magic. She stared at the boy’s hard features,
wishing that she' d had the chance to consider these aspects of things before acting.

“Probably you're right to smile” Gaultry told the boy. “1 was naive to day your death. | should have
ligened to my sister’s doubts. But | wonder why your masters were so determined to send you to such
an early doom. Did you imagine that there would be a safe retreat for you from Feeding-Hill ?’

“If that other hadn’t interfered,” Tullier said coally, refusng to answer her question, “you would be
dead now.”

“He means Coyd,” Martin said. “At least Sha Muira see virtue in being truthful.” He grinned, not
above rdishing the look of dismay on Gaultry’s face. But when he bent over the boy, there was no humor
inhim. “If you had touched a har on thiswoman’s head, you would not have died for Llara—you would
have died for her. Remember that. She and | are bonded. As sure as my wegpon was in bregking your
guard, her death would have become yours.”

Gray wolf’s eyes fastened on pae green. Something passed between the two as men: a message, or
acool reading of the other’s depths. Though the boy showed no fear, he was the firs to look away, his
good hand moving reflexively to cover his bad arm. Martin, a look of cold satisfaction on his face, stood
back.

“He 4ill imagines that Llara's desth is coming for him—yprobably in the form of whoever partnered
him on this venture rather than from our ducd lords. Whatever hold you put on him, Gaultry, the little rat
doesn’'t comprehend it. He dill thinks he can complete his misson. He thinks he can retrieve his honor
before his old magters” Martin vented a bitter laugh. “What it is to be a child and have o little
undergtanding.”

The boy’s eyes blazed. “I can,” he said. “ Goddess Llarain me, | will return to her fath.”

Gaultry lunged then, and saized his shoulders, her hands hot on the cold of his skin. “Don’t fool
yoursdf,” she said. She looked deeply into him, letting him see a hint of the power she held, even with
haf her Glamour-soul gone. “Don't try to fool yoursdlf. You underestimate the noose that's snared you.
You were on a leash before—now you're enmeshed in a many-stranded web.” She turned to Martin.
“Give me your knife”

“It's got the boy’s blood on it dill.” Mariette reached and put her hand protectively over the blade's
pommd where it jutted from her brother’s belt. “Which means, effectively, thet it's poisoned.”

Gaultry held out her hand, inggent.

Mariette exchanged a nervous look with her brother. When he shrugged, she eased the blade from its
sheath and gingerly handed it over. “Be careful,” she said. “It needs proper deaning before it'll be safe.”



“All the better.” Gaultry took the blade from her and held it out to Tullier. “Here is a knife,” she said.
“Useit asyouwill.”

The transformation was ingantaneous, and dl the more shocking for that. The blade was out of
Gaultry’s hands; the boy was off the bed; his back was againg the wal as he hefted the weagpon from
one hand to the other, familiaizng himsdf with its baance. His mouth twisted, as if in prayer, and
suddenly Martin's curved blade was a tadon, an extenson of the assassin, utterly deadly. He whipped
around and faced the huntress, alook of triumph passing through him—

—A look that sagged into puzzZlement. He tried to strike. Something turned him away. He tried again,
and again faled. He turned the blade in his hands in a dance of death. But he could not turn the motion
toward Gaultry—or toward Martin, or even Mariette. Trying to drike, he turned himsdf in a frantic
circle, round and round, like a dog chasing its own tail.

Martin, who had jumped up the moment Tullier had seized the knife, drew back and rolled Gaultry a
curious look. “What's he doing? Are you blocking hm?’

Gaultry stared, fascinated, as Tullier's frustrated, determined motions became ever smoother and
fagter, but gill no more effectud. She shook her head sadly. “Does he look like an outside force is
sopping and garting him? No. It's more complicated than that. He's stopping himsdf in his own head.
He just doesn’t recognize that he’ s doing it yet.”

She met Martin's eyes. “Y ou were wrong to say he has no mercy or conscience.

“He has mine. And my conscience would never dlow him to kill me. Or you. Or even himsdf.”

Chapter 6

Watching Tullier exhaust himself in his dance with Martin's blade sobered the Tidmarans. The
boy refused to understand that he could not attack them. Refused, and tried and tried again. His young
face dtretched in anguish and sdlf-hate. “Llara take me” he panted, desperate. “Let me turn the blade!
Let mefinish thig”

“Thisis not right.” Mariette broke the Tiddmarans dlence fird. “We should not see this. Allegrios
ming We countenance torture, waiching this. We can't let thisgo on.”

“The blade is poisoned,” her brother reminded her. “We can't touch him while he's swinging it like
that—there' s too much room for an accident. Wait urtil he gets tired.”

Mariette shook her head. “Thisistoo crud. It's torture. Even a Sha Muira—"

“If it's torture,” Martin answered, “he€'s doing it to himsdf. The harder he learns that lesson the
better. We have to let him find his new limits Trying to coddle him won't help.”

Tullie’s conditioning was deep, his boyish will fearsome. As he began to understand the fruitlessness
of direct assault, his movements became wilder, more frenzied, as if he hoped he could, by introducing
random gestures, subvert the magic that prevented his attack. He seemed unable to grasp that this battle
was againg something that was internaly wound round his senses. As defeat was forced on him, his pae
eyeslit with a desperate gleam. Gaulltry, recognizing despair, felt atwinge of pity. The dagger would have
been in the boy’ s own guts now, but her Glamour-soul would not permit suicide.

FHndly the boy flopped onto the cold flagstones next to the cot, his skin deek with unnaturd dark
swveat. Gray tears tracked his cheeks. He seemed unaware that he was aying; or as if he didn't
understand tears, did not know how they reveded his dawning sense of hel plessness. His confusion made
him again seem younger, more vulnerable, but when Gaultry moved to touch him, Martin grabbed her
shoulder and hauled her back.

“Areyou mad?’ he said coldly. “His body is purging itsdf of poison.” When she tried to pull away,
hisfingers bit into her shoulder, bruisngly hard. “Don’t you understand anything | told you about the Sha
Muira? They are a race apart—by choice. The poison that's indde him—he consumed it deliberady,
knowing it would kill him if his misson falled. Whatever you and Mervion did, Gaultry, you robbed its
power to kill him. But that doesn’'t mean it won't kill you if it so much as touches your skin. You can't
risk getting close to him.”

The muggy heat of the driving room and the intengty of Tullie’s emotions were overwheming.



Faced with the boy’ s outburst, a sick feding welled in Gaultry’s somach. His passion for death—to ded
degath or to inflict it on himsdf—was beyond her experience. In some far-removed part of her brain she
could sense, like a shadow of pain, the piece of her Glamour-soul that Mervion had bound to him. That
piece should have been cut away deanly by Mervion's spel. Gaultry hersdf had ddliberately blocked it
away, the moment it had sent Tullier's name bouncing back to her. Just now, however, the intendty of
Tullier swill echoed it to her: she could fed the heat of its power asit stretched to consume the poison.

“You'reright,” she said to Martin, sagging againg his hand. “I think the poison in his blood would Kkill
me Eliantein me, what can we do?’

“Bear up,” Martin said roughly. Though his voice was unsympathetic, his manner was gentle as he let
go of her shoulder and wiped her harr from her face. “What are you thinking, making such a digplay for
our guest? Look a him.” He gestured toward Tullier, who sat pressed againg the cold stone floor,
panting with distress. “He's a murdering animd, but, Gods on us, he's having trouble enough accepting
what is going on without you logng your composure. Whatever you and Mervion did, he's your
respongbility now. You don't have the luxury of panicking.”

Something flickered in Tullier as Martin spoke, and he pulled him—

Hf up. “Tdl me” His voice was a cracked whisper. “Tdl me what you did. Why am | dive?’

Gaultry looked a Martin, who shook his head. “Don’t ook to me—I didn’t help you with that spell.”

“I'm not sure mysdf what Mervion did,” Gaultry said, atrifle guiltily, “only that | gave her little choice
as to whether or not she should do it

She crossed the room to the winded boy’ s Sde and sat down near him.

The poison on his skin was like oiled ash. Beneeth the sweat and smear of blood from the long cut on
his lower arm, he smdled of sour incense, heedy and strange. His wounded arm trailed at an awkward
angle from his body, its dumsy bandage wet with fresh blood. In his un-wounded hand, he loosdy
clasped Martin’s knife to his chest. She picked up a cleen bandage, and covered her hand with it. Then,
tentative, she reached out to him. “Martin will want his blade back.”

He handed it over, his dulled eyes never touching her face.

“There's a beauty in your training,” Gaultry said. She gingerly wrapped the knife in the bandage and
passed it to Martin. “But while you live under my protection, you'll have to find a new purpose for it.

“We are taught that the humen soul is indivisble, thet it cannot be separated from the human
body—unless desth takes it.” Gaultry touched her heart, where her grandmother had often told her that
the soul was seated. Tullier would not meet her eyes, but he watched her hands intently. That made her
fed the puppyish presence in him. Heartened, she continued. “In dl my living years, | believed that this
was how life was ordered, that there was no other way.

“But human-souls—like animd-spirits—can be separated from thelr bodies. And there is a power in
them—a shadow of the Great Twelve's magic—that has a strength dmost like a god-prayer.”

Tullie's eyes flickered across hers, then retreated. “You can't believe that,” he said.

“I wouldn't,” she said, “save that | have seen it in action.” Something cold seemed to brush her as
she remembered the moment when she had fully understood that the human-soul could be cleaved from
its body. Even now, the horror was fresh. Perhaps, she thought numbly, it should not have struck her as
such a revedion. From an early age, she had possessed the power to draw animds spirits from their
bodies, leaving both unharmed, while she augmented her strength with various qudities drawn from those
soirits. However much she respected i that power, she had dways taken her right to enact it for granted.
The discovery that the human soul could be manipulated in a smilar way should not have shaken her. Al
it took to sted a soul was more power, or the knowledge of a carefully laid spdl that could invoke that
power.

Gaultry shivered again. Even with her second Glamour-soul, she knew she did not possess the power
to wrest a soul from its body. That was a power that should be l€ft to the gods. It gladdened her to think
that Heratikus, who had shown her that the human soul was vulnerable, was dead, his terrible spdls
dead with him. Gladdened her, even as she had learned to make use of what he had taught her.

“The power of a soul can counteract even the blessng of a god. Indeed, to save you from Llara's
poison,” explained Gaultry, “I lent you a piece of my second soul. It's the part of my soul that creates



meagic. Mervion set that piece indde of you, to counteract the poison that permeates your body.” She
paused. Tullier showed no reaction to this astonishing news, though she could sense, even from her place
on the floor, that Martin and Mariette were shocked to learn what she and her twin had done.

“Did you come to Tidmark knowing about Mervion and me?’ she asked. “Did you know we had
Glamour-souls?’

The boy’ s glacier-green eyes focused, something in his expression tightening. He did not answer. She
wished she could touch him then, Wished she could reach out to her bound soul-haf and connect with
the stream of his private thoughts. Fear of the poison on his kin joined With conscience to hold her
back. She dready had one powerful leash on him—more control would not be right. “That piece of my
Glamour-soul is twisted round your soul now, counteracting the poison that Would otherwise consume
you. It will stay there until the poison in your body has burned away.

“But a Glamour-soul is not just any magicd casting. Though it has the power to burn Sha Muir
poison, it is not just an insensate Spdll, acting in you without awareness. It has something of my heart in it,
and something of my conscience. Already you've discovered how litle impulse | have for
sdf-detruction.”

For the firg time, Tullier’s face showed fear. “I'm to be your puppet, then,” he whispered. “You
control my life. Already, you've torn me from Llara s path.”

Gaultry frowned. “I hope not. Y our fath is your own problem.”

“If you won't let me kill—"

“If that's your soul’s desire, I'm sure you'll eventudly find something that your soul and mine can
agree needs destroying.” She drew back, contempt mingling with a sudden dread. His soul would learn
something from hers, but what would hers learn in return?

Tuming away, Gaultry found that she was done with Mariette. “Where's Matin? she asked, hdf
relieved to find he had not been there to see her moment of fear. Already o little of the Stuaion was
under her control.

“The boy needs some clothes” Mariette said. “And a proper dressing for his am. Also—he's gone
to find out if they’'ve made a decison about what to do with this young scoundrel, down in the tent
encampment.”

Gaulltry tried to hide her darm. “Do you think they’ll want to act quickly?’

Mariette did not look hopeful. “Yes” she said. “I think they will.”

“But if you want to keep him—maybe you can pull the knife trick again and have him dance for them.
That should give them some assurance that he's toothless”

“You think I’ve overreached mysdf, don’'t you? | don't know why | thought saving Tullier would
hdp—"

“You beieved what you did needed doing,” Mariette said. “It's something no one could have
expected, least of dl those who sent the boy here to taint Benet. While | mysdf wouldn't have argued for
saving him—" She flashed a smile, her irregpressibly sunny nature breaking through, and shrugged her high
shoulders. “It won't have been anything the Bissanties expected, and you're right to think thet there's
vauein that. Grandmere at least will take that into account when she votes.”

As they spoke, Tullier staggered off the floor onto the cot. He was white with shock and moving
dumsly. The bandage dipped from his arm, reveding the dammy bloodstained lips of the wound that ran
from hiswrig to his elbow. Smultaneoudy, his hip cloth began to dide. He clutched at both with his good
hand and sat aoruptly, looking miserable, unable both to coddle his wounded arm and keep his loins
covered. Mariette, Soying his distress before Gaultry, smirked, torn between taking his dilemma serioudy
and mocking him. “I’ d offer to give you ahand,” she quipped. “But | have no taste for poison—and I've
seen worse then that which you have to show me there between your legs” Her tone was not unkind.
The early sympathy Tullier had roused in her during his thwarted knife-attack had remained. Gaultry, who
hed never had brothers, wished she too could be so lighthearted about the boy’s show of modesty.
Instead, she was Smply embarrassed. “ Stay with him for amoment,” Mariette said breezily, unaware <5f
Gaultry’ s discomfort. “1’ll run and get something for that arm.” She ducked out the door, cdling for one
of the guards to help her.



Left done, the boy and Gaultry exchanged a fidgety stare. “You could use a wash,” Gaultry sad
awkwardly. Without Martin or Mariette present, she found she did not know what to say. The possible
imminent arrival of a messenger from the Dukes or the Prince, demanding his degth, hung between them.
Gaultry guessed the boy would neither accept nor desire comforting. Happily, Mariette was not gone
long.

She returned with a bucket of murky water she had fetched from the dhiving house's rain barrdl, a
sponge, and some strapping. The activity had further lightened her mood.

“Here” She dopped the bucket a his feet. “Martin will bring you something to wear, but in the
meantime, why not clean up that am?’

Tullier, his expresson hooded, followed her suggestion. He washed and bandaged his wound with a
fieldaman's eficiency, as though his Sha Muir training had taught him that dong with killing. Gaultry, who
hed feared that Martin had shattered the boy’s arm with his sngle savage sword blow, saw with rdief
that the boy could move his wrig and fingers—diffly, but not with the sharp pain that would have
suggested a break. The worst of the bleeding had stopped.

After finishing with the wound, the boy began to use the sponge to wipe at the ashy dick of poison on
hisskin.

“WEIl have to leave word to make sure everything he touches gets ether burned or cleansed,”
Mariette observed. “Carel essness with that would be a foolish way to lose lives”

The boy, squeezing the sponge into the bucket, pretended not to hear. “1 wonder how this will end.”
The lean swordswoman crossed to the door and looked across to the curve of the hill, beyond which lay
the tent encampment. “ Once Prince Benet understands what you and Mervion did to save this boy, he's
not going to be happy.”

“If he gives me a chance to explain, Benet will be on our Sde” Gaultry said hopefully, coming to
gand next to her. “I won't ask him to condone wheat this boy did—only to find out more before he
orders action.”

“I don't think the Prince will approve of your having even a smdl part of your Glamour-soul tied up
inthis boy’s flesh,” Mariette said hestantly. “He's going to think it means you've given your power to
Bissanty. That was my fird reaction.”

“If | were Benet, I’d find more to worry about in the fact that his entire cabinet of dukes brought
armed retainers to the table againg his express wishes than in anything Mervion or | did today to protect
him. Not a man or woman among therr retainers came to the Prince's table unarmed. Not even your
grandmother’s. At least | respect his office—’

“Bengt asked too much. The country’s ungtable. People will aam themselves. But your argument
feeds my point. What can Benet do about Grandmere and the others? He can't sanction dl seven dukes
beyond what they themselves agree to submit to.”

“Vey nice” Gaultry said. “With the most loya of the ducd retainers flouting his authority, why is
anyone surprised that people question Benet's dam to the Great Twins respect?’

Mariette raised her chin. “That may be 0,” she said. “Thoughiif I, Martin, and the others had actudly
followed Benet’ s direction you and Benet both would probably be dead now. I'm judt trying to prepare
you for the worsg—which is probably what's going to happen. Bengt won't want the only
Glamour-magic in Tidmark tied up, even partly, in the body of an enemy nation’s assassin.”

“The boy will dieif we take my Glamour-soul back,” Gaultry said worriedly, spesking softly in the
hope that he would not hear. “We ll have to apped to the Princess. Lily won't force us to kill him.” Even
as she spoke, the young huntress wasn't sure. Lily trusted her, and perhaps even owed her a persond
favor, but there was alimit to what Gaultry could ask of that trust.

Across the room, the boy dumped againg the wal, his head bowed with fatigue. With his am
properly bandaged, he looked more pathetic than ever. She could not have stood by watching him die
without trying to save him, or &t least to ease his desth pain, but now she had to consder how much
further she was willing to take this matter in order to aid him. Would she defy Benet for him? She didn’t
want the boy to die—at least not until it had been proved that he had done something that warranted that
fate



She shifted uneesly, thinking of the horrible cooked corpses of Pdamar’s nephews. What part of the
respongbility did Tullier share for that deed? Those boys had been too young to fight. Had Tullier helped
kill them? From what Martin had told her, it seemed only too likdy he had played some part in that
execution—though nothing had been proved againg him, as yet.

There were other reasons tha today’s action concerned her. Beyond even scruples, bardy
acknowledged, was the frenzied eagerness that had thrugt itsdf on Gaultry, compdling her to save him.
She would not confessit to the others, but a part of her—the bored part of her that had tired of dancing
attendance on a court-bound Prince—had thrilled to Tullie’'s pam and need. She had welcomed her
descent to the vison world, where her Glamour-soul appeared to her as a golden woman, Tullier as a
skinny green-eyed dog. It had been no great surprise when Martin had told her that the boy’s body was
envenomed by Llara's blessng. From the firsd moment she had faced the black poison that possessed
him, she had sensed that the spell needed to counter it would have to be very strong. At that moment, it
had seemed naturd and easy to cdl to Mervion, knowing that between them they might have the power
to subdueit.

Would that pride in power prove her undoing? If Tullier was killed before she took back her
Glamour-soul, she would suffer the death of that part of hersdf, and her dumsy attempt to save him
would exact a great toll. A warning her grandmother had firg given her when she was a child learning to
Spirit-take from animds came to her. The potential for a successful casting was no reason to
summon a spell.

She shivered. She had been a mischievous child, and there had been many occasions for her to face
the truth in that.

“But | was not trying to take a bird's flight here,” she murmured. “It was right of me to try to spare
him pain, if not to save hislife”

“What's that? Mariette had come up quietly to her sde, catching her lagt words.

Gaultry gave her a defiant look. “Nether Mervion nor | entirdy understand what we ve done today,
usng our Glamour to save a Sha Muira We've had control of our Glamour-magic for scarcdy a
fortnight, and we'd never even heard of Sha Muira—or at least | hadn’t. Perhaps we shouldn't have
doneit. | have an empty place in my chest where there should be power, and | may find mysdf defying
my own Prince—whom | love to serve—for a boy who probably hates me for trying to save hislife. You
and Martin will probably tel me that | should have thought of this before merily handing haf my new
power away to such ayoung miscreant.

“That won't stop me from being glad | did it.”

Martin burst into the priest’s driving room and strode to the cot. His long sword clanked at his
wad, his shoulder scabbard loosdy buckled, as if he had been running with it. He had put asde his
Fedtivd clothes for asturdy jacket in his grandmother’ s green and gray.

“You're dressed for traveing,” Mariette said, startled. “What's wrong?’

Ignoring her, Martin went sraight to Tullier. “Your partner’sin Seafrieg, it he?” When the boy did
not immediatdy answer, the big man flung a bundle of clothes on the cot and reached for the boy’s arm.

“You can't touch him—" Gaulltry interposed hersdf, and Martin grabbed her instead.

“Pdamar woke up,” he snapped, pushing her away. She could not believe the coldnessin his eyes.

“l don't care if she did,” she said, trying not to let him see how he frightened her. “You dill can't
touch him.”

He stepped back, raking his fingers through his hair. “Fine” He fumbled with the buckles of his
shoulder scabbard and pulled his blade up from hiswaist. “I’m ill going to have it out of him.” Scabbard
properly buckled, he unfurled the folds of his traveling cloak. “Let me tdl you what Pdamar sad.” He
took Gaultry’s hand. “She's stopped screeching at Dervia, but she's no less hygericd. There's a third
Van-derive child. A girl. They checked the last deer that was to go to the Prince's table—yes, they
agreed it would take you to know for sure, but the third deer was mae, and it didn't have bonds, so
that's probably safe. But Pdamar had a letter from Destra Vanderive, the children’s mother, not two
days ago. Destra was in Sedfrieg, vigting Helena. Helena Montgarret. Now do you see why he has to tdl
me where his partner is?’



Gaultry pushed Martin's hand away asif it had sung her. Martin's estranged wife, Helena, made her
homein Seafrieg—the County on the Eastern Seaboard where Martin would have hdld title, if he had not
ceded his name and possessions to his wife and her young son more than a decade past. What did it
mean, that Helend's name was coming up now—just when Martin had been tdling her how difficult it
was for him to sudtain the fedings that had been born under the geas?

“Helena should be safe” Mariette said, trying to cool her brother’s temper. She shot Gaultry an
anxious look, then turned back to her brother. “They're only after Brood-blood.”

Martin rounded on her. “Not everyone knows Helena's son isn't ming, Mariette. And the Sha Muira
are killing children.”

“I'm not achild,” Gaultry said softly. “Tullier tried to kill me too.”

“Gaultry.” He faced her, his eyes shadowed with guilt. “They may aready be dead. Because of me.
Because of the blood that runsin me. | have to hdp them.”

“You're not thinking dearly.” Without redizing what she was doing, she had once again saized his
hand. With that contact, she could fed the raging determination rigng in his body, as if he had dready
girded himsdf for battle. Yet his eyes were dill cool and steady. A pang of jedousy, deeper than anything
she had known she was capable of, twisted in her breast. She struggled to subdue it. “If you have to run
to Helena, I'll come with you. | can hep.”

Martin shook his head, aready withdrawn from her. “You can't hep me protect Helena. That would
not be right.”

He turned back and leaned over Tullier. “Were you in Seafneg?’ he asked. “Was Helena
Montgarret’ s son your next mark?’

“l don’t know,” Tullier said. His eyes flicked to the bundle of clothes. “1 don't know anything about
Tidmark, save that it is populated by louts and fools. I'd like to dress now, if | may.”

Martin, with an obvious act of will, curbed his temper. “Tdl me what you can and you can have the
clothes. On Llara s word, tdl me”

They stared stubbornly into each other’s faces. After what seemed like an intermingble time,
something in Martin's expression forced Tullier to answer.

“The Vanderive baby ian't dead.” Tullier stared into Martin's dark eyes, a confused expresson on
his young face, asif he did not quite believe that he was gving Martin his answer; as if he was seeing
something that he respected but could not quite recognize. “ She's dive, if you can say that being a piece
of bait isliving. | don’t know about any plans for your son.”

“But your partner is a Sesfrieg?’

Tulier nodded. “Maybe not yet—"

“Dress yoursdf,” Martin said roughly. As Tullier reached for the bundle of clothes, the big soldier
caught at the boy’s shoulder and sivung him back so their eyes met once again. “Your old life is over.
Let’s see what you make of the new one”

The boy looked from Martin's hand where it touched his bare flesh to the soldier’s hard face, and
then back to his hand. A shiver passed through him.

“I'm poison to you,” he said, his voice reluctant, touched with sdf-loathing.

“Maybe” Martin answered. “And maybe | can pass through a deansng flame and lose the poison. |
mudt risk something in return for whet it cost you to answer me”

“You idiot—" When Mariette would have interceded, Martin waved her back.

“He's got to learn that there are more choices than life or desth. Why shouldn't he have two
decades head start on me there?

“Gaultry—" Martin turned to her, his expression darkening. “ Grandmere is dill arguing, but the other
gx are damoring to hang
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him. | know you won't dlow that—we can't dlow that. Follow me to Seafrieg. Once I’ ve finished
my business with Helena, I’ll meet you on the road. We can argue with the Prince together.”

“I won't fallow you anywhere,” Gaultry said. “I'll come with you now.” Did he redly believe she
would alow him to run off to Helena doneif she could hdp it?



“Where | go, you cannot follow.” Martin unsheathed his sword. “Watch Gaultry for me” he told
Tullier. “That's a better cause than the one you' ve left.”

Ignoring Gaulltry, he turned to hissister. “I left Helena and the boy unprotected,” he said. Something
in his voice told Gaultry that he was asking Mariette a question. “That's unforgivable. | have to try to
resch them. That's not a choice.”

“Do what you want.” Mariette's answer was inexplicably bitter. Her face had paed and was set
beneath her riot of dark curls. “Heena dready has the best of Seafrieg. Why shouldn’t she take the
re?’

“l never intended to deny you Seafrieg—"

“Nor Dinevar ether?” Mariette, suddenly angry, raised her hand asif to strike him. “More choices
then life and deeth? Don't look to me for permisson. Just do it. Y ou cannot leave Helena”

He raised the blade with a sngle smooth movement. Dinevar was the noble blade he had inherited
from his brother, the lagt part of his legacy. Mariette would have inherited it—and the County of
Seafrieg—if Martin had not acknowledged Helena s son as his her before throwing away his right to the
titte. Gaultry could see she had no place in this debate. Swalowing her pride and worry, she stepped
adde to let them haveit out.

Brother and sster together stared at the shining blade. Then Mariette turned her face away, asif she
could not bear to look at it.

Dinevar had been forged in magic fire. Martin, hardly noticing thet Mariette had turned away, seemed
fully absorbed by it. He flourished it over his head. “For Tidmark!” he cried, summoning its magic. Along
the blade's flat, sx runes winked to life, lighting the darkness of the priest’s shriving room like wicked
pricking eyes. Martin ran hisfingers over the sixth rune, the rune closest to the blade' s hilt. The rune spat
with gathered power and sheeted his hand with pale blue light. “ Alle-grios mine, give me your power!” he
cdled.

Gaultry’s throat closed. She watched thet pae light run up his body until he was entirdy sheeted by
light, asif by ethered armor. Mariette’ s face, turned back to watch in spite of hersdf, was terrible to see.
Dinevar shone brighter than ever, its edge outlined by white flame.

“Takeit!” she shouted suddenly. “In our father’s name, take it!”

Martin, within the sheath of light, nodded to acknowledge her. Dinevar hissed. The light pulsed,
blinding-bright. Then, with a flash of lignt, the blade shuddered. Whether by Martin's hand or another
force, it swept down, griking the earthen floor. With a howl, the magic in the blade released itsdf. The
blade collgpsed in on itsdf in a cascade of santillating blue shards. As she threw her hands up to protect
her eyes, Gaultry thought she saw awidening circle of white at the core of the blue cascade.

When the blindness retreated, Martin was gone. Only the shards of Dinevar, lying shattered on the
ground, remained.

Mariette burst into tears. “It wasn't enough for him to give Seafneg away! He had to destroy Dinevar
aswdl. All for his precious honor!”

It took long moments for her to once again gain command of hersdf. Then, asif to make up for her
outcry, she was angry with Gaultry. “Y ou should have stopped him!”

Gaultry gave Mariette her coldest frown. She had little desire to be drawn into the middle of this
particular family battle. “What was | supposed to do, beg? You know he wouldn't have lisened.” She
would never compete with Martin’ swife for hisloydty. Never. “Martin can make his own choices.”

“That was't a choicel” Mariette choked. “Tha was suicide! Bresking Dinevar to go after a Sha
Muir envoy aone! She's not worth it!”

“You don't mean that,” Gaultry said, trying to find the words that would cam her. “Whether or not
she's worth it, Martin had to go. He wouldn't be your brother if he could somach dtting safe in
Princeport, not knowing what was hgppening in Seafrieg...” Gaultry’s voice faded. “I'm going to have to
see Mervion before | go after hm.” She turned to Tullier, her resolve taking form even as she spoke.
“Hnish dressing, Tullier. We're about to embark on ajourney.”

“You're not afodl to go after him.” The Duchess of Mdaudiere caught up with them as Mariette's
mean was saddling their horses. “But you are afool if you think you're doing it for him.”



Gaultry was in no mood for riddles. The old woman seemed exhausted. Gaultry did not understand
how she had ferreted it out that they were leaving—or why. But she did know tha she was in no mood
for alecture. “He s your blood,” she said curtly. “But he'smy friend. | have to go.”

“You have to go,” the Duchess nodded. “But not for those reasons.

Gaultry—child—this is about Tidmark, not about Martin. | love him too, but there are matters of
greater consequence than one man'slife” Her words were an accusation.

Gaultry was not going to argue. “Maybe. But my fateis tied to Martin’s. Tamsanne read our Rhasan
cards together. So my concern mugt be for him firg, if | want to survive” She guessed she sounded
pompous, but she did not care. As she fumbled with the saddle, she thought back to the night of the
Rhasan reading, dinging to any assurance that Martin and she retained some link, that they would one
day be together again.

Gaultry had expected to draw the Huntress card. The Huntress was the card Tamsanne had pulled
from her, years before, on the eve of her woman's firg blood. She liked that card: the sdf-sufficient
woman sanding proudly in the forest that was the source of her strength. When Tamsanne had pulled the
Orchid card for her, with its shimmering purple leaves and hint of burgeoning power, the unfamiliar image
had come as such a shock that she had at firg ressted its implications. The Orchid was the deck’s
thirteenth card, a number both lucky and unlucky. Glamour's number. She shrugged. In her own mind,
she dill thought of hersdlf as the Huntress, not the Orchid.

But even now, it was the memory of Martin's card that worried her. Martin's card had been the
Black Wolf.

The Wolf could be a good card for a soldier: a cresture of passionate energy and fears; inteligence
waring with might. But in Martin's card, it had appeared in its darker incarnation: the Wolf as the
sdlf-devourer, gnawing its own tall. Just as Martin gnawed at himsdf now, torturing himsdf for events he
could not control.

“Going to Seafrieg may destroy Martin,” Gaultry told his grandmother, leaving her Rhasan memories
behind to glarein the old woman's face. “Y ou won't stop me from trying to prevent that.”

The Duchess gave her a hard look. Gaultry, fumbling ineffectudly with the gtirrups of Mariette's
spare saddle, sensed that the old woman wanted to shake her—or test her, as Dervia had done earlier
by matching her sorcery againg the young huntress's. But the Duchess had a different style. She would
not confront the younger womean in that way.

“Thisis not about Martin done,” the Duchess said. Her voice sounded desperatdly tired. “It's about
Brood-blood. The time has come for us to act—before the Bissanties trace every one of us to our
graves. Your search for Martin won't end in Seefrieg. The Bissanty are getting clever. They have learned
they can't force us, after 300 years of trying. They could have murdered the Prince today, but they
sought only to taint him—to taint him with the very flesh that is sworn to his protection. They are seeking
now to disgrace us in the eyes of the gods—or to subvert our prophecies and our god-pledges. This
day’s plotting is about Bissanty findly taking heed of the prophecy Loudéle brought to life on her
deathbed.

“Before the Prince was married, the Bissanties had a Brood-blood puppet—Heiratikus, the traitor.
Now, with Heiratikus dead, someone—perhaps even the Emperor himsdf—has decided to thin the
Brood-blood. My guess is, they’ll try to bring home a new sample or two of the blood to keep for
themsdlves

Gaultry, frustrated in her attempt to fix the saddle, gestured for Mariette's man to take over. “What
are you tdling me?’

“Helenais nothing but a lure” the Duchess said. “A lure, like the missng Vanderive sster and her
“They want to kill Martin—"

“If they wanted to kill,” the Duchess said, her voice ddiberately cold, “they could have done that
today. Your boy there, Tullier, would have been told to do it himsdf. But that performance we saw in
front of Benet—he had no death target. He was just there to spread terror. You were in his way, he
would have killed you—but if he had specific orders to finish you, our defenses would not have been



enough. He would have come in the dark and done it quietly—a far better way to get such a job done.
They mug be planning to capture another Brood-blood. They need another puppet.”

“Martin is no puppet!”

“Indeed. But if you plan to go after him, I’d suggest that you ready yoursdf for atrip to Bissanty. The
journey will be shorter than you imagine. We have agents in Bassorah City—the capitd—they can hep
you.”

“Bassorah?’ Gaultry said. “Sedfrieg isasfar as | plan to trave.”

“You and your twin are the only ones who can travel to Bissanty with a hope of returning dive,” the
Duchess said serioudy. “The Bissanties have no mercy. But you or Mervion—you have Glamour. Even if
they take you prisoner, they'Il want to keep you dive.

“We mug go on the offensve. We can't St back thistime and let Bissanty build new srength against
us If Martin is taken to Bissanty, you must follow him there.

“When you find him you will have two choices: rescue him or kill him. For Tidmark’s sake, you must
not leave im divein Bissanty hands.”

Gaultry stared at the old woman, stunned by the enormity of what she was asking. “It won't come to
thet,” she said. “WE I catch up to himin Seafrieg and that will be the end of it.”

The Duchess shook her head. “My grandson isafool, and | was a greater fool not to see that Helena
was dill aweakness to him. You'll go to Bissanty. Perhaps | should thank the gods for that—you'll learn
why we have to fight them, so long as we have breath.” She coughed, as if to emphasize her words.
“They won't be a digtant specter, a force to be spoken of as past higory. You'll learn what it redly
means to hate them, as dl the old Brood did. Maybe that will give you the impetus to change things | can
a leadt die hoping s0.”

“Sedfrieg,” Gaultry said determinedly. “I will meet Martin there.”

“You'll have to move fast to do it,” the Duchess said. “And don’t forget, Benet’s men will be on your
tal. Evenif | twist him round to approving your journey—the Prince will not be pleased that you have
taken his would-be assassn dong with you.”

“l have to take Tullier,” Gaultry said. “I'm not leaving him here to have the mob gtring him up.”

“So beit,” the Duchess said. “But remember, only a King or an Emperor can bargain with the gods.
Not a Prince. Keep that in mind.”

The old woman kissed her granddaughter, gave Gaultry alast nod, then turned and left them.

Chapter 7

If they don’t catch us tonight, we'll reach Seafrieg the day after next.” Mariette set her candle
on the shdf by the wide bed with its puffy goose-feather mattress and bent to pull off her muddy riding
boots. “And as they haven't caught up with us dready, | doubt they’ll find us tonight.”

Gaultry, stlanding by the window with her hand on its iron latch, stared out into the inn's dark court.
Thers was the last lighted window. Even the angry innkegper whom they’d woken to gain entrance was
returned to bed, hislight extinguished. The cobbled court was empty, the night sultry and absolutely ill,
acontinuation of the day’ s unseasonable warmth. “1 didn’'t get a chance to speak to Mervion properly,”
she sad quiltily. “ Tending the Memorant exhausted her, and we were in such a hurry.” The room around
her fdt suddenly stuffy, claustrophobic. She fumbled with the latch and pushed the window open.

“Grandmere will keep her eye out for her,” Mariette sad shortly, kicking off her firs boot as she
unlaced her second. “Someone has to explain to Benet that we aren’t bucking to commiit treason, dashing
off as we did before he could give us our curfew. | can't say 1 envy her the task. Particularly when it
comes to judifying our taking him with us” Her hands busy, she gestured to Tullier with her chin. “But
Mervion set the spell—her explanaion may come close to stisfying him.”

Tullier lay hunched in the middle of the broad bed, tucked under the thin sheet with his knees folded
tight to his chest and a dightly sdf-conscious expresson on his face. He'd undressed down to a
borrowed undershirt. Something in the set of his boyish shoulders suggested he was suffering an attack of

dhyness.



“We couldn’t have left him,” Gaultry said. Across the yard, the stable door was locked and securely
bolted. “The likdlihood that Benet would have demanded Mervion undo the spdl and let him die is
enough judtification for bringing him.”

“I'm not afraid to die” Tullier spoke up.

“So you keep tdling us” Gaultry, annoyed, pushed the window open a little farther and refused to
look at him while she spoke. “WEe I try to make finding that fear your firs lesson.”

Long hours of riding had tempered Gaultry’s initid ardor for the journey. Gaultry was a poor and
inexperienced rider. Her mount's animd-sengtivity to her magic compounded the problem. The beast
hed taken an early didike to her. She had spent the late afternoon and long hours of the evening traling
Mariette' s horse, sruggling to persuade her own animd to mind her. Young Tullier, to her annoyance,
hed proved a more than able horseman. Throughout the ride, he had kept his horse precisdy & the flank
of Mariette's horse, never deigning to turn his head to watch Gaultry and her struggle, but aways quite
aware, it seemed, of the difficulty she was having keeping up. The hours that Gaultry had spent saring a
the smooth movement of the pair of rumps, dways a little farther in front of her than she wanted, had
given her ample opportunity to regret the expedition on which she had so hadtily embarked, and her own
weaknesses as a member of Martin's support party. She couldn’t ride, and she would have to resort to
cadings to defend hersdf from a brawny street-bully, let done fend off a trained assassn of the Sha
Muira. She was a decent shot with a hunting bow, but had only the rudiments of a fighter's training. With
helf her Glamour-magic tied up m Tullier's body, the force of her spdll-cagting would be rdlaively feeble.
To her disquietude, the farther she rode from Princeport, the less certain she was that she should have left
it. If the Duchess had agreed to help her protect Tullier, surdy she could have stayed and argued to turn
the tide of court opinion? Her parting with Mervion aso had been dissatisfying. She had not argued with
Gaultry about her decision to follow Martin to Seafrieg. But she had seemed tired, distant, and angry
about the unfolding drama with Tullier. Probably, like Martin and Mariette, she thought it served her
gder right to have backed hersdf into a panicked corner.

She thought again of Martin, and how he had come to her with his troubles. No, she had no choice
but to follow him to Seafrieg. “You shouldn't leave the pane open,” Tullier sad as Gaultry Ieft the
window and came round to her side of the bed, pulling her jacket off over her head without unbuttoning
it.

“I'm sweltering,” Gaultry said. “1t should be dl right. We're high up, and there's nothing to stand on
under thedll.”

Tdlier didn't answer, but his expresson said dearly he thought her a fool. Gaultry and Mariette
exchanged a glance. Gaultry saw in Mariette's eyes that she agreed with the boy, though she said
nothing out loud, to save Gaultry’s face. The huntress got up, resenting that she had to take advice from a
child—a child who was the next best thing to the enemy—and closed and locked the window.

“There” she shrugged. “Y ou're the one who is degping in the middle. I'd think you’'d want it open.”
The room had only the one bed, large and roomy enough for three, and Mariette, though she daimed to
understand the nature of the magica hold Gaultry had on Tullier, had ingsted thet they put him in the
middle lest he try to make a run for it during the night. Like the dosing of the window, it was a matter of
good security—even if it meant Tullier under two sheets so he wouldn't sweeat on them, and everyone
cramped and uncomfortable.

Tullier imsdf seemed to be less than overjoyed by the arrangement.

“Have you never shared a bed?” Mariette asked. She laughed a his prim expresson as she
clambered in on her sde.

“Never with one who should be dead a my hands” He glanced at Gaulltry.

Even with the thinness of her bed-shirt stuck to her spine with sweat, coldness saized her. “From dl
we can gather, you yoursdf were supposed to die at the Prince' s table this forenoon,” Gaultry reminded
him. “So at least one of your compatriots has aready had something like the experience.”

Tulier turned his face away and fixed his eyes on the caling.

Gaultry didn’t press him.

A andl noise woke her. A noise like a mouse, scratiching among the sheets. The long square of



moonlight that lanced in through the window told her it was late. Even the crickets had quieted. Under the
thin sheet, her body fdt hot, restless. She lay quitly, resenting the closed window, the stale-horse body
odors that permeated the room. The mouse sound came again, across the bed, on Mariette's sSde of the
pillow. Without tuning her head, she rolled her eyes to look over a Tullier.

He was fully awake. His eyes, though hooded by darkness, were wide open. He stared intently into
the shadow by the room’s rickety wardrobe, the deep shadow that concealed the room’s only door,
trandfixed. Gaulltry, following his gaze, saw only darkness. Her eyes flickered past the boy again, trying to
guess his thoughts and what had woken them both. The extra sheet they’d lain over hm to shidd
themselves was wrapped tight againg his body, cocoonlike, only his arms and head poking out over the
whiteness of the cloth, pae skin hardly darker than the dinginess of the white.

The smdl mouse sound came again.

Then a sound that might have been the barest whimper of distress.

Gaultry flung hersdf to the floor, dragging the top sheet with her. A short arrow—a dart—caught in
the sheet and came with her. Shefdt it stick in her shirt, but it had, barely, missed her skin.

“Madter!” Tullier’ s voice came out as a shriek, whether of fear or excited pleasure Gaultry could not
determine.

A guttura word in a language Gaultry couldn’t understand snapped back and slenced him.

Gaultry, more by reflex than by design, cdled to the haf-dampened river of power that ran within
her. Even with haf her Glamour-soul missng, the power pooled in her hand like a rail of water. She
threw it, merged into a bolt of green-gold light, directly at the shadow.

It struck the wadl, the door, the floor, and set everything aglow with unnatura glittering color.
Everything save for the tdl figure at its center. He—it was a he—repdlled the light like water meting oil.
His black slhouette was a figurein a waking nightmare, hands outstretched and fingers curved like taons,
acrest of wild braids sanding outwards from his scalp.

Gaultry scrambled for her knife belt.

The dark figure stepped forward. The glow from the wal and door gligened off black hair and ally
jet-black skin. He wastdl and thin, and moved with a fluid gait. His robes, benegth the eerie green and
gold of Gaultry’slight, were rusty brown, with streaks of white at the lower skirts. At fird, in a shock of
horror, she saw the man's face as the naked bone of skull, then she saw eyesflashing in the dark sockets
and redlized the effect was created by paint and poor light.

“Tullier Sha Muira” the gpparition said, this time spesking so Gaultry understood him. “Ready
yoursHf for Llara s Last Banquet.”

Gaultry glanced &t the bed. Tullier sat, very upright, his thin body clearly outlined benegth the sheets,
pae green eyes hugein his narrow face. Mariette was curled at hisSde, her glossy black curls in disarray
across her pillow. A dart with along, fine shaft had pierced her low in the abdomen, pinning the sheet to
her body. The mouse sound Gaultry had heard had been the movement of Mariette's fingers as she
scratched weekly a the dart’s shaft. A dark stain spread on the sheet, down from where the dart had
taken her.

“Tullierismine now,” Gaultry snapped, trying to divert the dark mongter’s atention. “You can't have
him.” Panic stabbed at her. The knife was not in her belt. Mariette’ s weapons were on the far Sde of the
bed, out of reach.

Themen Tullier cdled Master ignored her. Two long strides brought him to the foot of the bed. The
face pant hid his expression, but there was something odd in his manner: a whisper of hesitancy—not
fear, something else. Awe? “Y ou shouldn't have adlowed them to prevent Llara s last blessng from taking
you,” he told the boy. From his words and demeanor it was clear he marveled to see the boy dive
Marveled, but did not offer mercy for the miracle,

There was something in his hand. A clugter of withered flowers on a shrunken brown-pink stem. The
tdl Sha Muirathrew it on the bed. It bounced and came to rest between the two hills made by the boy’s
legs under the sheets.

“My desath token, for the Arkhons.” Tullier’s voice was anguished. “What are you doing?’

“They’ll never seeit. You never lived to take it.”



“You oweit,” Tullier said. “You owe it on your word. | made my kill. My place a Llara's table—"
Shock robbed the boy of hisvoice.

“Sha Muirawas logt to you when your body poison faled,” the man hissed. He flicked a dagger from
a hidden deeve-sheath, smooth as a cat extending its claws. “Even now it should be rotting your guts.
The pain adone should have killed you.”

“I’'ve done nothing didoyd,” Tullier said, hisyoung voice shaking, hisfingersrigid on the sheet. “I did
not ask to be saved. Llara above us, | want to come back to you, | want the Thunderbringer's
bounty—"

His Master legpt, a cat pouncing.

Gaultry cut the light of the magic spel and threw hersdf at his back.

At fird, the loss of light disoriented everyone. Gaultry struck Tullier's attacker and fdl with him into
the enveloping softness of the goose-feather mattress. She found hersdf grasping loose handfuls of
robe-cloth. The materia was rough and 4iff. It smelled of dry blood and long-dried sweat. Somewhere
in the dark to her right, Mariette moaned in pain. The man beneath her twisted in his robes like a cat
ingde its skin and dashed upwards with his blade. She wrenched the doth on his back, trying to hood
and blind him with his own clothes, and heard rather than fet her own shirt rip as he tagged her with the
knife. The flat, not the edge, touched her skin, and she redized then that he was only toying with her.
Panting and desperate, she tried to thrust clear, but the envdoping looseness of the mattress made retreat
awkward. She bumped dumdly againg the headboard with her face, knocking her teeth agang the
wood hard enough to daze her and to bloody her lip. As she shook hersdf, briefly muddled, she hdf
heard her attacker laugh.

He could see her in the dark. Her heart gave a sckened shudder. He was laughing a her confuson
and pain.

“Mariettel” she shouted, fright curdling through her, fright combined with desperation. “Stop him,
Mariettel”

The dark outline of the Master assassin lunged.

Someone moved on the bed. The assassin grunted, but kept coming. His blade did past her cheek, a
whisper of awet kiss. She imagined she fdt the damp of its poison on her skin, burrowing like acid.

Then, 0 quickly that she dmogt missed it, a dash of moonlight from the window caught the siver of
the blade as it pun from the assassin’s hand and flew across the room.

Something kicked on the bed. A reflexive, repetitive mation that tilled gradudly and quieted. “Oh
God!” someone cried. Gaultry could not tdl if the voice was mde or femde.

Callecting hersdf, Gaultry sumbled and hdf fdl free of the bedclothes. She blundered over to
Mariette' s Sde, hunting for the candle. “I'm coming,” she said. “I'm getting a light.” An acrid urine odor
reached her, underlain with the tainted metal amdl of blood. “Hliante in me, wait for me. I'm hurrying!”
She found and fumbled with the tinder, muffed it, and tried again. At last the candl€'s flame flared up,
grong and true. Gaultry, trembling, straightened and turned to the bed.

Mariette lay on her back, her face pdlid, her eyes turned to Gaultry, pleading. The sheet over her
bdly was dark with a ragged star of blood. Tullier, a her dde, sat rigidly, propped agang the
headboard. His frozen expression betrayed nether fear nor relief. His Master’s painted desth’'s head lay
cradled in his lap, tightly embraced by Tullier’s thin arms. At firg she mistook the embrace for sadness,
for affection. Then she saw the dart and understood that it was Tullier, not Mariette, who had cut short
the man's attack. One of Tullie’s hands 4ill gripped the dart—that dart that he'd snatched from
Mariette' s bely in the dark—

ness. He had rammed it deep into the big artery tha ran up through his former Magter’s neck,
connecting his brain to his heart. Blood soaked the boy’s lgp and the sheets surrounding him—his
Master's blood. Trie Sha Muird s legs twitched, convulsive, but his body had otherwise quieted.

“Tulher!”

“I should kill you too,” the boy rasped. “If I could, I'd kill you too, and then I'd be free” His face,
set with shock, was filled with horror at the turn events had taken. If the boy had envisoned escape, and
with it his return to Sha Muir service, that prospect was gone.



“That's enough,” Gaultry said, shaken by his intendty. “You've come through this in fine shape.
Eliante' s mercy—Ilook a Mariette! We mugt stop the bleeding.”

“If you want to hep her, you'll have to move her firs,” Tullier said, his voice tondess. “There's
enough poison inmy Master’s blood to kill her a thousand times over.”

“She's not poisoned dready?’ Gaultry threw the sheet off Mariette's body, her hand moving to
cover the horrible belly wound. Across the bed, Tullier stared, face unreadable, his pde eyes set. “The
dart wasn't poisoned?’

“That? A pardyss drug? Shell recover from that. It's nothing.” The dead voice, the dillness of him,
unnerved her.

“Why should | know that?” She pushed the blood-soaked bedclothes to Tullier’s Side of the bed, her
rdief giving way to the luxury of anger. “How in the Great Twelve's names could | know thet!” Spatters
were everywhere; Mariette had surdly dready been poisoned. She would have to try to cdl a spdl, a
spdl aout which she knew nothing, a spell Mervion could have cdled without thinking—

Near to tears, she dragged Mariette out of the fouled bed and laid her on the floor. “You're going to
be fing” Gaultry told her, trying to reassure hersdf. “We |l stop the bleeding and you'll be fine”

The swordswoman stared up, her eyes bright with tears of pain. A strain moved through her body as
she struggled to rise, but the drug in her body defeated her. Gaultry patted her arm, awkward.

“It looks worse than it is” She dragged a pair of trousers off the back of a nearby chair and used
them to cushion Mariette's head. “Now—" She clasped Mariette’' s hands over the wound. “Hold your
hands there if you can. Tullier says you're going to be dl right.” When Mariette responded by exerting a
dight, if palpable pressure, she sobbed with relief.

“And you?’ she asked Tullier. She stood up and wiped her face. The boy lay in a bloody nest of
sheets, his dead Magter’ s head ill lodged in his lgp. “ Can you get up now?’

The boy stared down at the face of the man he'd killed. Almost reverently, he brushed the lank hair
away from the dead man's face, his fingers smearing the mask of black-and-white paint. “I've found
something that your Glamour-soul would let mekill,” he said. He sounded surprised. “And | wanted it—"

“Get up now, Tullier. It's over.” Gaultry, in her didiraction, was not ligening.

Tulier crawled giffly out of the bed. The cluster of crumpled flowers was in his hand, the waxy buds
broken amost beyond recognition, hand and battered flowers both dick with his Master’s dark blood. In
the light of the candle, Gaultry could now see that they were chestnut blossoms. She frowned, wondering
what the flowers signified, guessing it would do no good to ask. “I’ve done nothing didoyd,” Tullier had
told the dark man. “I want to come back with you, | want Llara Thun-derbringer’s bounty.” Everything in
the boy had yearned to join again with his Master, even at the price of his own death.

If she hadn’t cast the room into darkness, into the blind thrusting redm of willful intuition and reaction,
she doubted Tullier could have brought himsdf to act againgt the man, even after he'd given back the
Sorig of chestnut

“Stay away from the bed,” she told the boy again, her manner ddiberatdy terse. She did not fed up
to bandying words with him. “For dl you know, prolonged exposure to his poison can kill you now.”

Thistime Tullier obeyed her.

The innkeeper was predictably furious when Gaultry roused him from his bed to send for a heder
who could both tend Mariette's wound and exorcise the poisons that had soaked from the dead
assassin' s body into the mattress of what had been one of his nicer feather beds. Furious and suspicious
both.

“l should have never opened my doors to you!” he shouted, sruggling to throw a coat over his great
tent of a nightshirt as he emerged from his chambers into the hdl. He had a pleasant face, with even
features and a mouth that normaly would have curved in a congenid grin, but the two interruptions to his
night's dumber, the second so disastrous, had broken his temper. “Demanding a heder a this hour!”

“We wouldn’'t be needing a heder if you'd kept your doors locked tight,” Gaultry shouted back.
Something in her was relieved to be deding with the rightful anger of a wronged innkeeper. “Wel pay
for the ruined bed, if that's what's bothering you.” She made the traveler’s Sgn with her hand,
emphasizing that her intention was not to take undue advantage of his services.



Glaring, he roused one of his lads from a cubby by the stairs. He muttered something to the lad that
Gaultry didn’t quite catch, something that sent the boy running out to the stables.

“Don't inault me” He made the traveler's Sgn back and passed a hand over his face, aggrieved.
“Can it be my fault that you brought death to this house?’

“It' sno onein Tidmark'sfault,” Gaultry said. “This man was sent here from Bissanty.”

“Bissanty!” The man paled. “In my house? Great Twins protect ud”

Coming with Gaultry to the chamber where the body lay, the big innkeeper burst ahead of her into
the room. “Emierain mel The blood! Can only one man be dead?”’

Even with the window open, the corpse had dready made the room foul. While the Sha Muira
master had lived and breathed, his fath for Great Llara had held the poison in his body a bay. Now it
ran freein his corpse, brutdly scorching his flesh. The amdl of rgpidly advancing putrefaction, combined
with the heat, made the room dmost unbearable.

“We have to move Lady Montgarret to a fresh chamber.” Gaultry knelt by Manette’'s sde to fed for
her pulse. She was rdieved when the young woman shifted her head to greet her, sruggling to shape her
lips into a reassuring amile. Though there was a tremor like a fever in the woman's body, her blue eyes
were dert, and the blood had begun to crust on her ssomach. “We ve sent for a hedler,” Gaultry told her.

“What about hm?’ the innkeeper asked.

“Tullier?” The boy was sanding near the door, dick with poisoned blood from his lgp downwards.
“He can’'t touch anything until a priestess comes.”

“Madness! He can’t day like that until she gets here. The blood on him—" The innkeeper svung his
head from Mariette to Tullier and back again. He came to a quick decison. “Leave tha one there. I'll
cdl some men to take her to a more wholesome resting place. The boy”’—he nodded a Tullie—"the
boy should go out to the road and clean himsdf at the wel there. Emiera blessed it, this winter past. It
should do to clean him. He can't Say like that.”

“He can wait for the priestess,” Gaultry said. “I won't risk poisoning your well.”

“Have some mercy.” The innkeeper gave her a disgusted look. “The poor lad'sin shock.”

It had not occurred to her until that moment that the innkeeper had no idea that Tullier was Sha Muir
trained.

Afterwards Tullier and Gaultry lay Sde by sde on a narrow loose-mattressed bed, daing a
Mariette' s degping body. The innkeeper had found her a cot, so they were 4ill dl in one room. The thin
oray light of dawn danted in, but it was dill too early to be up.

Tulier had not lied. The black rime on the dart had been a paralyss drug, not poison. After Mariette
dept away the lagt of the effects, Gaultry had hope that she might even be wel enough to ride. At least 0
the locd priestess, a sy woman with gentle eyes and hands, had told them.

After she had attended Mariette, the priestess cleansed the dead assassin’'s body. With the aid of
severd of the inn-gaff, she had removed it, dong with the poisoned bedding, to her own cart for later
burid. The priestess had dso, thankfully, asked few questions, and had been sisfied with thar
explandion that they were on the Prince’'s, and Mdaudiere's, business.

The dead man’s beongings now lay between the huntress and the former apprentice assassn. It was
an odd collection: four daggers of assorted Szes; a dirty length of garrote-wire; a handful of evil-amdling
powders in a slk pouch; the wrig sheath with the cunning spring device from which the assassn had
propelled his weapon; a purse that was heavy with gold imperids and slver Tidmaan dhllings a
necklace with eeven openwork slver beads. Most interesting to Gaultry was a narrow wooden box, its
veneer dark with age, carved with a sylized reed pattern.

The sheath with the soring fascinated Tullier. Gaultry let im play with it while she examined the box.

There was dso a withered bouquet of sx chestnut blossoms folded into a black piece of slk, but,
unlike the sprig the man had thrown onto the bed, it appeared to hold no interest for the boy.

“If Mariette iswdl enough, well ride again when she wakes,” Gaultry said. Tuming the box over and
over in her hands, she could hear something bumping around inside, but Hill she had not discovered the
trick for opening it.

Tulier loaded the shortest of the daggers into the soring device. “They said | was too young to be



trusted with one of these.” He wound the contraption’s straps around the dim wrigt of his unwounded
am and primed the spring. “What will they do with his body?’

“Bury it at the crossroads.” She picked up the wooden box and gave it another cautious shake. The
contents had begun to rattle, as though they had dipped free of a protective fold of cloth. It was not the
sound of metdl.

Tullier, dill playing with the spring sheath, was watching her covertly. She could fed that, in the way
his body tensed, in the way the dicking of the spring became repetitive.

The province of Gaultry’s magic was the beasts of the deep woods rather than its plants, but it had
been along night, and frustration could twist her powers to new ends. She was irritated by Tullier, by
hersdf, by the cardlessness that had left them vulnerable to the Sha Muira attack—even by Mariette, for
not waking in time to escape wounding. Smocthing her hands dong the wood, she channded that
ill-feding, feding for the lagt hint of sap in the wood, the last vestige of life The stylized pattern of reeds
helped. Increasngly intense, she rubbed her hands on the box’s carved surface, picturing banks of wild
reeds as they grew adong ariver, as they shifted in the play of water, in the wind. Remember, she told the
box. Remember the spring, the uncurling leaves of a fresh seasons life, alive even now outside
these windows. Remember what it was to live.

The box emitted a cresking sound, and shifted. Tullier looked over, his narrow face startled, but ill
disdainful.

That ook, the rasp it gave the huntress's nerves,’ gave a focus to Gaultry’s anger. Remember.* she
told the box, suddenly fierce.

It shattered into kindling, in shape not unlike the reeds she had pictured. A scrap of leather dropped
onto the bedcover, together with a broken, bone-bladed knife. Even cracked, its edge was murderoudy
sharp. It came to rest on the bed with its edge diced deanly into the cover.

“What's a Sha Muir assassin doing with this?” Gaultry stared, astonished. “Aren’'t you dl dedicated
to Llara Thunderbringer?’ At fird, she thought the pommd was sculpted in the shape of Huntress
Eliante s birthing sgn—the broken spird that alord’s gamekeeper might carve on the hood he put over a
coop of pheasant chicks to protect them while they gained in hedth and strength—right up to the moment
when they were released to be hunted. Then, taking it into her hand, she frowned. It was not Eliante's
meagic. The god-glyph was not quite right—

The blade fdt emptied, preternaturally cold. More than that, there was an angry void in the
ydlow-white bone, an emptiness so profound it made the hairs rise a the back of her neck.

“Do you know whét thisis?’

The boy stared, his expression ddiberately blank and cold. She mentdly cursed hersdf for having
blurted the question.

“I'll tell you what it is” she went on, pretending she had not intended her words to be a question.
“It's a burned-out husk. It was used as afocus for a spell. A pdl of astounding power. See the sgn on
the pommd? I'm not sure exactly what it is, but it's like one of the Huntress Goddess's sgns—the
Huntress in her incarnation as the mother who sacrifices her young to the hunt. That's what the broken
spird means. But thereisa sliver cirde banding it, and a black one as wdl. That could be the White God
Tarin'sggn. I've never seen them together like this™ Tarrin, one of the twinned war gods, was not much
worshiped in Tidmark.

Tullier, concentrating on the mechaniam of the soring sheeth, did not seem to hear her words. He
made a sharp, snapping motion with his wrigt, dicking the release catch. The loaded dagger darted out,
fagter than he could catch it. It speared the bedcover between his knees.

“It takes practice,” he said, ignoring her as he retrieved the dagger and fitted it back into the sheath.
“Corbulo was so smooth. He could caich it in his hand or fireit at a target. Whichever came firg to his
purpose. For him, it was second nature. Beyond practice into mastery.” He snapped his wrigt a second
time, and missad the catch again.

Gaultry watched him for a moment, saying nothing. After a while she let her attention drift across to
Mariette, out the window, forcing hersdlf to be casud as she let him practice. The bedcover was dented
with many fase starts, and he began to catch the blade two times out of three. The fird light of a watery,



overcast Sun was pesping in at the window. Mariette, dill adeep, Sghed and moved restlesdy on her cot.

Corbulo. His Master’ s name had been Corbulo.

Sherisked a covert look at the boy’s closed, secretive face.

He was pledged to the Great Mother Llara, and he was young and had been kept so ignorant that he
imagined calling magic from another god was a betraya. She didn’t blame him for that. Her grandmother,
Tamsanne, had seen to it that her own upbringing had been so provincid that she too had once imagined
that owing favor to one goddess—

or par of goddesses—had meant that the others were not there for her, would never extend ther
favors. Since she'd left the security of her grandmother’s home in Arleon Forest, she'd learned
differently.

Tulier would learn differently too, if he lived long enough. But for now, if it meant he would give up
information that would otherwise have remained hidden, she was not going to be the one to teach him.

Corbulo. A man's name. It was their first shared secret.

Chapter 8

Bellaire was a pretty town, tucked between two craggy headlands with a sheltered harbor and a
fine view of the sea. Today, with the sun high overhead and the air shimmering with unseasonable hedt,
the vivid green of the headlands made a griking contrast with the shining blue-gray shield of the sea. The
town, though smdl, was an important harbor. Tidmark’s rocky eastern coast had few secure ports, and
Bdlare's, by every measure, was the best of them. It had the deepest harbor and the sweetest water.
Though the town itsdf had never been large, in Bissanty times it had supported a massive fortified
encampment, the earthworks of which could ill be seen on the southern headland.

The old Bissanty presence could aso be seen m Bellaire' s ac-queduct, vishle from the High Road
for miles before the town itsdf. Unlike the abandoned earthworks, the acqueduct, an ancient,
much-repaired series of arches, dill functioned. It wound inland for miles, falowing the course of the
road. Gaultry and her companions rode the last miles into town in the cool shadow cast by the great
arches, ligening to the gurgling water running above them through the deeply weathered channd in the
brick. Here and there, the worn sedls of the Bissanty sorcerers who had mixed the acqueduct’s mortar
could be seen, embossed into the tile fancywork that decorated the joints of the arches.

“Bdlare gets ships from as far as Cosicche Idand,” Mariette said as they reached the top of the last
hill before the road doped down be—

tween grassy pastures into the town, “though modly it's Chlamanscher traders on their way to or
from Bissanty. Tidmark has water for them, and perhaps summer baes of our shepherds wool. Usudly
they just want our water. Bellaire would be abigger town if it had something better to trade.”

Gaultry, looking down across the dark date roofs of the town to the masts of the graceful ships m the
harbor, quivered with a strain of unexpected excitement. Out in Arleon Forest, the stories she'd heard of
Cosicche Idand had seemed exotic and unred. The journey to Cosicche, the last idand before the great
pillar of the gods rose from the southern sea, had seemed farther than anyone would ever travel. The
troubadours, describing Cosicche, made it seem mythicd; for the forest dwdlers, the world did not exist
beyond the bounds of Arleon Forest.

Y et here she was, daring down at ships that had traveled the world over, ships that might be bound
for any of the lands that she had once considered so distant. Though her legs ached from two long days
of riding, a fresh eagerness to trave farther dill took her. Today they had passed through unfamiliar
grassy country, land that was flocked with herds of unsheared sheep and skinny black cattle.
Tomorrow—she could get on one of those ships and head for anywhere. It was a thrilling thought. In the
distance, sudding the harbor, were ships that might have touched far Cosicche's shores, might have
sled to the gods own pillar, their crews garing up through the migts to see the flashing walls of the



Great Twelve' s palace.

Her ddight in the charming townscape and harbor with its strange streamlined ships and their high
carved decks was cut short by the look of pain on Mariette's face. The swordswoman had reined her
horse to Gaultry’s Side, asif to ask a question, when the pain cut her short.

“What'swrong?’ Gaultry asked.

Y esterday’ s long hours of riding and the tense night they had endured at the second inn had not been
good for Mariette. They had tried to set watches, but the attack by Tullier’s master the night previous
hed unnerved everyone, and no one got much rest. That morning, Mariette had been unusudly demure as
she'd dressed, categoricdly refusng to show her wound as they’d pulled on their clothes in the pale light
of early morning. Looking a her now, Gaultry wished that she had ingsted that Mariette let her examine
it.

“It won't be long now,” Mariette said, ignoring Gaultry’s question. “Will you amile a Martin firg or
scold him for jaunting off to rescue Helena without you?’

“How far isit to Seafrieg?’ Gaultry said. For Gaultry, as for Mariette, certain questions had no good
answe.

“Two hours, riding. We should reach the house by mid-afternoon.”

“Do you think Martin will be there?” Gaultry asked. “What would happen if he's finished dready in
Sedfrieg and come down into town?’ Gaultry looked over a Tullier, where he sat sdf-assuredly, the
usud cool expresson on hisface, on the tal pony they’d secured at the last way dtation. They had plied
him for more information as to what Martin would have encountered when he/d arrived at Sedfrieg's
stronghold, but he had daimed that no one had told him anything.

Mariette sucked at her front teeth, sheking her head. “I wish | knew. Too bad we can't best it out of
our young lad here—there’'s a handy willow. We could have him cut his own switch.” Where Gaultry
gruggled not to press Tullier with questions that he wouldn't answer, the swordswoman, disregarding her
pain, had taken to teasing Tullier with suggestions that they curb him like a naughty schoolboy. At firg
Tullier had diffened when Mariette had offered to beat his story out of him. More recently, he'd become
accustomed to her manner, and learned he could ignore her prattle with impunity. Something like a humor
hed begun to rise behind the coldness of his eyes when she teased him.

And this time, he surprised Gaultry by actudly acknowledging that Mariette had spoken. “We went
past switches in our traning years back,” he said, deadpan, his eyes fixed on the town and its ships.
“Willow will do you no good.”

“No good? Might it &t least bring some color to your pretty white cheeks?” Mariette twisted on her
saddle to face him. Her horse shied—a amdl shy, but enough to give her a hard jerk. Her grin vanished.
She pressed a hand to her somach, over her wound.

“Mariette—" Gaultry started.

“I'mfine” The swordswoman shook her head and reined in her horse. “I'm fine. If | was't fine, I'd
be the firg to tdl you.” She swore oftly a the horse, dl the while dutching her ssomach. It took her
longer than Gaulltry liked to see for her to compose hersdlf, but findly she looked up and pointed, only a
little white-faced, across town to a tdl, whitewashed lodging-house that stood by the road where it
meandered out of town to the south headland. “There may be news of Seafrieg at the Tete-de-Garret,”
she said. “We can stop in there before pressing on. It's Helena' s property now, but if Martin left Seafrieg
to come back this way, they’ll have news of him there.”

They detoured around the town center, keeping to the High Road that girdied the high end of the
town away from the harbor. The town was larger than Gaultry had guessed from her firg glimpse. Even
50 far back from the water, the houses were tightly packed together, painted with a strange, blue-tinged
whitewash, ther roofs shingled with nubbly dark stone. The townspeople, with closed and unfriendly
faces, stopped their work to watch Mariette and Gaultry passing by on ther tdl horses. In a town that
should have been used to strangers, it was unsattling. Gaultry rode as close as she could to Mariette,
conscious that even her horse knew she was dumsy and poorly in control.

They turned a corner between two whitewashed shops and came out into a square that was paved
with the same nubbly stone that shingled the roofs. A cluster of townspeople by the wel in the square's



center turned to face the strangers. Thistime the faces were openly disgpproving.

“Wha are we doing wrong?’ Gaultry whispered.

“Get off your horse” Mariette said, suddenly redlizing whet the trouble was. “Get off. That's a black
armband there. Something terrible has happened. The whole town is mourning.” She scrambled off her
horse as she spoke, pulling up the hood of her cloak to cover her jumble of dark curls. Gaultry, hedtily
diding down, mimicked the gesture. At firgt Tullier was dow to follow, then he too caught the dangerous
turn of the crowd’s mood and quickly moved to make himsdf inconspicuous.

“Who's dead? Mariette handed her horse's reins to Gaultry and accosted the incipient mob's
leader, abig manin a square butcher’s apron. “And why aren’'t you at the funerd?” Something changed
in her as her feet touched the pavement. Her nose went up, arrogant, and the blue eyes flashed. Her
grandmother Mdaudiere’ s commanding mien shonein her, and for a moment, Gaultry seemed to see the
Duchess hersdf, as she must have been, near the height of her power.

The man's expression shifted. “Lady Mariette! Great Tweve give thanks Did the Countess cdll
you—" Mariette, who was in line to rule as Count of Sedfrieg after Martin's wifé's son, waved his
embarrassment aside.

“Who's died?’ she repesated, thistime both more polite and more confident.

“Father Piers” Around him, the crowd murmured, hands everywhere sketching the Twins double
goird. “Our High Priest. Of poison. The Black Men cdled him out to Seafrieg and cut im down with a
poisoned sword. We didn’t know. Then they came back to Belare, brazen-faced like men with nothing
to hide, and set sail back for Bis—

santy. Yester-morn. They went out with the fishing flegt, on the morming tide. The harbormaster
didn't know to stop them. When riders findly brought the news of what had happened, there were no
shipsin port to chase them.”

“It was't only our good father,” awoman behind the butcher cut in. “Eight other men died with him.”

“Hve casgtle knights” the butcher said, answering the question in Mariette' s face. “And three innocent
saves”

“And they killed Lady Vanderive afore that, and dl her guard with her,” someone ese added. “That
was before—"

Gaultry jerked around to look a Tullier, but the boy’ s face was dready carefully blank.

“And Piersis being buried today?’ Mariette asked. “That's quick.”

“The good father and the others too. There was no choice” the big butcher said, distraught. The
crowd nodded its agreement. “The poison rotted them from within, and the weather has been unforgiving.
Too warm to keep even a sound corpse aboveground.”

“Has anyone seen my brother?” Mariette asked.

No one had seen anything of Martin. “But the Countess leads the funerary procession. They're
interring Father Piers now, out on Garret Head.” The butcher gave the party’s horses an unfriendly look.
“The horses are too noisy. However, Lady Mariette, if you wak quickly, you'll reach them before the
interment finishes. Perhaps she can tdl you.”

Mariette thanked the man. “Wel wak,” she said to Gaultry, quietly so the butcher and his mob
wouldn't hear. “To respect the dead. But thisis bad—"

“Who is Father Piers?’

“Fers Laconte.” Mariette shrugged her high shoulders. “You may not know the name. But you'll
have heard of his mother—Marie was one of the Common Brood, dong with your grandmother and
mine”

“More Brood-blood dead,” Gaultry said grimly. “Now how many of us are |eft?”’

Mariette shook her head. “Maybe Grandmere knows. But the Laconte blood at least mugt be
running thin. With old Piers and Destra gone, that leaves Pdamar—who should be safe in Princeport for
now—her older brother, Regis, and, just maybe, Destra s infant daughter. |1 don’t know of the others.”

Tulier made a sudden motion, inadvertently drawing their atention.

“Did you know?" Mariette asked bluntly. “Did you know they were going to kill the priet?”’

“l didn’'t,” Tullier said. “I had nothing to do with it.” He sawed at the pony’s reins, trying to get it to



fallow ther horses. The beast resisted, giving him an excuse not to meet their eyes.

“He didn't know,” Gaultry said, looking at the stubborn set of the boy’s head. “If he did, he wouldn't
lie HE'd keep his mouth shut. Is't that right, Tullie?” Her frudration made those lagt words a taunt.
Tulier didn't rise to it.

It was a hdf mile to the headland. No great distance, but under the hard sun of midday, Mariette
could no longer hide the distress her wound was bringing her. Gaultry cast her aworried |ook.

“This has gone far enough,” she said. “Y ou should be up on your horse. Tullier and my being afoot is
enough respect.”

“l an a Montgarret.” Mariette gave Gaultry a levd ook, though the skin around her eyes was taut
with pain. It was the look the lean swordswoman had had on her face when Martin had broken Dinevar.
“l won't let Helena see me shirking my duty. Not if it's Piers of Belare who is dead. I'd cede my own
namefird.”

“You wouldn't be the fird Montgarret to rush to forswear your name on a point of honor,” Gaultry
snapped. “And look where surrendering his name got Martin.”

Mariette clenched her hand on her somach. “What Martin did was right for itstime and place.”

The graveyard overlooked the sea. It was a bare, windswept place, the markers erected in ragged
rows under worn earthwork wals. They heard the Snging firs: the leading voice a perfect liquid siver,
rigng sorrowful and resonant on the breeze up from the water, secondary voices joining in on the end
lines The sound was so pure and sweet, Gaultry fdt her throat tighten, and something in her chest
respond, expansve. Then they came out from behind a stunted line of trees and spotted the new grave, a
pader mound of earth, shot through with flinty rubble. The burid cortege was large, officiated by two
ederly men in white smocks. Between them stood a dender, black-clad figure

“That's Hllena,” Mariette muttered. Gaultry started, an ache dmaost strong enough to be pain twisting
in her. Helena was the singer with the haunting voice.

A black vel covered Helena Montgarret’s head and shoulders, not quite hiding the silver-blond of
her hair.

“Shef s beautiful,” Gaulltry said softly.

“Maybe” Mariette answered. Her generous lips were closed in afla, disgpproving line.

A tdl, thinly built boy, perhaps a year or two younger than Tullier, stood by Helena Montgarret’s
sde, swinging a censer on a brass chain. One of her black-gloved hands rested lightly on his shoulder,
possessive.

The boy’s harr was a mop of rumpled silver-blond, aready long enough for braided knight's locks.
But he was not quite ready for manhood. He swung the censer with childish intengty, making an even
pattern with the thin arcs of smoke. Gaultry could not help but stare. Though Martin had told her this was
not his son, she could not help but search his young festures for a trace of Martin's looks, his gestures.

His mother’ s voice had the entire crowd in tears.

“Wat here” Gaultry told Tullier as they entered a the low cemetery gate, within 9ght of the
mourners. “Hold the horses and wait here. It would be asking for trouble to bring you to the graveside.”

Tulier didn’t protest as she pushed the reinsinto his hands.

Lady Helena watched, unblinking, as Gaultry and Mariette crossed the burying ground and joined the
gueue of townsfolk who were waiting to pay the dead priest ther last respects. Passing over Gaulltry,
whom she did not know, her dark eyes fixed on Mariette. Her voice dipped on a angle note, then she
regained control.

Close to, it was evident that Martin's wife was exhausted. Despite the darity and strength of her
voice, her shoulders drooped. The hand tha rested on her son’s shoulder was there to steady hersdf,
rather than to possess him. Gaultry fet a twinge of guilt & having interpreted the gesture otherwise.
Beneeth her thick, dlver-blond hair, Helena's brows were unusudly dark and expressvely curved,
lending her a gentle look, but there were lines of hard-won maturity around her eyes and mouth. Gaultry
hed been told that she had been celebrated as the most beautiful woman in Tidmark the year Martin had
married her. With her head set proudly back on her neck, and her throat opened in full song, it was easy
to see why she would have been named so. Gaultry didn’'t doubt that Martin's marriage to this womean



was over—more than a decade was past since their separation—but thinking of Martin, young and ill
openhearted, marrying such beauty, made her choke.

Consumed by these thoughts, she reached the sde of the grave before she had prepared hersdf to
faceit. She stared down into the yawning pit. The coffin was smple, built of ash planks fresh enough that
they were dill moigt with sap. Already the chaky earth half obscured the entwined spird symbols of the
Huntress and Lady that had been carved onto thelid.

The bent woman in front of Gaultry sobbed and shuffled forward.

“Fether,” she whispered in a voice like crumpled paper. “You blessed my children’s children.” With
her gnarled, work-hardened hands, she threw a double handful of earth onto the coffin’s lid. “The Great
Twinsgive you peace.” Mumbling a prayer, she passed on, pressing a slver shilling into the hand of one
of the white-smocked priests.

Gaultry stepped forward.

The gench from the grave hit her like a physicd thing. Even the pungent, oversweet censer-smoke
could not mask it. Only a spell could cover this rotting desth smdl. Tullier’s journey-master, Corbulo,
hed |eft the same odor, less intense, on the innkeeper’s sheets. Gaultry gagged and stooped to seize a
hendful of earth, eager to do her duty and be away. Then she saw that Lady Helena was watching
her—Lady Helena who sang, sanding so near the grave that the death smdl must have been thick in her
throat, but offering no hint that the stench caused her any distress, and that brought Gaultry to a stop.
Jedloudy, she wanted to prove hersdf in front of this woman. To her face, she could not hurry.

Gaultry approached the edge of the grave, so close the earth gave dightly under her feet, and held
out the handful of crumbled flint and chaky gravd. Closang her eyes, she invoked the Great Huntress. Let
Martin not be dead, she prayed. Let me stay on his trail until | find him, as he stayed on my trail
and found me. He fought his hardest to protect me. L&t me not turn from this path until we are once
more as one, as portended by the Rhasan.

Heart in her throat at her madness—it went againg sense and custom to mention the Rhasan in a
prayer—she threw the handful of earth into the grave blindly. It rattled on the coffin.

“What did you pray?’ Mariette grabbed her elbow. “Gaultry, what did you pray?’

Gaultry opened her eyes and looked down. Her handful of earth had spread across the coffin, white
crystds agand the darker gray of the earth. On the coffin’s lid, the entwined goddesses symbal blazed
with white fire,

“I wish | had prayed for your hedth,” she said. Mariette' s sudden movement had clearly pained her.
“l wanted—" The words would not come. “Martin—"

Across the grave, though the song had not swayed, Martin’s wife's eyes were fallowing her. Gaulltry,
medting those eyes, redized that Helena somehow knew her prayer had been a chdlenge. She fdt her
bravado dhrivd. Her display of jedlousy at a pious man's graveside suddenly seemed inexcusably petty.

“Tdk to Lady Helena for us both and find out what’ s happened,” Gaultry told Manette. “1 can't take
this I’'m gaing to find Tullier.”

She walked away quickly, blinking back tears.

Back by the gate, she found the horses, but no Tullier. He had tied the horses to a post and
wandered to the seaward Sde of the cemetery. Here Bissanty names mingled with Tidmaran on the
markers. When at lagt she found him he was standing over one of these markers, his finger tracing the
worn engraving of the Goddess Llara s thunderbolt 9gn that marked its top.

“Was that your lover’ swife?’ he asked, knowing it was her without turning.

“Matin’s not my lover,” Gaultry snapped, and then berated hersdf for admitting even that much.
“Wha are you doing?’

Tulier took his hand away from the stone; his eyes were fixed on the sea and the distant horizon,
beyond which lay Bissanty. “I’ve never seen a place where people interred their dead and put stones up
in their memory. Look a that one—" He pointed without looking to the stone where he had lingered.
“Llara, hold my son. | loved him well. That one was there years before Tidmark’s rebellion.”

Gaultry, sumbling on the uneven ground, went to read the inscription. The stone was so worn she
could bardly didinguish the dates. “Longer than that,” she said. “By a cyde or two. Another fifty years



and it will be gone. What do the Sha Muira do with their dead? Dump them in a ditch?’

Tullier shrugged.

“You're not going to make me believe they do that,” Gaultry said. “A ditch?’

“Sha Muira Hold is on an idand,” Tullier said coldly. “With the sea dl around us, do we need to
waste hours scrabbling up the earth?

“l don’t know,” Gaultry said. “But | guess the Bissanty man who put up this boy’s stone thought the
effort was worth it.”

A gust of wind caught Tullier's black hair, hiding his face. He wasn't going to let himsdf be seen
looking at the marker a second time.

“Gaultry Biad Lady Gaultry Biagl”

Gaultry looked up. Helena Montgarret’s son ran towards her, waving his ams. Behind him, the
funerary cortege had dispersed. Only a handful of mourners remained by the grave.

“Come quickly! Lady Mariette' s fanted!”

Gaultry sprinted past him. She had desperately wanted to avoid Martin's wife, to avoid Martin's
putetive son. Now there was no choice. By the time she reached Mariette, she was dready laid out on
the grass.

One of the priests had pulled her shirt free from her leggings, reveding the shdlow curve of her white
somach and the ragged puncture mark of Corbulo’s dart. The puncture was smdl, but the mass of
bloodied compresses which someone had pulled from indde Mariette' s shirt and scattered on the grass
evidenced that it had not stopped bleeding in the day and a hdf that had passed since she'd recaived it.

“Idiot!” Gaultry snapped, kneding on the grass by the attending priest’s side. “Idiot! Why didn’'t you
let me hdp you?’

“She's a Montgarret.” Lady Helend's speaking voice was sharper than her voice in song. “They
weren't born to ask for help. Or to accept it.”

“WEIl stop the bleeding.” The priest fussed with a prayer-book and fresh compress. “She is very
weak. When did she receive this wound?’

“Two nights past.” Gaultry pulled Mariette’' s head gently into her Igp and stared down into the glazed
blue eyes. “Y ou should have told me”

Mariette shut her eyes, and managed to shake her head.

“The Montgarrets are famous for their stubborn streak,” Martin's wife commented, her voice
annoyingly cam. “And for their foolhardy nature. | take it you're the Brood-blood huntress of Arleon
Forest? Where is your twister-woodie twin?’

Gaultry looked up. “I'm Gaultry Bias” she said gruffly. “What happened? Did the Sha Muira attack
you as wdl as the Vanderives? Martin—" She sumbled saying his name. “Martin thought you were in
danger.”

Lady Helena shook her head. “They didn't want me” she said, “or my young Martin ether.” She
nodded at the boy who had run for Gaultry. “Tidmark’s Brood-blood has no secrets from the Bissanty.”

The young huntress forced hersdf to look at the boy. He was planly his mother’s child. He had his
mother’s ddicacy of feature: the graceful dark brows, the expression that shifted disconcertingly between
gentle and supercilious. Court-bred, Gaultry could not help but think. It was strange to see the pair of
them out in the harsh sun, presiding at the death ceremony of a modest priest who held a parish on the
hard rocky coast. Gaultry glanced down at Mariette, snoothing the woman's tumbled har from her face.
Even on the ground in pain, Martin's Sster had a sted in her that suggested she would hold up well
agand pirates, agang storms, againg whatever chalenges might meet the Countess of a wild and rocky
coastal holding. It was strange to think of Martin's family-holding passng away to this ddicate-looking
woman and her line.

“Did Martin find you?’ Gaultry asked. “What happened?’

“What happened? What didn't happen? Now, or in the past days? First there was the news of poor
Dedtra's death. They found her hanging from a tree, torn open by a sharp blade. Then, on Emieras
Fanting Day, four Sha Muira broke into my house. They killed—" Lady Heena fdtered, “They killed
some of my finest men and waled themsdvesinto the old keep. They had the Vanderive baby with them.



They sent alock of her hair to poor Father Piers, drawing him to us from Great Emiera s dtar.

“Pers—I"ve known Piers snce | was a child, Snce before he took the Great Twins cloth. He was a
gentle man. He had no chance, againg them, but little Marina was his niece, so he mus have fdt he had
no choice. They cut him down with black arrows even before he reached the door. His body lay in the
aun on the front stoop for hdf the day—no one dared to srive his corpse with Sha Muira dill in the
house,

“Martin arrived in the evening, as the light was fading. He came into the hdl in a crack of magic. The
Sha Muiraweren't ready and he knew the house as they did not. He killed one, wounded another.”

She gave Gaultry a look that showed a hitter twist. “Eventudly they got clever. They forced him to
surrender by threatening my life”

“And?’

“When he surrendered, they riddled his body with black darts.”

“He s dead?’ The pain of it cut Gaultry like aknife. Not dead. Her mind would not accept it. Surely
she would have sensed it if Martin was dead—

Martin's wife shook her head. “Not dead. They took him prisoner. They saled on yester-morn’s
tide. Didn't you hear that in Bdlaire when they directed you here?’

Gaultry whirled and stared out to the sea, the great brooding plain that she had looked on so lightly
as she'd entered Bdlare, imegining the joy of travel. A slver gull, wheding high overhead, let out a
mocking call. Everything around her receded: Mariette’'s sprawled figure, Lady Helena's cool face, the
concern of the priest as he ministered to Mariette' s wound.

The Duchess had warned her. She had not listened.

Let Martin not be dead, she had prayed, bending over the dead priest’s burid pit. Let me stay on
histrail until 1 find him, as he stayed on my trail to find me.

To honor that prayer, she would have to fallow her beloved out onto the surging breast of the sea.

It paid to be careful what one prayed for, Gaultry thought. One never knew when the gods were
gaing to listen, when they were going to answer one's prayers.

“When's the next ship that leaves for Bissanty?” she asked.

There had been no one with suffident authority to argue with Gaultry’s decison, and the coin from
the pockets of Tullier’s dead Master meant nothing stood in her way.

Mariette offered a token resstance. “l can't stop you from going,” she sad, spesking from her
sickbed a the Tete-de-Garret. “1t's not worth caling you afool, because that won't stop you. If | could
come with you, lend my sword to your protection—" She pressed her hand again to her side, her voice
traling away. “Your poisonous rat is going to have to protect you. | hope he sup to it.”

Tullier actudly inclined his head and acknowledged the epithet—if not the duty.

“I'll manage” Gaultry said. “With the Twins luck, I'll more than manage”

“If you make it to Bassorah, you may have help. My grandmere s agents. Arnolfo’s family isthere”

“That’s lucky.”

“Who's Arnolfo?” Tullier asked.

“One of the old Duchess's men,” Gaultry said. Arnolfo had been part of her escort on the long ride
she had taken to Haute-Tidmark to waken her Glamour-magic. She smoothed Manette' s sheet. “That's
the best news you could have given me.”

“I know Bassorah,” sad Tullier. “Gaultry won't need help there”

Mariette rolled her eyes. “I can just imagine the help you'll give her. What will it be? A knife in the
ribs or the back?’ She started to laugh and choked with pain ingtead. It took her a moment to recover
hersdf for more words.

“If Tullier knows Bassorah he can help you find Arnolfo’s house. It's in the city’s old quarter.
Somewhere near the new triumph bridge.”

Frighteningly, that was the only resstance Gaultry encountered. She had become accustomed to
having companions who argued with her, who told her that she was foolish, that she didn’t take the time
to think. But ingtead, dl she had to do was ask the innkeeper for a captain’s name and suddenly it
seemed that Belare was full of hotheads, dl eager to avenge their priest’s murder—particularly if their



actions meant putting someone else's neck on the block rather than their own.

The innkeeper was noncommittal when she asked which captains were reliable. She had to interview
them hersdf and try to cut through their boasts and stories without any aid. It was a daunting task indeed,
for someone like Gaultry, with her limited experience of salors and ther customs. Even more
frighteningly, it took almogt no time to get the logistics sorted, and soon she could muster no more
excuses for delay.

They sdled with the tide a dawn, the morning after Mariette' s collapse.

Coda

Mervion leaned over Coyal Memorant’s bed. His eyes were swollen with deep
bruises—aready ydlowing—and his body was feverish, but the wracking pains that had shaken him for
three days had at last abated. The gash that ran from his brow to his ear had findly scabbed. She amiled
fantly and dabbed at the cut with a fresh doth, remembering his pride and swagger when he had first
presented himsdf to her and Gaultry a the feedting. Coyd possessed the breed of innocent,
unquestioning vanity that was dmost guaranteed to raise her Sgter’s hackles.

Hersdf—she found it charming. Despite his punishing experiences at court, the young knight was ill
not whally suspicious of the world. He was not a stupid man. He smply had no wish in him to
acknowledge the ungenerous nature of those who resented his tdents rather than appreciating his
demondtrably fine abilities. That he had continued to fight for his place owed a good ded to his refusa to
back down in the face of afaction of the Prince' s courtiers who, envious of his early success in achieving
high rank, were only too pleased to have witnessed his downfall.

“You're more trouble than you're worth,” she told him, not caring whether or not he could hear.
“And more like my sigter than you know.”

When he recovered and the swdling subsided, the new scar wouldn't detract from his looks. She
hed seen to that.

No one had liked it when Mervion had moved the young knight to the fine suite of rooms that she
shared with her sster in the old wing of the palace. She hersdf would have preferred not to have made
S0 overt a gesture of support for the recent outcast. But in the two days he'd languished in the Prince's
hospice, no one had come forward to oversee his nurdang. His quarrd with his father, his renunciaion of
the family name, were ill too fresh. Combined with the prominent postion he had held in the traitor
Heraikus's court, his troubles were too much on the new court’'s mind for anyone to risk the
association.

“That’s the Bias twins for you!” Mervion said, rueful, sraightening her back to reieve the tenson in
her shoulders. “Taking up with every court traitor and assassn. We're an undable force, don't you
know! Benet shouldn’t give us any trust!”

“I wish for once Derviawould say that to our faces.”

Dervla In the past days, Mervion had come to better understand why Gaultry so didiked Dervla If
the High Priestess did not see how an act would benefit her, she would not do it. It was true, the High
Priestess had helped Mervion dow the course of poison, but she had refused to offer Coya nursng—or
even the sarvices of one of her acolytes to help nurse him. After two days, when Coya’s hedth was
declared stable, Dervla had ordered the young knight's remova to the inn in Princeport where he had
lodged since baing stripped of his rank.

If Mervion had not been in the room when the order had gone through, she would not have involved
hersdf any further with the young man’s predicament. She would have let hm go and thought her duty
done.

But she had been there. She had seen Coyd’s swollen and feverish body hoisted by uncaring hands
into the flimgy litter, the look of darm in his young page's eyes as he redized tha his aling master was
now fully his responsibility.

“He has coin,” Dervla had said, merciless. She hadn’t even wanted to spare him a blanket for the trip
through the dtreets. “The worst is over. He doesn't need to be here in the palace.”



“His act saved Benet’s goddess-pledge!” Mervion had protested.

“And |, on the Prince’'s command, saved hislife. The rest he mugt recover himsdf.”

Following the litter out into the court, Mervion had redirected its bearers to her own rooms. Then she
hed ordered a pdlet be lad in the little workroom next to the sdon. “And there you will stay,” she had
told him. “Until you open your eyes and tdl me where you want to be taken.”

That act of generosity had sedled court opinion againg her.

She looked down a the young knight's swollen face and grimaced. “It's a good thing you need
constant nurang,” she said. “With Gaultry gone, there is little to fill my time, yet by the Prince’s order, |
cannot leave”

Events had moved swiftly folowing the upset on Emierd's Feast Day. The Prince had issued a
command that ordered the living resduum of the Common Brood to convene at court. “If the fate of
Tidmark is bound to the Brood-blood heirs” he had said, “1 will not St by and wait while they are cut
down around me”

Behind closed doors, a fierce discusson with the Duchess of Meaudiere had followed concerning
the precipitate departures of Martin, Manette, and Gaultry. Rumor had it Benet had threatened Gabrielle
Lourdes with demation from the ducal coundl if she did not indantly send for Gowan, the her to her
ducd title—and Martin and Mariette's firsd cousn. Everyone had been abuzz, wondering why the
Duchess had been so indgtent in her arguments.

There, a least, Mervion knew more than the rest of court.

“She doesn’t want Benet thinking poorly of any of them. The old biddy wants Gaultry for her
grandson Martin,” she told Coyal, pressng a fresh compress to his seeping eydids. He was closer to
consciousness now, she sensed, and talk pushed her londiness away. “There would be a bloodline for
the court-genedogists to follow!” She could not help but grin, imagining her sster’s horror that the old
woman could regard her as a broodmare, but this she did not say doud. “Needless to say, the Prince
owes her. He was willing to be convinced that her grandson hadn't been foolhardy, and tha
Gaultry—and Manette—had to follow him. Emiera only knows how she won him to the idea that the
Bis-santy assassin should go with them.

“But they’re having no easy time rounding up the Brood-blood. The High Priestess is preening
hersdf—you’ d think her mother had been Princess hersdf rather than one powerful witch among seven.
Dervla accounted for her mother’s hers in no time. She keeps reminding the Prince that this is the
opposite of old Meaudiere—and it is notable that the Duchess, despite her promises, has yet to bring
her youngest grandson to Princeport.

“They’ve sent to Arleon Forest for Tamsanne. With two days gone, the messenger will have yet to
reach her.” Mervion pulled the compress avay and threw it into a bucket. Later she would take the
contents to the chapel and burn them. She had learned the hard way that even a pair of days did not
lessen the potency of the Sha Muira poison. Luckily for Coyal, he was strong and hardy. With the poison
dowed, he would be able to purge it before it killed him. But even now, the residue was potent enough to
blister the skin on her handsif she touched it directly. “Knowing Tamsanne, she won't come running. She
doesn't travel anywhere without planning first.” She pictured her grandmother, in her tidy border cottage,
recaving the Prince’ s messenger, and couldn’t help but frown. To Mervion, it had aways seemed that
the cottage, and the life her grandmother lived, were hdf in another world. A harder world, a world more
ful of magic than this, dways faced across the border of the Changing Lands—the magic lands across
the river where magic ran on the wind and through the trees, wild and treacherous, sweeping up human
souls and animd spirits dike. It was hard for her to imeagine Tamsanne leaving that place.

“Pdamar Laconte' s brother is proving troublesome too. County Tierceisonly two days ride, but he
dready sent a pigeon saying he'd be delayed. You know him, don't you?' The Laconte holdings were
separated only by ariver from those of Coyad’s father. “What would make him delay, with one sSster
collapsed in hysterics and a second murdered, her children with her?

“Jlie of Basse Demame should arrive tomorrow. Apparently she sent word that her hers are aying
a home. Some past scandd means the Prince isn't grumbling.

“And that, so far as the Prince can do anything about it, is dl that he can cdl of old Princess



Lousele's Common Brood. Three of the old witches dead and gone, three come to court—once Julie
Base Demane and Tamsane gat here. The seventh witch—Richidle, the goatherder—she's
disappeared. Dervla keeps tdling the Prince she's dead. No one's seen her a court for fifty years, since
the close of the last cycle, when the Common Brood put old Princess Corinne on the throne.
Not"—Mervion arranged a fresh cloth on Coyd'’s face and stood back—"not that there is anything to
meake of that. Few at court knew where Tamsanne was holed up during those fifty years either.”

She sat down by Coya’s side and pressed her hands to her temples. Keeping her spirits up was a
constant struggle. Princeport was a prison. With Gaultry gone, her isolation was dmost complete. How
much longer would she be able to keep up her pretense of srength and cam, when every day brought
new dights, new isolations? When the messenger had been sent for Tamsanne, Mervion had requested
that the messenger pass by her hdf-brother’s house and leave word there of the new happenings.
Dervla—she was sure it was Dervla—had seen to it tha the court functionary who approved such
requests had denied her. “Gilles and Anisa Bias are not high in the Prince's favor,” the secretary had
informed her. “Any messages sent to them must be a your own expense.” She had not had the strength
to argue the unfairness of that, even knowing that her falure to rise to the defense of her brother and his
young wife, Anisa—with whom Mervion had been imprisoned for severa weeks before the night of the
Prince s marriage—could only mean more rumors, more gossip.

“If only | could recoup my strength!” she said doud. “I'm tired, and everyone here is rdentless”
Partly, she knew her troubles were her own fault. After the panful ordedl of the Prince's wedding,
Mervion had been determined to conceal her fears and weaknesses from her younger sster. Her success
in so doing had been dl too complete.

“Wake up!” she chided Coyad. “Wake up and & least keep me better company!”

The young knight tirred but did not wake.

Leaving his sde, Mervion began to pace.

She did not blame Gaultry for making her escape from the tifling round of court-politics. But she did
wigh that her younger dster had not left so precipitoudy. There was much that Mervion would have
preferred to share with her, had she known they were to be separated. Things Tamsanne had told her.
Things she suspected about Dervla, the Duchess, the Prince. Things about the spel she had cast to
protect the boy assassn—she wished Gaultry had given her thetime at least to tdl about that.

Now it was too late.

Chapter 9

“They’ll give you passage all the way to Bassorah City.”

Gaultry looked past the Tidmaran Captain to the Bissanty dave-ship. It was an ill-proportioned,
boxy craft that wallowed low in the water off what she had recently learned was the port sde of the
Tidmaran fishing vessd. For afull day they had gained on this ship. The Captain had strode the deck,
curdng and ydling, making her crew duck and run—anything to trim the ship to a smarter course.
Gaultry, despite her fear of the sea, had fdt her mood lighten. A hunt fet much the same on land or sea.
Now that they had caught up with the ship, however, her mood had changed again. This time not for the
better.

This was not Martin’s ship. It was merdy a ship that would follow where he had gone, which the
Tidmaran fishing-ship would not.

“They say they'll give us passage?’ The Bissanty ship was broad, built of stained dark wood, its
dun-colored sails striped with the black double line of the Emperor. “ So eesly?’

Book Two



The Tidmaran Captain, a hard-faced woman aged somewhere between thirty and fifty, shrugged.
The winds had been againg them to catch any north-bound vessdl, and she wdl knew, even if Gaultry
did not, that she had proved her mastery of her craft in overtaking even this lumbering tub.

“Three gold imperids turned the balance,” she answered. “That, and the look of your boy, standing
there et therall.”

Tullier's eyes were on the Bissanty ship, but Gaultry knew he was ligening.

“Is he s0 notable?”’

The Ceptain spat over the ral. In Bdlare, two days sal behind them now, she had wavered
between eagerness to give Gaultry passage and suspicion, looking on Tullier and noting the Bissanty
gamp of hisfeatures. “They recognize their own brand of arrogance,” she said. “No one in Bissanty has
that unlessthey’ve lorded it over daves and lived the soft life”

Tullie’s ears might have reddened, or it might only have been aglint of light off the bright sea.

“Well cross to them,” Gaultry said.

“Good. We have the coracle ready.”

“The Huntress will thank you for bringing us this far.”

“Tdl her to join the Sea Lord in his bed.” The Captain gave her a broad smile and shook Gaultry’s
hend to fare her well. “And give us a good harvest of fishes”

No salor would have cdled the sea rough as Gaultry and Tullier descended to the tiny sheepskin
coracle that danced in the fishing-ship's shadow, two salors waiting at its oars. But to Gaultry, every
wave threatened to swamp the light craft asit bobbed and swayed in the crash of foam. Reaching the last
rung of the ladder, she stretched out her foot to catch the boat’s Sde. One of the salors offered her a
hand. He grinned a her nervous face, amused, as he swung her into the safety of the boat.

“Le the Huntressfill the Sea Lord's bed,” she muttered, didiking her awkwardness as she sumbled
to the seat the sailors had made for her up in the bows. “And It this huntress gain the far shore.”

Tullier, diding in next to her, did not seem at dl disturbed by the boat’s motion. Riding, saling,
fighting—he never showed hestation. Gaultry, Stting by him, struggled not to show how the swdl of the
surf unnerved her. She had never been so dearly in the Sea God's hands. Then, garing at the top of
Tullie’'s head, she recollected how shaken he'd been by the Bissanty headstones at Bdlare' s headland
cemetery.

She could resign hersdf to his physica self-assurance if she kept that memory before her.

The sdilors began to row. Working steadily, they soon moved the coracle out of the waves tha
drove againg the parent ship into the reaive cadm of open water. Gaultry, sdtling alittle to the rise and
fdl of the boat, twisted to see where they headed. The sun, high above them, gligened on the water,
meking everything shimmer with light. Ahead, the Bissanty ship rolled in the surf, dumsy. The stout
two-masted vessel bore much complicated rigging. The smocked faces of the sals were trimmed by
meany lines. Lashed high on the main mast, where the rigging met with the mast-cap, was a copper replica
of Llard s thunderbolt.

Two red sunburned faces framed by oiled black hair stared down from the officers quarterdeck; a
hendful of sailors with darker bronze skin waited at the top of the rope ladder that had been dropped
over the ship's gunnels. A rank of oars—twenty in all—jutted, low to the water, from the side of the ship
that faced the coracle. The oar ports that were not in use were tightly shuttered.

When the coracle came within a hundred yards of the daver's sde, a gust of wind dapped Gaultry
with her firg whiff of a dave-ship’s sench: blood and swest, tar and urine, dl mixed together and made
old with sdt. The ship rode low, with shuttered ports, because it was full of unwilling humean cargo.

“Thisship was at Bdlare?’ she asked. “Tidmark’s law adlows such a ship to rest in Belaire?

“Two days in the outer harbor,” one of the salors confirmed. “With a sink like that, the
harbormaster would hardly let her in closer.”

“With a cargo like that, why would he let it stop in Bdlare a dl?’

“The ship paid to use the harbor. It is not his business to judge the freight.”

For dl the broad expanse of water that spread around her, a wave of claustrophobia swept across
her. Gaultry understood bondage. Anyone who worked with magic knew—and, if they had any sense,



they feared—the snares presented by the higher powers. The gods would grant fabulous powers to ther
disciples in return for the surrender of free will. And some kinds of magic bondage could be imposed
involuntarily. A geas compdled its victim to its service. Prophecy staked its players, rdentless, until its
fulfillment. But these bonds, however terrible, shared a reciprocating reward: the love of a god. In the
dink and misary of human davery, there was no promise of a god's love, or, worse, of a god's notice.
One could serve in utter misery and die unnoticed—

You have looked in the face of your own deity, she reminded hersdlf, trying to steady her fdtering
nerve. Eliante and Emiera together gave you their blessng. What man does to man should not
make you falter. She dung to that thought like a prayer, like a spell that would bind her so she wouldn't
betray her physicd revulson to the Bissanty crew.

Tulier looked up, his glacid eyes intense. Something in his young assassin's body sensed her dread
and could not help but respond—Ilike a dog smdling fear on a man once-bitten.

If you can’t somach Bissanty ways, you should turn back now, his expression seemed to taunt her.

For amoment, that truth sorely tempted her. She could 4ill retreat. She need only give the word to
these sailors, and they would take her back safely to the Tidmark ship. Only her own will would send her
to risk hersdf in Bissanty lands.

The Duchess had sad she did not understand the Bissanty threat, that she had no sense of its
proximity. Was this what she meant by those words?

The young huntress closed her eyes and tried to steedy hersdf by picturing Martin's face. For a
moment, he seemed near her, encouraging her with his gray wolf’s eyes, the curve of his mouth. She
would board this ship as a passenger, she reminded hersdf. Martin, ahead of her on another such ship,
was a prisoner.

A sdlor cdled from above, jerking her out of her reverie. A Bissanty voice. Gaultry’s eyes ditted
open. They had dready arived at the daver. A risng wave dapped the fragile coracle dong the ship's
barnacled sde. One of the sailors reached out, siwearing, and pushed the sheegpskin-and-wicker craft out
of danger.

“Travel broadens the mind,” Gaultry said, meeting Tullier’s puzzled look. The boy could smdl that
her fear was gone, and that made him confused.

She gave the sailors who had rowed them across a handful of coppers, then turned to dimb up the
sea-gprayed rope of the ladder.

What wasit in Tullier that made the daver Captain bow and scrape? With one look in Tullier’s face,
the Bissanty Captain quickly ordered a change in the arrangements he' d made for their quarters.

“Does hethink you're dill Sha Muira?” Gaultry asked as they waited for the ship’'s boy to clear the
par of shuttered bunks next to the gdley. “Is that why he's afrad?”’

Tulier shook his head. “He thinks | rank him,” he said. “That’s reason enough for him to change our
bunks. If you like, you can ingg that they put us back in the hold. We' d be next to the cargo.”

“l don't expect people to submit to me without thinking,” Gaultry said. The thought of beds down in
the dave hold repulsed her, but Tullier's easy acceptance of the Captain’s reflexive recognition of his
gpparently innate ascendancy was d o repugnant. “When they do, | want to understand the reason.”

“Bissanty form is the reason.” Tullier scowled. “Can’t you leaveit a that?’

“Not redly. Evenif you do rank him, why should he have to upset his ship for you?’

“He s afrad if he doesn’'t | might prove my podtion by foraing him.”

She gave him a long look. “I wouldn’'t do that to you,” she said softly. Tullier glowered, and turned
away. They both knew she had the power to force him to submit. He didn’t need her to congtantly tug on
the leash to remind him that it was there.

Ther bunks were in the bow, next to the gdley and the chicken coop, two body-length dots built into
the ship’'s Sde. The wooden shutters that served as doors could be folded back, letting a pleasant breeze
in to ar them. The top bunk, though inconvenient, had a dightly better view of the deck, as well as a
narrow vent. “I'll take the top one,” she said, hefting her bag up. She didn’t mind the bird coop smdl.
Clambering in, she stowed her bag and, swinging her legs over the bunk’s edge, took a close look at the
ship, getting her bearings.



At the boat’ s rear, on the raised quarterdeck, the Captain was in conference with his officers and the
Masgter of Sals. The Captain and Master were leather-faced seamen; the quartet of sunburnt officers
danding by them seemed calow, lacking even the carriage of trained warriors. They were, however,
handsomdy dressed. Gaultry guessed they kept the ship’s wizened laundress busy.

“It looks like from here onin I'll be carrying your bag,” Gaultry said. They were traveling with two
bags aswdl as the long bundle of dloth that held Gaultry’s bow. “And you're going to speak up and tdl
me how to make mysdf incongpicuous. From what I’ ve heard, Bassorah City is big enough that we both
can disappear into it. But not if I'm standing out like a Maypole dressed for Emieral's dancing.”

“Youwon't like your choices,” Tullier said nedtily.

She didn't. In the Empire, women had less freedom than Gaultry was accustomed to. Except for
those born to the highest of the nobility, women were considered little more than readily exchangeable
family property. Traveing with Tullier, it became clear, would make her presence less questioned; in
Bissanty, Sngle women did not travel unaccompanied.

“You can't be my dave” the boy sad coolly, “unless you intend to brand your back with the
Emperor's mark. If you had a sword—and knew how to use it—we could pass you off as an
eccentricity: a barbarian bodyguard. Of course, the most natura thing would be to disguise you as my
whore.”

“Redly.” Gaultry gave hm a cold look, trying not to let him see her surprise that he thought he was
old enough to travel with a paid sex-companion. “Young Bissanty gentry must be precocious. No, |
fancy I'll play your nurse. Or better ill, your duenna. That is, if you redly think you're old enough to be
taking alover.”

That shut up Tullier for awnhile.

Brand your back with the Emperor’s mark. When the “cargo,” as the Bis-santies cdled it, was
brought on deck, Gaultry redized that Tullier had meant his words literdly. The “cargo” was seventy war
captives from a battle being fought far to the south, its falen warriors sold on both sides to the Bissanty
davers forty men from one desert tribe, and thirty soldiers of mixed gender from the other. More than
half bore battle-wounds, in varying stages of recovery. Despite this, every captive had been branded on
the right shoulder blade by a square with a cross running in from its corners, the sgn of Empire. Benegth
the daves rags gaped poorly hedled burns, Hill raw and tender.

Weskened as they were, many of the new-made daves were dill fighting their change of status. To
discourage this, they had been chained together in gtrings of three. The chains made it difficult to move
and impossible to run, though severd trios had adapted remarkably wel to ther bonds limits these
walked, dmogt gracefully, in eerie synchronicity.

It took Gaultry longer to see tha a number of the threesomes had been fitted with metd rings,
pierced through the fore-flesh of ther tongues. These seemed to be the more aggressve groupings. One
trio of men suffered the further indignity of having a braided line threaded into ther tongue-rings. That
trio’'s massve center man looked as if he would chdlenge any comer. He had an angry face and an
unhedled cut a the Sde of his mouth. When he spat on the ship’s deck, his tongue-ring didn't show, it
hed been pierced so far back in his mouth.

“A dow learner,” Tullier commented. “He mugt have fought it, more than once, and ripped out his
ring. | doubt he has more than a tag of tongue left.” He flashed Gaultry an interested look. “Does it upset
you? He's from Chauduk. They’re harder on their women than anything Bissanty offers.”

“If he's dill fighting,” Gaultry said, “it's because he has hope. Why should that upset me?’ It upset
her. She was a hunter, and she understood that the fire of life was strong enough that even the most
untamable of wild creatures could linger in a cage for years and years, prisoner of its own misery as much
asthe bars. In Gaultry’s experience, creatures which could will themsdves to desth merdly for the loss of
freedom were few and far between.

She prayed that if she were discovered and taken prisoner in Bis-santy, she would find hersdf one
such.

“Chauduk and Ardain are fighting again.” The ship’s cook had come out of the gdley on the pretense
that the chickens needed feeding. He had a garrulous nature—he would talk to the hens, or his pots, or



anything. Instead of resenting that he'd had to cede his bunk to them, he seemed pleased to have their
company. “And sdling daves on both sides. But even chained, the Sdes day apart—Master,” he added
hedtily, catching Tullier's eyes and meking a sketch of a bow to gpologize for having opened his mouth
before he' d been invited to speak. The chickens, Gaultry was amused to see, got only a handful of grain
before the little man began to tie up the feed sack.

“Who's getting the best of it?” Tullier inquired.

“This season? Chauduk. Another month and it will be too haot in their lands for fighting. But there's
aways next winter.”

“What makes them fight?” Gaultry cut m. The man shot her a surprised look. She remembered that
she was supposed to be leting Tullier talk for her.

“A vdley that has water. That, and the Chauduki bdlief that any tribe that dlows its women to ride
into battle transgresses againg dl the Great Twelve's will. Look—" He pointed. “There—that’s a red
curiogty. That woman used to be a Sharif—an Ardanae war-leader. They're dmost never taken dive”

The woman was at the center of atrio, shackled between a stout, patient-looking man and a girl with
abandaged ankle. She wastdl and lean, with the well-muscled legs of a rider. Matted black hair hung in
cords to her hips. Unlike the man with the ripped tongue, her carriage was collected rather than angry.
Despite the ill-matched heights of these chain-partners, the trio was one of the smooth-moving ones.
They had been actively pacing up and down the deck, the girl with the bad ankle leening heavily on the
center woman for support.

“They say Sharifs can speak in the heads of those they trugt,” the cook added. “It makes them
fearsome leaders. Maybe that’s why those three wak so wel together—she could be cdling marching
timefor themin their heads.”

The dave woman, senaing she was under observation, turned her head and locked eyes with Gaulltry.
The Shaif’s eyes were an unexpected golden color, tawny and intense, like sand and sun combined.

Her expression was shuttered, but beneath the proud line of her jaw Gaultry could see a terrible bail
on her throat, and her skin was patchy with dirt and ill-hedled cuts and sores.

“Shel s not wel,” Gaultry said.

“She was dmogt dead when the Chauduks caught her.” The cook, beginning to acclimate to
Gaultry’s manners, cast Tullier a careful look before he answered. “To take her they had to kill the rest of
her war party, down to the standard-bearer. By Ardanae custom, their Sharifs are more highly regarded
then their war flags”

So the woman truly had been a leader. She had watched her own warriors die a her feet, vanly
sacrificdng themsalves to protect her freedom. Gaultry doubted that such a woman would find it easy to
gomech the life of adave,

“Will you be needing the ship’s larder for your Master’s laundry?” the cook asked her. “The officers
laundress uses the sailing-master’ s cabin, but | expect you won't be spending much time up at that end of
the ship.”

Gaultry, stuttering inwardly, just managed to make hersdf acquiesce. “A splendid idea,” she told him.

Laundry proved to be the least of the duties that the Bissanty crew expected her to take on for
Tullier. Wash his clothes, serve his food—the cook, whose name was Arion, was openly surprised that
she didn’'t inggt on tagting hisfood for him. It was, she supposed, an excdlent rehearsa for the trids that
lay ahead.

It was not, however, a satisfactory way to tread through the entirety of their passage.

“I'm bored and you mugt be too,” she told Tullier the morning of their third day aboard the daver.
“We both need exercise. We can practice sparring—I’ll partner you. | want to learn something about
knife-play.”

“You'll have to ask the Captain fird,” Tullier said crabbily. He had not adjusted wel to degping in his
little bunk. “Any fighting aboard ship might upset his cargo.”

“What, by giving them something to watch? They’'ve been stuck in their chains for more than a
month. Besdes being miserable, they mus be more bored than the rest of us If anything, the
entertainment will quiet them.”



“Maybe” Tullier said. “But that aside, they won't see why we're bothering. | outmatch you. Why
should | set my skills againg yours?’

Gaultry jumped down from her bunk and laughed. It was amusng to discover that Tullier could
prefer aulking to acting. That quirk jibed oddly with his sdf-image as the implacable Sha Muira warrior.
“I don’'t imagine they’ll have any trouble bdieving that you' d take pleasure from humiliaing me.”

Something in Tullier's face moved, a tenseness of muscle dong his jaw, a tightening of his mouth.
“You'retrying to insult me” he guessed.

Gaultry grinned. “I'm trying to think like a Bissanty. What' s the difference?

The boy went white. For an awkward moment, Gaultry was sure he was furious with her, in the next,
she decided he was Smply upset. Her words, spoken in innocence, had unbaanced him as badly as the
worn tombstones out on Garret’s Head. Something in her words had touched a nerve.

His expression hardened. “I’ll teach you something,” he said. “I’'m sure if | ask, the Captain will give
us permisson.”

The Captain did agree, with afew provisos. They could not fight, of course, while the daves were on
deck, and they had to limit themsdves to the amdl area in front of the galey—the cooking-deck, as
Arion was wont to cdl it.

Gaultry was outmatched from the firs moment. Tullier was too intent on punishing her for it to be
proper traning. At fird, he wasted his effort, trying to hit her woundingly hard—Gaultry could see that in
his face—but he soon discovered that those thrudgts inevitably missed, daunted by the leash of her
Glamour-soul. Then, to Gaultry’s dismay, he made the discovery tha so long as he was not trying to
activdy wound her, he could hit her as hard as he liked.

It was a painful rout—her rout, with Tullier dogging her round the deck, leaving her no room to lash
back as he jammed the fla of the wooden practice knife into her gut, the soft flesh of her upper arms,
even the Sde of her throat. Taking the offendve was out of the question. The best Gaultry could do was
ded hersdf to take the hits. The hdf dozen gulls that accompanied the ship, living off gdley scraps,
perched on the bow-rail, shrieking and crowing, watching them with bright periwinkle-colored eyes.
Thar leader, a bullying mae with a crippled foot and a crest of black feethers like a sort of scar on the
sde of his head, gave agurgling hiss of approval every time Gaultry took a hit.

“Beg for quarter,” said Tullier, ill angry. He had cornered her againg the hen coop. She shook her
head. He drew back, choosing his opening, savoring her hel plessness.

Sweat trickled on his brow. He wiped his face with his hand to clear it, and his hand came away dick
with oiled ash. It had been more than a week since the Feast of Emiera, yet Tullier's swest was ill
dusky, poisoned with Sha Muira black. The Sght of the poison made him swear. “WE Il break now,” he
sad. “l need to clean mysdf.”

Gaultry, grateful for the respite, leaned back againg the chicken coop. Her body, like Tullier’s, was
sheeted with sweat. Thankfully, Marietta had indsted Helena supply them with some extra clothes for
their journey to Bissanty. Her shift was ruined—ther blades were edged with tar, and Tullier had marked
her again and again. If she forced hersdf to keep the knife-play up, it would be in rags after the week of
sling it would take to reach Bassorah City.

Tulier was dready back, ready to start again.

“How many times have | died?’ she asked.

“Isit worth counting?’ Tullier sneered. He sauntered cockily to the tar bucket, dipped his blade, and
wiped it on the bucket’srim.

Gaultry’srein on her temper was dipping. She did not want to St out a long fortnight's sail washing
his clothes and dancing attendance on him, but if he would not settle to the sparring, and train againg her
without vendetta, she was not going to have a choice. The punishment—his glesful rdlief that he could
findly stick aknifeinto her gut, so long as the edge was not turned to wound her—was too much.

At least, she noted with rdief, they would not be able to practice much longer today. The noon sun
was high overhead, the sky a bright shidd of unrdlieved blue. The grates over the dave hold lay open,
aring the fetid lower deck, and the daves were due for their noon outing. The closest grate was set s0
the cargo had a view of the kitchen deck, and Tullier and Gaultry as they fought back and forth. When



they had firg begun to fight, there had been a lone trio Stting there, waiting lislesdy for their afternoon
exercise on the upper deck.

Now it was crowded with more heads than Gaultry could essly count. The Captain had told them
that their knife-play must not excite the cargo—perhaps, she thought, they would have a scuffle and
prevent her and Tullier from going on. But those watching, perhaps guessng that the diverson would
come to an end if they were at dl rowdy, were unusudly slent. Both Chauduki and Ardanae had
crammed the amdl watching space, their interest temporarily overriding their mutud aversion.

The big ripped-tongue Chauduki man and the Sharif had taken the best viewpoints. Those two,
Gaultry had come to recognize, were the two factions leaders. The Sharif, medting Gaultry’s eyes, gave
her an dmogt imperceptible nod. The ripped-tongue man ...

He smiled unpleasantly. If he had any tongue left, Gaultry guessed, he would have licked his lips
sdacioudy. Opening one hand, he spread his fingers, then made a fis—a god sgn with which she was
unfamiliar. But the man’s intent was clear. He wanted to see her on her knees. Even though he had been
endaved himsdlf, he wanted to see her brought down. The Chauduks believed that it was unholy for men
to meet women on the fidd of battle—and a worse tranggression for men to fal againg them. Tullier’s
ability to dominate her pleased him.

“Giving up?’ Tullier said.

“Wha do you imagine I'm trying to learn here?’” Gaultry asked him. Her eyes were ill on the big
men down on the dave deck. What did he know of the true balance of power between hersdf and the
boy? What mugt he think, seeing her in retreat before him? The man, senang her animosity, her seemingly
helpless anger, ran his hand over to his crotch, then pointed at her directly.

Tulier was too inflated with the easy hits he'd been scoring to appreciate the change when she
wheded suddenly back to him, bright color in her cheeks.

“Whet do | think you are trying to learn?’ he taunted. “Nothing, beyond the lesson that you'll never
best me”

“Never?” Gaultry stuck her wooden blade into her sash, freaing her hands, and flashed him a look
that warned him of her anger.

Tullier, who had been trained to know what anger did to an dready outclassed opponent, laughed.
Above him the gulls on the bow-rail cackled, laughing with him. They were clever birds, clever and
naurdly aggressive. They had chosen a sde to back, and they took open animd pleasure in watching
their Sde prove victor.

The blood pounded at her temples. “You shouldn't laugh at perceived hdplessness” she told Tullier.

“You can't ssop me,” Tullier said. “I have found the limit to your leash.”

The black-headed gull, shrieking mockingly, swooped across the deck.

She soun it out of the air with a shaft of magic, and had it pinned to the decking where she could
reach it before it guessed what was happening. It pecked a her, vicious. She grabbed for its throat. It
was too fast—as she caught it, it dashed her pdm with its bill. But then she had it, the body benegth the
naity black-and-white feathers sartlingly strong as it twisted to free itsdf, smacking at her with its wings.
She met the pae blue of its eye and thrust acadting at it. It squawked again, thistimein fear.

Her taking-spell, fuded by her fury, ungently ripped its spirit free. She threw open a channd and
drew it roughly inwards, ignoring its croaking cries of dismay. Panting, she opened her eyes. In her
hands, the bird’ s warm, feathered body was a dead weight. She st the little body down by the rall and
dared across at Tullier. A quick, birdiike mation. The five gulls that remained on the bow-rail, gawking
down, sensed wha had happened. They took to the ar, aying, in a flutter of wings and flashing
tail-festhers.

Gaultry attacked.

She was no better a knifefighting, but she was faster now, and Tullier had become overconfident.
He adjusted his dyle, countering her sudden, anima-fast movements, but he did not understand the
changein her. The gull, quickly grasping that the knife was its new beak, and sensing that it could avenge
the indignity acted on it by fighting, squalled forward. Gaultry let it ride over her senses, not caring what
Tulier saw of her, of the magic in her, of the bully-gull’s spirit shining in her eyes. She was usng her



longer reach to her advantage now, pressing him. Tullier lunged, she countered—

Tullier's knife soun out of his hand, and she was in past his guard, bright and murderous. Throwing
down her own blade, she stepped back. If the play had been with red knives, his guts would have been
pouring onto the deck. Gaultry, shaking, brushed hersdf down.

The gull ill wanted to fight, but she was finished with fighting. She reopened the channel and showed
it the way out. The bird-spirit flew hedlily back to its body, took possession, and launched itsdf into the
sky, squawking insult upon insult down & her as soon asit was safdy doft.

There was a new line of tar across Gaultry’s chest. She brushed her fingers againd it, relieved that
there was no new bruise. Tullier’slast thrust had missed its mark. “That’s enough for the day,” she said.
“The Captain will want to bring the daves up soon.”

She looked back into the dave hold. The ripped-tongue man was gone. But the Sharif was there.
Golden desert eyes met wild forest green.

Neither woman’'s mouth changed, but Gaultry knew that they were sharing agmile.

The cut the gull had made in her pam took four stitches. But it wasn't her knife hand. Gaultry let
Arion saw it up for her—despite his occasiondly unpleasant Bissanty expectations she was coming to
like him.

The next noontime, when Gaulltry told Tullier it was time to prac’ tice, the sesson was no more than
that, and no less.

Tulier won every bout.

Chapter 10

lassorah City was one of the wonders of the world. Founded on three amdl hills that rose from
the center of a great sdt marsh, it had grown to dominate the land surrounding the confluence of the
Great River Bas and the Lesser Polonna. Generations of Bissanty Emperors had lad foundations of
granite deep in the mud down to bedrock, conquering the marsh as they had the land around it. Colossal
monuments celebrated a thousand years of imperid glory: monuments faced in white, black, and exctic
gold-streaked marble brought down from high mountain quarries as imperid tribute. As the Great River
Baswound its leisurdy way toward the city, up from the sea, the Empire's capitd dty was vishble from
miles away, its red tile roofs, white towers, and monumenta spires rigng high above the dusty dun and
green of the marsh and the scattered hummocks that dotted the great marsh plain.

For aful day now, from the ship’'s decks, Gaultry had watched Bas-sorah rise over the sparseness
of the salt marsh, looming ever closer as the river turned one great oxbow bend after another.

Her firg impresson of Bissanty had been that sparseness: draggling villages spread back from the
river's edge; dretches of rough marsh land, dternatdy dry and mucky; dusty, gravel-bedded roads
beaten by sun and wind, unsheltered and open to the wind, discouraging travel.

The thought of the greet city, lyingin wait a the marsh’s center worried her more than she wanted to
admit. Bassorah sucked the lands around it dry of imperid tribute and trade. From what she had ob—

sarved <o far, that flow citywards of materid wedth seemed to take something ese dong with it. In
comparison to Bissanty, Tidmark was, she knew, a poor country. But that poverty bred a spirit of
community throughout Tiedmark’s farmlands that was most gtriking, in Bissanty, for its evident absence. It
was not that Tidmarans were sefless. Gaultry had known numerous greedy farmers in her life But ther
poverty had habituated them to taking care of resources that were hed as a common stock. These were
customs which the Bissanty peasants, ravaged by taxes and powerful traders, seemed to have forgotten.

When they had fird left the open sea and begun to wend their way inland, she had asked Tullier why
there were no trees. He had laughed, and told her no peasant would leave a tree danding that wasn't
guarded behind a noble swadls.

“But you can pollard trees,” Gaultry had protested. “Pollard trees, and everyone can have wood,
year dfter year.”

Tdlier didn't know what the word meant. She had to explain the process of cutting canes, leaving the



bole of the tree to thicken and send up new shoots, and she 4ill wasn't certain he had taken her point.
That was when she discovered that he didn’t know the most basic information about how to grow food,
how to hunt for game so fidds and forest weren't depleted, how to hoard up a supply of fud for along
winter—or for a season of cooking fires—the things that Gaultry, bred to the thin but hardy life on
Tidmark’s southern border, understood amost without conscious thought. And now she was headed for
acity that would be full of people bred to life with daves, to lifewith an amy that was led by a hereditary
dass of soldiers—men quite digtinct from the gentry and courtiers who filled the hdls of the Imperid
court, supplicating the Emperor for hisfavor.

But Tullier had told her that in Bissanty dl byways led to Bassorah, that the business of Empire ran
through the great capitd like grain through a seve. If they wanted to discover where Martin had been
taken or tidings of the new plots being laid againg Tidmark, the place to start lay somewhere within the
cramped quarters of Bassorah City, with its seven bronze gates and its guarded river locks.

The city’s inner harbor, once the envy of fa-flung nations, had slted full. The Empire's maitime
business had drifted down the tidd siream to Bassorah Port. Now only dave-ships wound ther way
dong the ever-narrowing channd to the city proper, where they unloaded ther cargo a Saves Wharf.
Llarahad atemple there, adavers temple where asmdl sect of her priests thrived, their chief duty being
the laying of the goddess-bond on incoming daves. The priests of the dave—

bond temple—wedthy, afluent men who enjoyed the pleasures of city life—refused to move ther
ghriving house south, out of the city. It was a measure of ther sect’s power—and its intransigence—that
the long channd to the inner port had been kept dredged for more than a century for their convenience.

Which meant that Gaultry and Tullier were fortunate to have shipped on adaver. Unlike other trading
craft, it would come to berth indde the city wals. They planned to jump ship when the ship entered
Bassorah's inner harbor. They needed to come to land indde the city gates, Tullier had told Gaulltry,
where they could most easlly mdt into the bustling population of the city and disappesr.

The Captain might have guessed their intention to leave the ship early, before they’d met the customs
men—Gaultry was quite sure that Arion, the cook, knew—but so far restlessness among the cargo kept
his attention from them. The seventy war-prisoners had taken the firgt brands and metal bonds of davery
fresh from the trauma of defeat and capture, but the long sea voyage had given many a chance to recover
from their battle-shock. As the ship neared the city the prospect of submisson to the Bissanty goddess
and forsaking hope of areturn to ther native soil seemed increasingly to prey on their minds. Five—two
Chauduki men and the members of one Ardanae chain—ripped out their tongue rings in the course of
disruptions that Gaultry and Tullier heard discussed, in gruesome detail, via Arion’s complaints that they
required specid feeding.

“Is the god-bond s0 strong?’ Gaultry asked Tullier when the news came tha the Chauduki
trouble-leader had lost another hunk of tongue getting hauled back through an oar hole that he and his
chain-partners had secretly enlarged.

They had just finished a practice sesson and come to Arion for a drink and some dinner. The sun
danted low across the marsh. A light wind brushed the marsh grass with gentle gusts, meking their
seeded tops ruffle like waves. Another day and they’d reach the city. Down on the dave deck forty
daves were rowing, two to each oar, ten to each sde; Chauduks on the port side, Ardanae on
starboard. Though she couldn’t see the Sharif from where she stood, Gaultry knew exactly where the
woman sat. She and her chain-partners rowed the stroke oar on the starboard side of the boat.

Her question caught Tullier off guard. He nodded, but followed the nod with a frown, making it clear
he didn’t want to give alonger answer.

“How grong isit?’ she pressed, taking the dipperful of water Arion held out to her. The practice
sessions had been good for them both, once he had stopped trying to hurt her. Without the rdief of
exercise, thair anxieties might have grown intolerable. 1t was over a fortnight snce Emiera's Feast, and
Tullier, incredibly, was ill seeping poisoned gray sweat. Having hdf her Glamour-soul in him had begun
to fed increesngly stressful to her. There had been times when she had been overwhemed by londiness,
times when she had longed to reach out with her own power and tear away the caul of magic that



Mervion had used to sed Gaultry’s soul-piece m place over the tormented center of Tullier's poison. But
the practice sessons Gaultry and Tulier had shared helped with that—the two hdves of the
Glamour-soul, riding their own souls, had brought an inevitable sense of intimacy between them—and to
Gaultry, a sense of renewed resolution to bide her time, to wait for the return of her power. She had
tried—and sometimes it had been hard—to respect his privacy, to check the flow of energy that ran
between them, broken soul cdling its missng haf. But the practice sessons had inevitably brought them
closer.

“They're daves” hefindly answered. “You shouldn't think that ther lives are more than that.”

At timeslike thisit wasn't so hard to remember whét life he’ d been born to.

“So they are” she sad, sorry she had opened the subject in front of Anon—though the cook,
recognizing the Sgns that their tempers were flaring, had aready retreated discreetly to the gdley on the
pretext of refilling the bucket. “And so were you to the Sha Muira. And so you gill are—to me—if you
want to ingg on thinking about your bondage to me in those terms. What | want to know is what the
god-bond does. Tel me abouit that.”

“Llard s bond will lock them to Bissanty soil,” Tullier said. “After the god-bond, they won't be able
to move without the blessing of the man who owns the soil they're tied to.”

Gaultry turned to stare at the white towers of Bassorah, dill so far away beyond the long doping
curves of the marsh. Martin was somewhere in that city. The thought of him made her chest tighten.

“Will they do that to Martin?’ she asked.

“Not if they have plans to return him to Tidmaran soil. We can’t brand our soldiers, you know.
Saving hm would limit the scope of how they could use him.”

“And only Bissanty landholders can own daves?’

“True” Tullier looked away. “Not every dave sattles to hisor her firg Master.”

“And then?’

“If they don’t settle, their Master can dways bless them a new bonding where they can find a better
peace. To the rock of ShaMuiraldand, for preference.”

“What happens to them there?’

“Gaultry,” said Tullier fantly, “how do you imagineit is that we learn to kill?’

It was hot in the Bassorah marshes. After a week of clean sea airr, it seemed a sckly, suffocating
heat. Gaultry's lungs fdt heavy as she looked across the marsh, picturing the men and women who
labored in the ship below.

She had not come to Bissanty to risk her misson by chdlenging a practice that had been ongoing for
athousand years. She had come for Martin. For the Brood-blood. For Tidmark.

“I doubt ether the Sharif or that big Chauduki will ever learn to settle,” she said doud.

Tullier hesitated, then nodded.

Gaultry knew 0 little about shipsthat she had not at firs wondered that the daver’s officers had no
obvious employment. She'd assumed that they were aboard to keep the daves in order, but the four
highborn Bissanties spent most of their time in their cabin, preoccupied with card-playing and drinking.
Without asking, she gradudly came to understand that they functioned more like guests than actud
members of the crew. Though they wore swords—expensively wrought, slver-traced blades with
elaborate basket handles—and they took a spectator’s interest in her knife sessons with Tullier, they
themsdalves had not stooped to practicing aboard ship. From what Gaultry could see, mantaning the
quick polished speed of a fencer's step did not concern them. She thought of Mariette and the fierce
practices the young noblewvoman put hersdf to with her arms-master. She wished Tullier had seen
Mariette and her practice sessons. It would have left him with more respect for Tidmarans ills at
ams.

On the moming before the ship was due to arive in Bassorah, the ship was heaved to a an
unmarked stone pier. The quartet of officers appeared on deck, readied to disembark. At firg Gaultry
did not understand what she was seeing. There had been trouble in the ship overnight: two of the crew
had been injured trying to cdm a scuffle in the dave hold. If ever the ship had need of armed men, this
passage dong the lagt Stretch of river before the city marked that time and place. But the intention to



disembark was plain: pulled back from the pier, two fine coaches awaited—overtly luxurious coaches
with painted pandls, gilt, and brocade curtains.

The hardworking Captain and his crew—~Arion, the cook, included—lined up by the taff-ral in honor
of thelr departure. As the officers came past them, they went down on ther knees, their leathery sailors
faces shuttered and cold.

The officers minced by, chatering to each other, faling to acknowledge the obeisance in their
obvious eagerness to be off the ship.

“Another Sx monthd” Gaultry heard one of them say. “Llarain me, can the title be worth it?” His
affected manner—and piercing voice—made her think he spoke for the benefit of the knot of men who
waited beneath them on the pier, rather than for hisfdlow officers.

“My brother did it,” another answered, equaly loud. “And now he's posted in the Crown Prince's
train. Outlagt the boredom and the travail, my dear. You'll make it to the Pallidon’s court yoursdlf.”

“All for Empireé s service,” said athird. “Nothing is too grest for that.”

Something in that last quip made them laugh, a humor that the crew, judging by ther sullen faces, did
not share.

The quartet walked noigly to ther coaches, laughing, relaxed, their days on the ship aready behind
them. The Captain did not dlow his crew to move until the lagt of the officers had boarded and both
coaches had churned away through the dust of the road that led into the marsh.

“A better lot at least than the last rogues we were lumbered with,” Arion muttered, dimbing diffly to
hisfeet. His place a the end of the line meant he was safely out of the Captain’s earshot.

“Hoy! Captain aship!” The business with the officers completed, a man now came to the front of the
pier and waved. He was darker-skinned then the pale, pinkly sunburned officers. His clothes were
eegant and fing, though the tight trousers he wore made his thin legs look storklike and frail. A pair of
heavy, well-muscled men attended him, along with a more degant servant and a short-legged boy who
clutched a heavy ledger and brought up the rear. “Captain Odipo! Are you ready to give an accounting?’

“Angolis Trier.” The Captain gave his crew a sharp look, gesturing for them to return to ther duties.
“Welcome aboard.”

He left the Magter of Salls to direct their launch and retired to the great cabin with the thin-legged
men and his entourage.

“Weren't the Bissanty officers dong to control the cargo?’ Gaultry asked when Arion came back to
hisgdley.

The little cook grimaced. “They wouldn't have lifted a finger if Kurkut himsdf had come up on deck
to dit their throats.” Kurkut was the ripped-tongue Chauduki warrior. “Perhaps not that bad. They're the
Sea Prince’ s men, and they have to prove themsdves by making voyages. Some are better than others.
Thislast lot were just lazy.”

“The Sea Prince?’ Gaultry asked.

“You don't know anything, do you?’ Arion started to fill a bucket with onions from a nearly depleted
sack. “It'sawonder he has thought fit to bring you here.” He nodded towards the bunks to where Tullier
sat, sropping aknife againg his boot.

“We have only one Prince in Tidmark,” Gaultry said, smiling. “That’s not so hard to keep track of.”

“Harder than you'd think,” Arion said. “Ped those.” He pushed the bucket into her hands. “We call
your Prince usurper, you know. Here in Bissanty, we have our own Tiedmaran Prince. Not that he gets to
do much in the way of ruling, mind you.”

“Why do you bother keeping the title at dl? We're not the richest land. Why even deign to bother
with us?’

“We have no choice” Arion said. He made the thunderbolt Sgn with his hand. “Llara made the
Empire to have five Princes. One for each of the wind's four quarters, and one for the land's center.
Tidmark isdill our southern quarter, whether or not the Emperor controls it.” He gave Gaultry an intent
look. “Our Emperor, Llard s Heart-on-Earth, ill must prove he owns Gresat Llara's blessng on his rule
by seeding five sons. One of them il gets titled Prince of Tidmark.”

“We ve been free of you for three hundred years!” Gaultry said, trying to take him serioudy. “Our



Prince is descended draight from the last Bissanty Prince' s line How can you cal him usurper? Besides,
our Prince is bonded to our soil by agods pact. What sense does it make to deny him?’

“Thefirg Tidmaran usurper forsook the blood of Llara—his own Imperid blood—to own Tidmark.
Break your god-pact and the blood of Llara—the fifth Imperid Prince—will be there to redam the
land.”

“Wdl,” Gaultry said, grimly chopping onions, “less than a month back, our Prince resffirmed the
god-pact, 0 Bissanty plans are going to have to wait. It will be fifty years before Tidmark has another
oppor—

tunity to break its pledges to the gods. Y our so-called Tidmaran Prince will have to be patient.”

Anon dumped a measure of sdt into the onions and gave them a gir. “Don’t be so hat,” he sad,
amused. “Do you think any of us aboard this ship cares whether our lackland Prince regains his
princeship? You asked about our Princes—I told you. None of it has anything to do with our daly
lives—unless the Emperor gets a bee in his bonnet and sends us dong to be killed on your border.”

“That’s hard for me to understand.” Gaultry, finished with her task, put down the bucket. “In
Tidmark, we care about our Prince. If only because he makes sacrifice and brings our harvest to bear
fruit”

Anon, bending to retrieve the bucket, rolled his eyes. “Our daves make the harvest sacrifices for us
here. What has the Emperor to do with such low things?’

Gaultry went hot with involuntary rage. That Arion should spesk so cardlesdy of sacred roles and
dutied Then, redizing that he had intended no inault, she forced hersdf to laugh. “No more, | would
guess, than your gentry has to do with the practica running of a ship.”

Arion opened his mouth to answer her, and then closed it. “1 would not compare the two s0,” he said
softly. “But the comparison might be made.” By a coltish provincid from Tidmark, his eyes told her.

“So your officers were men of Bissanty's Sea Prince” It would be safer to return to their origind
subject, Gaultry decided. “Is the Sea Prince Bissanty’ s Eastern Princding?’

Arion pointed to the driped standard that ran a the top of the ship’'s main-mad, above the
gold-and-black flag of Empire. “Just s0. He rules the sea-trade and the grest and lesser archipelagos.
That's his burgee.”

“So the Sea Prince is the Emperor’s son?’

“Inasense”

“What does that mean?’

“The Sea Prince is Siri Caviedo. The Emperor’s unde” For a second time, the cook sketched the
thunderbolt with his hand. “Praise Llara, our Emperor is short two sons. His unde and his brother will
continue to hold title as Prince until he seeds more hairs”

Gaultry nodded. “1 suppose | knew that,” she said. “Being short sons means your Emperor’s children
can't inherit the throne, right?’

“It means nathing of the sort,” Arion said. “It only means that they have to wait. Sciuttarus is young.
Hewill get more sons, Llarawilling.” He dumped the onions into the largest of his stew pots and began to
gftin flour to thicken the broth.

“How old ishe?’

“Forty-two.” Arion amiled. “We are of an age, the Blessed One and I. And my wife gave me a
daughter last winter. Get me that flour sack—there, by the left cupboard.”

She did as he directed, cutting the top off the bag with the knife she'd used for the onions. “Who is
the man with the Captain?’

“That's Angalis Trier, Prathe Lendra s steward.”

“And who is Prathe Lendra?’

Arion dmog dropped the flour and sfter into the pot. “He's Master of this ship. And mogt every
other ship that’s come out of Bassorah this spring.” His face paled benegth his ruddy tan—more reaction
than he had givenin any of their talk about Emperors and Bissanty gentry. “You must know his name—’

“Why should she?’ Tullier was at the gdley door, garing in with a furious expresson. He s8dom
took part in Gaultry’s and Arion’s exchanges. His interruption now came with a vengeance.



“No reason.” Arion, hearing the temper in the boy’ s voice, gave Tullier a nervous bob. “Leave me to
my cooking!” he said to Gaultry, his voice growing hrill. “1 don’'t have time for this chatter!”

“What was that about?” Gaultry followed as Tullier stalked back to their bunks.

“You don't know anything.” Tullier was genuindy upset. “You're going to get us both killed.”

“Do we have business with this Prathe Lendra?’ Gaultry asked. “That’s not a Bissanty name. Is he a
foreigner?’

“A foreigner in dl but power,” Tullier said. “Llara in mel Who is Lendra? He's the man who
petitioned the Emperor to end the Sha Muir charter. He daimed our envoys were bad for trade.”

“I"d imagine this Prathe Lendra must be right about that,” Gaultry said dryly. She could not imagine
why Arion had answered her questions about the Emperor and his kin with such cam, only to panic on
hearing Prathe Lendra's name. “1’d think even a distant King would hesitate before doing business with a
power who thinksit’s a god-granted right to send assassins down on those who oppose them.”

“Bissanty is not a Kingdom,” Tullier said. “Itis an Empire, ruled by the get of the Supreme Mother.
Prathe Lendra did himsdf great dishonor by atempting to dissolve Llara's own temple”

Gaultry had become familiar with the fixed expression that Sometimes came to Tullier's eyes when he
spoke of Sha Muira and the Great Thunderbringer. 1t came when he most missed the bond of poison, the
comradeship of fath. She preferred not to push him when those fed—

ings ruled him. But there were dso times when it would have been wrong for her to back down.
“Those things may be true. But regardless of whether or not Prathe Lendra has any honor, he dearly has
power, and dl Bissanty, even those who beieve in Bissanty’s goddess-given rights and powers, are
afrad of him. Which iswhy it is his name, and not the Emperor’s, that makes a man like Arion tremble.”

Theicein Tullier flared to heat. “1t's not like that!”

Gaultry, deciding there was no sense in continuing the conversation, bent to check the sngle bundle
she'd made of their belongings. She’ d wrapped everything in a piece of salldoth she'd bartered from one
of the crew. Wesatherproof, but not waterproof.

But Tullier had not finished. “Y ou’ re depending on me to help you through the city,” he hissed. “You
have to ligen to me. You may aready have exposed us”

Thiswas the most upset that she had seen him. “Are you saying Anon will betray us because | asked
hmwho Prathe Lendrais? What does he care?’

“He doesn't give a damn tha we're planning to avoid the customs guards,” Tullier said. “No one
does. There are amillion headsin Bas-sorah City. What's two more, or less? But if we know so little of
his Master's business that we might interfere with it—it could be worth his neck to not pass that on.
Lendrais avindictive man. If we were to cross him, and Lendra later discovered our cook had faled to
report us, Arion could see the bite of davery fdl on his children.”

“But our business has nothing to do with Prathe Lendra,” Gaultry protested. “What could a daver
want with Bissanty’ s conspiraciesin Tidmark?’

“I should kill him,” Tullier said, ignoring her question. “Y ou' ve dready told him too much.”

It was late afternoon when the ship nosed itsway into Bassorah's inner harbor. A pair of dirty white
towers guarded the harbor entrance. For long hours the city had been a low smudge of red tile roof and
white towers on the far horizon; now it stretched far and wide, filling the eye. Mud-packed walls marked
alow cand that ran away to the west, flanking the city. Ahead, ringing the inner harbor, baked mud-brick
wadls vied with the pdlor of marble facing for precedence.

Gaultry had never seen anything like the scene that spread before her. The sheer number of people
was overwheming. It was market day in Bassorah, and the entire population of the marshes seemed to
have rowed ther flat-bottomed skiffs down the city’s two man rivers to sl ther wares. The harbor was
crammed with boats that formed a shouting, waterborne marketplace for those who could not get permits
to land at the city’s wharves. Only the narrow channel to Saves Wharf was |€ft clear.

“Did you know it would be like this?” Gaultry asked.

Tulier nodded. “Sha Muira apprentices are supposed to spend a summer in Bassorah, leaning the
aty.” He leaned over the ral a her Sde, as fascinated by the spectacle as she. “I never went. The
Arkhon chose me for a different service. But it didn't mean | didn't learn about the city, and her market



and holy days.”

A woman paddled her boat near the daver, her husband crouched in the stern over a pile of dried
fruit. “Crab-queend!” she cdled up. “Penny for five, twelve for two-penny!”

“Those are good,” Tullier said.

Gaultry opened her purse and threw the woman a penny. Crab-queens turned out to be a variety of
dark-colored apple, smdl, tart, and juicdess.

Ahead, thronged marble steps led down to the water’ s edge and an active fish-market. Saves Wharf
lay beyond, a short stone-clad stub of a landing with a Sngle docking bay. Another vessel had beaten
their ship into the dock: a red-painted daver with a curved prow. Over its rail, Gaultry could see the
heads of the daves who were being unloaded. A lot of scuffling was teking place as they disembarked. It
looked to be amore violent affair than she had expected. There were many troops on hand to hep keep
things under control. “What are they doing?’

“The priests are bonding the cargo as it comes off the ship,” Tullier said. “Bassorah City likes a
spectacle. They’ve been denied victories for so long, they think that a train of daves is as good as a
victory parade. But ordinance hasiit that the daves mugt be bonded and safe before they can be marched
out into the city.”

Ther own vessd shipped dl but two pairs of its oars and glided to a hdt at the entrance to the inner
harbor channd. A smdl boat came dongsde, low in the water with the weght of twelve guardsmen. Its
Masgter cdled to their ship's Captain for leave to board, which was indantly granted. The guardsmen
climbed nimbly up to the deck, their master, afat man in brown robes, close on their hedls.

“Wared” the fat man cried. His voice carried dearly over the noise of the ship and harbor. “Show
your wares!”

The crew, working briskly, threw open the iron grates. With the twelve extra men to control them,
they got the davesin order and marched them onto the main deck. The fat man strode up and down the
deck, shouting and making them line up in rows.

“Wared” the man repeated. “Come see the wares”

Pleasure craft closed in around their ship, eegant narrow boats rowed by showily dressed servants.
Gaultry had a brief glimpse of the Bissanty dandies who were their masters, soft powdered men who
reclined on plush pillows feigning disinterest in whet the new daver had to offer.

Ther bundle of belongings was between them as they stood at the ship’s rail. All that remained was
for Tullier to give his Sgn, and over they would go. Fifteen feet below, the brown water beckoned. The
gap between thar ship’shul and the crush of market-day boats was only two body-lengths. It wouldn’t
be much of a swim, Tullier had warned her. Beneath the surface of the water, the channd was narrow.
After two yards of svimming, they would have to founder through shdlow water across a submerged
bank of dlt, attempting to hide themsdalves among the bobbing boats before anyone took notice and cried
for their pursuit.

Thelast of the Chauduks, big Kurkut and his chain-partners, were up on the deck, surrounded by a
crush of guards. Behind them came the Ardanage, led by the Sharif and her chain-partners, the stout men
and the girl with the bandaged ankle.

A great horn sounded across the water. The boat ahead of them, having completed the discharge of
its cargo, cast away from the wharf. With its daves unloaded and no one aboard to row it—some fifty
men stood on the stone flagging of the wharf, heads dumped in defeat—it was pulled away from the
whart by two smdler craft. Sowly the ship dipped free, riding high on the water. Its leisurdy progress
away from the wharf brought into Sght the trio of slver-clad priests who stood, two of them holding
white basins, the third man tending a brazier with a dlver cover, ready to make the god-bond on the next
shipload of daves.

Gaultry found she was searching among the trios of daves for the Sharif. It was easy to spy her. The
tal woman was at the front of the pack, peering around at the spectacle of boats and harbor. Beside her,
her young chain-partner was shivering, her stout chain-partner stoic, betraying no interest. But the tdl
war-leader stared around, sill with an air of command, ill cdculaing her odds of escape.

Gaultry, wanting to meet those stern eyes one lagt time, caled a dart of magic. It legpt across the



crowd, invishle, questing, and touched the desert woman's shoulder. The woman swung around. Her
bright desert eyes met Gaultry’s. If the touch of magic scared her, she did not show it. But then, from
what Arion had told her, the woman was familiar with the use of magic. She had spoken in the minds of
her soldiers—

The desert eyes burned into hers, swalowing her—

There was a frisson of magic, and the woman's spirit revedled itsdf. She was a great cat, unlike
anything that Gaultry had seen, a tawny-colored creature of the desert. The eyes were the same, burning
tawny-gold eyes that seemed to perceive infinite distances, to measure the world m the broad scope of
the sky. Had the woman owned atail, Gaultry was sure, it would have lashed furioudy againg her legs in
pride, in rage, in a stubborn refusd to beg for help.

| could help you, the desert woman said.

A shining flare of magic carried the words between them, unexpected like the bite of a whip. Gaultry
would have drawn back, but she had dug so deep in her quest to see the woman's spirit that she could
not bresk free without first untangling hersdlf.

There are too many guards, too many Bissanty, she told the woman, struggling to break the link.
A sudden bright image of Martin flashed through her, Martin chained in a dark prison and despairing. She
was here for Martin; she couldn’t dlow hersdf to be turned from that. 1 cannot help you.

That’s not what | ask. The woman's voice was pure magic and air, holding her—but not so tightly
that Gaultry fdt threatened. She could break free if she willed it—I can help you. | will give you my
sword, my life. Anything. You have the tongue of these people, the words that could hide me. And
| could help you. | am strong, my heart is not weak. | could help you.

The part of Gaultry that loved Marttin screamed in protest. Image after image of the big
soldier—dreadful in battle, demon-dark, then tender by her Sde in the aftermath, swept before her. He
was bound to her by the geas, by the Rhasan, by a bond beyond magic that was something between love
and a hard-learned loydty. Nothing must get in the way of reaching him, of fighting to free him.

But another part of Gaultry’s mind was cool, and it wasn't thinking of Martin. The woman was
begging for her ad, refusng to submit camly to the soul-desth of davery. How could she stand by and
ignore that plea? Make your own freedom, thet part of hersdf told the woman. If you can make your
own freedom, you can join us.

Across the deck, the Sharif nodded. She looked down &t her chain-partners. Gaultry could see her
lips moving—

Then the Sharif flung out her arms and shouted something loud and hard at big Kurkut.

Gaultry did not understand her, but Kurkut's reaction was immediate and rash. He svung round. A
chunk of pink flesh tore free from his mouth. Ignoring the injury, he bellowed, furious, and cried out to the
men around him.

The Chauduks erupted againg the Ardanae, hampered by chains but intent on griking them down.
The Bissanty guards between them were swept up in the sudden clash. They fdl back, druggling to bring
their weapons to bear.

Tulier grabbed Gaultry’swrigt. “Now,” he said.

“Wait.”

“What?" He was gppalled. “Wait for what?’

The Sharif sumbled towards them out of the meee. She was done. Her chains hung off her like
ribbons on alady’s coat; the empty bracelets of her chain-partners clanked againgt her wridts. The right
bracelet swung open, itslock picked or broken.

The left was an unbroken circle of stedl, sheeted with blood.

“Areyou crazy? Tullier howled, seeing that the woman was headed ther way. “What do you think
you're doing?’

Gaultry thrugt their bundle into hisarms. “You take that. I'll help her.”

“Whet!”

“Let’'sgo.” She bundled him, dill protesting, over the side, and legpt after, trying to jump far out from
the ship.



The water was warm and strong-smdling. Gaultry, coming crookedly over the daver’s side, plunged
under, then fought back to the surface, gasping. She flaled around in a circle, trying to spot the Sharif.
Tulier bobbed up to the surface with the bundle, as capable a svimming as he seemed to be at
evaything ese he attempted, and his wet head made for a space between two narrow boats with
bright-colored streamers. In the generd push to row backwards and to reduce their proximity to the
riating dave-ship, no one in the amdler boats noticed or cared that they were in the water. A chaos of
badly steered water-craft churned around them.

Above them, on the ral, the Sharif hestated, poised between freedom and davery, her chains
dangling. Something about the water was mking her hold back.

“Jump!” Gaultry cdled, forgetting that the woman wouldn't understand. She made a curvetting
gesture with her hand. “Jump! Try to reach me!”

The woman belly-flopped awkwardly into the water by Gaultry’s sde. Gaultry took a faceful of foul
water. The Sharif, breaching the surface, plunged amlesdy, panicked. It took Gaultry a moment to
redize tha the war-leader couldn’t swim, and then a moment more to redlize that shouting not to panic
wasn't heping.

Stop thrashing. She calmed hersdlf and tried to touch the woman with her mind. Say still. I'll drag
you ashore. The woman'’s struggles subsided, and she dlowed Gaultry to get close enough to grab her.
From the look in the tawny-gold eyes, Gaultry saw that her helplessnessin the water frightened her more
then anything that had gone before.

“Tulier” Gaultry cdled. “Come hep me herel”

He came back unwillingly, dragging the bundle of ther bdongings which dill—bardy—had
buoyancy.

“Thisissupid,” he said.

“It's ghedtly!” Gaultry answered, taking on another muddy mouthful as she struggled to hold up the
Shaif’s head. “I didn’'t know she couldn’'t swim!”

“Wha do you think desert-bred means?’

Between them, they wrestled the woman across the channd to the doggy edge of the gt flats. She
paddied inefficently, trying to help them, her legs getting in the way.

Be till, Gaultry told her fiercely. You should have told me—

They reached the cover of the mass of pleasure boats. Here the new risk loomed that any one of
them would be brained—more likdy accidentdly in the generd uproar than intentiondly—by an oar from
one of the boats around them. Somewhere off to ther left, a boat overturned. Its degant dave-seeking
passengers sgualled in panic, demanding ingtant rescue. Gaultry, one hand on the Sharif and one on their
bundle, found hersdf dropping both to prevent an oar from bashing out her front teeth.

“Go round to the left!” Tullier snapped, paddling beside her. “Keep moving!”

Beneeth them was a bare eighteen inches of water, and beneeth that, three feet or more of loose st
The gt was deceptively hard-packed, giving an illuson of gability—an illuson which quickly dissolved
with any atempt they made to push off of it. It would have been hard enough ground—if a submerged
mud bank could be caled ground—to struggle across unburdened. Burdened and in a hurry, Gaultry
kept tripping forward, planting her facein the water.

A cry came from behind them—behind them and above, from the ship's deck. Gaultry’s heart went
into her mouth. Someone had findly noticed the Sharif’s escape. She could hear Captain Odipo’ s familiar
voice cutting through the chaos. An oar clipped her ear as yet another craft knocked againgt them.
Gaultry looked up and met the eyes of a well-dressed servant. That dip by her ear had been intentiond.

“Hit her again!” his master called.

“Hep me” she shouted to Tullier. The boat was heavily overloaded, with three pairs of Bissanty
gentry and two servants to row. As she caught hold of this boat’s gunnd, aready dangeroudy low in the
water, the servant tried to hit her again. She thrust the gunnd sharply downwards. At firg Tullier didn't
see what she wanted—then he grinned, catching on, and brought his weight to bear. Even the Sharif,
mimicking him, tried to help. Water doshed over the boat’s Sde. The passengers cried in darm. The
young gentlemen who had told the servant to attack stood up to kick their hands away, but the moment



of return had aready fled. His weight tipped the balance, and the boat flipped over.

“And agan!” Gaultry found hersdf mired in a particularly gumimy patch of sit as she dopped away to
capsize another boat. “Help me!”

The passengers of the boat they’d overturned dragged another boat under in ther frantic attempt to
escape the muddy water.

“My slkd” someone cursed.

“Let me up!”

In the widening chaos, Tullier and Gaultry dragged away the Sharif and their increesingly waterlogged
bundle. Tullier pointed to the piers of a bridge, visble around a cut of the city’s docks. It was low, with
many arches and a decorative white colonnade.

“If we makeit there well be safe,” he sputtered.

With a god in view, the sruggle lessened. Once they cleared the press of expensve pleasure boats
around Saves Whart, the watercraft around them were crewed by canny marketers who, ignoring the
burdened swimmers, were happy enough to st dry in their craft and watch the spectacle of Bissanty
gentry sruggling in the wretched durry of water without raisng a hand to interfere. The Sharif, her panic
under control, was quiescent, |etting them drag her.

Gaultry ft they were at greatest risk of discovery as they broke away from the pack of marketers
boats and crossed the short stretch of open water to the baked mudflats under the arches of the long,
low bridge.

“Why isn't anyone coming after us?’ Gaultry asked, risking alook back.

“No one cares except the davers” Tullier replied. “No one wants to get involved.”

As they passed into the bridge' s shadow, Gaultry glanced up. Though the bridge was crowded, no
one looked down, no darm was shouted. They paddied the last few yards, under one of the bridge's
arches, and came to ground on the far Sde, where the mud was packed hard enough for them to crawl
out. The dirty children who lay in the sun on an abandoned pier nearby stared, but none of them bothered
to show active interest, even when Tullier and Gaultry lugged the Sharif out of the thick brown water in
her panoply of chains and manacles.

“They’ll remember what they see,” Tullier said, seeing where Gaultry’s gaze rested. “But they won't
do anything about it because they don't know what the stakes are.”

“How dtrange” Gaultry’s experience of dty life was limited to the two weeks that she'd spent in
Tidmark’s capitd after the Prince’ s wedding. That time had induded atrip to the harbor as a member of
Princess Lily's retinue—the fisher-child had wanted to vidt her old haunts The dock children in
Princeport had not been overly forward. They had kept a suspicious distance from the resplendent party
that had descended on them with no warning. But they had been loud and curious. By contrast, there was
something lethargic in the way the Bis-santy children watched them—something that made Gaultry deeply
unessy. Where was ther initidive, their curiogity?

She should have been grateful for ther gpathy. Tidmak was fa avay now. The lack of interest
among the crowd of market-boatmen who had dlowed their escape should have given her hope. If
Tid-maran policy was only of interest to the Emperor and a handful of his cronies, the chances that she
would be able to find Martin soon and return to Tidmark sfdy were greetly improved. But this
country—she looked a Tullier’s back as he hiked ther bundle away from the water-line and redized
what was wrong.

Tullier, the trained killer-child who had been raised only for death, was dert and vigorous. These
children, in some way tha she could not fully understand, were not. That was backwards, evidence of
customs so foreign to her that she knew they mugt be dangerous to her most dearly hed bdiefs. It
frightened her.
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They dragged the Sharif up the bank into the shade of one of the bridge arches. Out of Sght of
the bridge traffic, they dropped down onto the warm earth. In the quiet of the sun-bleached mud bank
and the coal of the stone bridge, the tumult of the harbor by the dave pier dropped away.

“What possessed you to come after us?” Tullier asked the Sharif. He sat up and wiped his muddy
hands on his legs. “And what possessed you to hdp her?” The Shaif met the boy’s question with a
puzzled shrug, Gaultry with a vagudly guilty wave of her hand. “ She doesn’'t even share a tongue with ud”
Tulier redized. “Llarahdp me, whai—"

“We can speak,” Gaultry said sharply. “She won't be an encumbrance. She did us service, providing
cover to escape from the ship.”

“Too much cover!” Tullier grumbled. “They wouldn’t have cared if we'd dipped away quietly.”

Gaultry suspected this was an unredigic hope but did not want to argue. “It's done,” she sad.
“WEe re not going to leave her, ether, so stop grousing. Let’s see if we can get her out of this ironwork
before it rusts shut.”

Tulier clamped his mouth in an angry line, but he bent to examine the problem without more
argument.

The shackles were a jumble of old and new metd. Tullier took one of Corbulo’s knives and used it
to break up the dumsy locks on the Sharif’s leg-fetters. Asthe fettersfel away, the blade snapped.

“Careful—"

The boy gave Gaultry a cool look and picked the falen shards up out of the mud.

“You did that on purpose—"

He wouldn't give her the satifaction of an answer. Moving ddiberately, he inserted the longest diver
of sheared metd into the keyhole of the manacle lock that bound the Sharif's right hand. With some
experimentation, he managed to shift the tumblers, and the circlet of iron popped open.

Thelast shackle refused to budge. The manacle on the Sharif’s left hand, the manacle connected to
the closed, blood-covered bracdet that had bound one of the woman's chain-partners, was of finer
qudity than anything else on the Sharif’s body. “I can’t shift it,” Tullier sad findly, after he'd broken a
second shard in the lock. “Maybe it’s set with a new kind of tumblers.”

Gaultry fingered the closed circle of iron that swung free from its twin on the Ardana's wrist. The
river had washed it a bit, but, back on the ship, someone had paid ahigh price for ther leader to be free.

The desert woman reached out and took the closed ring out of Gaultry’s hands. Her fingers were
grong and hard. The women's eyes met, and the Sharif nodded. Janier crushed his right hand for me,
she acknowledged, undhinking in the face of Gaultry’s judging gaze. If they' d reversed the shackles, it
would have been Lietha's left. That would have been better.

Janier. The sout man who had shared the Sharif’s oar. Gaultry remembered strong wrists and broad,
heavy hands that matched his body. She measured the amdl circle of metd through which he would have
passed whatever had remained of his hand. It was the thickness of her own wridt. It's revolting, she
sad.

The Shaif gripped her arm, preventing her from turning away. The height of the woman, her force,
her intengty, bore down on Gaultry like a physicd weight. The sacrifice was not for me alone, she said.
Janier has three daughters and a son. By his act, they have become mine to protect. After 1 have
served you, and | am free ofBissanty, 1 will have other debts to pay. Can you understand that?

“Maybe,” said Gaultry, not feding she could be honest, and tdl the woman how disturbed she fdt.
She wondered how it felt, having a faith that was strong enough to make onesdlf believe that a mortd
sacrificein one€'s honor could ever be repaid. “Maybe.”

“You'retaking,” Tullier blurted, perking with suspicion. “Did she threaten you?’



“We ve agreed thet this lagt shackle is gaying on for now,” Gaultry said curtly—She bent to open
their waterlogged bundle. “ She can hide it under my spare coat.”

That didn't satigy Tullier, but he seemed to understand from her tone that she didn't want to be
pushed.

“We should move up to the bridge and mix with the crowd,” he sad. “If we stay here they won't
ignore us forever.” He pulled a dry shirt from their bundle. “If she’'s coming with us, well have to find her
something to wear. What she's got now isn't respectable.”

The Sharif’s ragged tunic and loose-woven trousers were fdling to pieces after the month or more
she'd spent in the confines of the dave hold. When Gaultry offered the Sharif her tar-spattered practice
shift—the only garment in thair possession long and loose enough for her lanky body—the desert woman
stripped eagerly, kicking her discarded rags aside. She had no shame of her lean well-muscled body.
Gaultry noticed a deep scar across her shoulders, burned over by the unheded dave brands she had
received a the sart of her voyage. There was another across the curve of her hip, and a third ran the
length of her right am. The savage boil on her throat had improved, but there was rawness running
hafway up her back that looked deeply uncomfortable. It did not occur to the woman to wash her skin
before she pulled her new clothes on over her head.

“She haslice” Tullier observed. “I'd keep my distance.”

While Gaultry repacked therr bundle, Tullier flung the dave-shackles deep into theriver.

“Thisis the new triumphd bridge,” Tullier said as they went up the little stair built into the nearest of
the bridge' s abutments. “It connects the old quarter of the city to the new.”

“So somewhere nearby we may be able to find the Duchess's agent?” That would be a welcome
reief.

The boy nodded. “If your friend Mariette gave us good directions.”

The white colonnade Gaultry had seen from the water bisected the bridge aong its length, dividing
the treffic into two counterflow-ing streams. This dlowed the ity traffic to move with astounding
effidency. Gaultry found the hectic pace a which the crowd moved unnerving. There was so much to
see, and they were passing by it dl so quickly. Tullier guided them aong in the direction he said headed
to the old quarter, but the buildings on either Sde of the river looked old to Gaultry. Old, grand, much
higher, and with many more ranks of windows than she was used to.

Gaultry soon logt any sense of where they were heading. Pressed at every Sde by avariety of people
and trades, she fdt dmost over—

whemed. The Sght of the Sharif, suffering the additiond disadvantage of being unfamiliar with the
tongue that was being babbled around her, yet gill maintaining her composure, forced her to control her
panic. The crowd, she reminded hersdf, was as much a protection as it was something to fear. Bassorah,
Empire's center, had market crowds with enough mixed stock that her own bright hair and the Sharif’'s
olive skin could pass without notice.

She wished she had names to put to the faces and races that went by them. The Bissanty
features—salow skin, doped shoulders, and bony faces—dominated, but mixed in were more exotic
types. Many tdl, gray-eyed men crowded by her. They had the short, close-cropped heads of
professond soldiers atop strong, powerfully built bodies. They would have reminded her of Martin but
for their listless demeanor. “Who are they?” shefindly asked, dragging at Tullier’s deeve.

“Who?’

“Thetdl men.”

He looked where she was pointing. “They’re recruits from Dram-campagna—Bissanty’s northern
Princpdity.” He paused. “They're modly farmers, but this year it's their turn to supply troops.”

Which meant that these men could soon be on Bissanty’s southwest border, pushing the mountain
tribes there southward, into Tidmaran territory. “Tdl me about the others,” she said, not wanting to think
about that. “I want to know what I'm seeing.”

“Youtdl me” Tullier said shortly. “I don’t recognize hdf the types, and | need to find this address.”

So she was I€ft to wonder. It's like a play, she told the Sharif.

It's like a nightmare, the Sharif answered.



It comforted Gaultry a little to know that the Ardana too found the crush of dl the people
inimideting. The crowd kept pushing past her, too numerous to keep track of. To her left she saw atrio
of comey women with bells hanging from their ears; to her right, a wizened, pale-faced man who carried
wicker wheds thet fluttered with colored tags of paper. Then they turned a corner and were surrounded
by a group of tattooed street-performers with brightly dyed hair, skin, and costumes.

Y et despite the press of exatic peoples, the mgority of whom were more intent on their own affairs
then those of strangers, it soon became clear to Gaultry that ther little trio posed a spectacle dangerous
to themselves. Asthey penetrated deeper into a neighborhood of tenement houses, more and more of the
faces were sdlow-skinned Bissanty, with the set, dmogt sullen expression with which Gaultry had begun
to be familiar. There were few loungers in that crowd—most had an ar of knowing ther own
business—and each time they stopped and Tul-lier asked for directions Gaultry fdt hersdf being judged
by many eyes.

When they arrived a lagt a the address Mariette had given them for the archer Arnolfo’s family, they
received the find blow: the smdl, neetly kept house was shuttered and empty.

“They’ll catch us before we find a place to hole up,” Gaultry said grimly. They had passed too many
faces, been given too many curious looks. “There' s no place to hidein this aity.”

“Shut up,” Tullier said, garing at the shuttered door. Y ou’ re meking me nervous.”

“Knock again,” she said.

“There's no one there.” Tullier kicked the bottom panel, disgusted. “The bar is on the outsde—so is
the lock.”

“So what do we do?’

He gave her a searching look. The green eyes were sharp, intense. “The crowd frightens you.”

“You're the expert on fear,” she snapped. “Of course it frightens me. Nothing in my life ever made
me believe I'd travel to a aty like this. Haf my magic—" She stopped hersdf. She did not want to tel
Tullier about the limits of her magic.

“Hdf your magic?’

“Never you mind. Eliante, the Hunt Goddess, ismy guide,” Gaultry sad shortly. “That's enough. |
can andl the huntersin this city. They're dl around us. But | don’'t know how to read the sgns and see
them. That makes me scared.”

“Not me,” sad Tullier anugly. “The Sha Muiratraning—"

Gaultry laughed, a sour, tired laugh.

“Whet isit?’

“A killer is not the same as a hunter,” she said.

The boy’ s face reddened. “Why do you dways pretend to have more answers than me?’ he sad. “I
was trained to know this city—"

“So find us a place to hole up. Matin's trall is going cold, and I'm too tired to think. We need a
good night's deep. And’—she paused—“you are right. I'm going to have to find my feet in this aty
before we can go after Martin.”

Finding somewhere to hide themselves proved less of a chalenge than they had feared. A neighbor
saw them knocking and came to see what they wanted. When they convinced her that Gaultry knew
Arnolfo, she told them that the family’s next-to-oldest son had been caled for an unexpected turn of
sarvice and had taken the family with him to a military camp west of the city. No one was due to return
for another month. All across the city, it seemed, there had been an unexpected levy of soldiers.

But when Arnolfo’s neighbor discovered they needed a place to say, she gave them directions to
another house, a stuccoed tenement that overlooked the loop of the River Bas that ran through the city.
The owners were a pair of ederly sgters, one widowed with an army son. With a week’s rent paid up
front, it was a Smple matter to secure a garret-room, high on the fourth floor. The search for Arnolfo’'s
family had brought them to a dolid, quiet city quarter populated by large soldiers families who were
gruggling to make ends meet while the pillar of the house was away on an unexpected soring tour of
duty. Their arrival had coincided with atime when many households were eager for lodgers.

Tullier told Gaulltry they were renting the room illegdly. Their landladies were hiding the rentd to save



themsalves the price of the city’s diff head tax—one means by which the government tried to contral the
city’s overcrowding. The woman who had referred them would take a cut of the rent money as well. “No
one will want to say anything to the guard,” he said. “They'd rather have money in hand than risk fines”
Certainly, nether of the dderly ssters showed any indination to ask awkward questions. They even
offered, for a modest sum, to have ther persona cook prepare ther meds. Later, they offered the
sarvices of their own clothier. Behind ther faded dignity they were eager for coin and glad to provide
their guests anything they might need to make themsdves invisble in the neighborhood.

The morning after their escape from the ship, Gaultry, saring out the room’s angle window after
breakfadt, listened to the sound of dishes being cleared and sighed with satisfaction. With a full bely and
anight's deep, her fear of the aty had faded. She itched to be out, Sarting her hunt for redl.

It didn’t hurt thet the three of them were now dressed in a manner that would not unduly cdl attention
to themsdves. Thear landladies dothier had proved most efficient, outfitting Gaultry and the Sharif in
cris slver-gray livery, and Tullier in new trousers and a fine jacket tha had been abandoned in the
clothier's hands, unpaid for, by a former dient. From the man's pinched expresson and his air of rdief
when they agreed to take the jacket, Gaultry gathered that it was common custom in Bassorah for those
who held rank to order such goods without paying.

The only thing with which their deceptively proper landladies hadn’t had been able to help them had
been the Shaiif’s last shackle. That matter they had dedt with privatdy, leaving a deposit a a locd
amithy’s for some tools, then taking a quick trip to the river to dispose of the last of the Sharif’s dave
bonds.

The Sharif. She sat at the breakfast table, struggling to finish the portion of bread and porridge that
Agippilia the old ssters' young cook, had brought her. Superficidly, she looked fine, but she was naot in
good condition. She was having difficulty keeping any food in her ssomach. Indeed, the more Gaultry
knew about her physca condition, the more impressed she was by the woman's ssemingly indomitable
will.

Her timein the dave-hold had taken a severe tall. After they had removed her last manacle, Gaultry
hed convinced her to bathe. Lice, and worse, had crawled out of her hair. The rash on her back proved
to be encysted worms. That lagt discovery dmost made the Sharif lose her regd composure. Barely
conceding her hdf-frightened disgugt, she made Gaultry crop her matted black har close to her skull and
burn it, and then she rubbed her entire body with bitter spirits, dl in an effort to kill the worms. It was not
enough. It was necessary for Gaultry, with Tullier helping, to go over her back with a needle and
tweezers. Then they sponged her down with spirits a second time, trying to finish off the worms that had
escaped on thalr first sweep.

Gaultry fervently hoped that they would not have to repeat the process. Last night, while Tullier dept
on a straw pdlet by the door, she and the Shaif shared the room’'s sngle bed. Although the desert
womean lay in exhausted dumber, her mind roiled with nightmares of her past month a sea. Gaulltry, after
lying awake for along time picturing worms and lice, findly fdl into a deep of fitful dreams, interrupted by
snaiches of mindcall. That was the Sharif, rdiving the horror of her lagt battle, crying out in her dreams in
away that she would not have dlowed of hersdf while awake. Neither woman mentioned these episodes
inthe morning, but the Sharif didn’'t put up much of an argument when Gaultry told her to spend the rest
of the day in bed.

Despite her fitful rest, Gaultry was up, dert and eager to go out into the city. With Market Day come
and gone, she guessed the streets would have quieted, and she wanted to find her bearings.

Ther atic window faced the Bas, upriver from the bridge where they’d pulled the Sharif ashore. A
watery morning sun glinted off the white faces of the buildings, burning away the light mig that hung over
the river. Day-craft quietly drifted downstream, dipping dong with the gentle flow of the duggish current,
in no hurry to reach the market docks. Across the river, riang above the migt, was a low, scrub-bily
forested hill surmounted by the ruins of a pillared temple.

The ruined temple had been built over a fresh water soring—in centuries past, the only source of
fresh water indl the great swamp—that had sprung from the ground on the spot where Greet Llara had
squatted to birth her morta son, Meagathon, founder of the Empire. Now the hill was a londy and



desolate place, overgrown by trees and brush and no longer aliving place of worship. As the Empire had
grown and the needs of Llara's cult become more grand, the old temple's high dtar had been moved
across theriver to the great silver-domed temple that rose over the rooftops on the city’s east quarter.

“Why did they moveit?’ she asked Tullier as he came to stand beside her.

“The temple?’

She nodded. “Why move it, and why let the Ste crumble?’

“The soring in the East Quarter Templeis bigger,” Tullier said. “And by now, in Imperid terms, it has
as much history. The ‘new’ spring was discovered when they built the Imperid Quarter—saven hundred
years back. The city needed more water, but the new spring was noisome and unfit to drink. Llara's
Heart-on-Earth, the Emperor Liviusthe Firgt, sent dl five of his sons to purify it. They dl drank, but only
one survived. That was Demetricus the Lion.” Tullier raised his hand, tracing the contour of the temple's
great dome.

“l could show you,” he said, looking a little hopeful. “We could go see the spot where he threw his
brothers' bodies into the fountain-head, and their goddess-blood cleaned the water.”

From what Gaultry had learned, she understood that the vaunted Imperid goddess-blood, like
Glamour, manifested itsdf as an extra soul. She wondered if those four Princes had sacrificed those souls
to the soring willingly. From the tenor of Tullier’s story, she doubted it. “You want to see the city?’ she
asked.

“If nothing else, you need to lose your staring country-look.”

“And you want to see the city,” Gaultry pressed. There was something odd in his voice, as though
there was more at stake here than mere sghtseeing.

Tulier did not respond. He had the covert intendty of one who'd once been denied something he'd
wanted—perhaps quite deeply.

The dlence lengthened. This had something to do with his Sha Muir training. Something he couldn’t
tdl her outright. They were both quiet for a little while, watching the lazy Bas move benegth them, the
flow of the boats.

“WEIl go,” she said. “Of course well go.” She wished she could touch him—rumple his hair or pat
his back. Something beyond words that would show her sympathy. “1 want to see the city too.”

Bassorah was enormous. It would have taken them weeks to tour the dty properly, particularly
congdering the wedlth of detail that the Sha Muira Masters had drilled into their young apprentice. Tullier
seemed to have anecdotes concerning the deeths of every Emperor and Prince for the past century and
beyond. For every monument, public square, concourse, bridge, and fountain they walked past, he was
able to recite a tae of murder or betrayd, the parties involved, and the methods employed. At firs
Gaultry found it morbidly amusng. As it went on, it began to fill her with disgust. Her mood came to a
head &t the pretty statue of awoman in aflowing dress. The statue' s Ste was handsome, at the head of a
long, marble-paved dtreet. Gaultry, staring up at the laughing face, the hands stretched galy to the sky,
asked Tullier who had been murdered here.

“No one,” Tullier said. “But the statue depicts Sylvie Aronlolia, so | expect fear keeps them away.
She was Livius the Seventh’s wife, about a century back.”

“And?’

Tulier shook his head. “1 don’t remember everything. She was one of the busy ones. Five confirmed
murders, and suspicions of others. She made her husband ghostmonger thar children.”

“Ghostmonger 7’

“That’s when an Imperia Prince who is not in line to inherit makes a woman pregnant in secret, and
hides his sons, or some of his children. If he gets five sons before the reigning Emperor’s har, the
goddess-blood flows to him and the Emperor’s heir must cede the throne.” Tullier Stared up & the Statue.
“She mugt have been vain. By the time she had enough influence to make the dity put up this statue, she
was an old woman.”

“What do you mean, when a Prince hides his children?’

“Llaragivesfive sons to only one Prince in a generation. And five sonsiswhat it takes to make a true
Emperor,” Tullier explained. “It’'s not dways the oldest Prince who gets them, but usudly the oldest isin



apostion to stop his brothers from trying. Haven't you wondered at the number of monuments dedicated
to Tarin?

“What do you mean?’ Gaultry fdt a sck feding in the pit of her somach. Tarrin, the White-Faced
God of War, had a second title. The Castrated One.

Tulier pointed down the street. “Look there” he said. “And there. See those soldier’s dabs up on
the second story of that building? Tarrin's mark is on them.” The dabs, which Gaultry had earlier noticed
on many of the older facades, were memorids put up by soldiers come home safe from war. “Bath those
were dedicated by castrati Princes.”

“You can't be serious!”

“You don't undergtand.” Tullier made aface. “Llard s love of Mea-gathon's hars is very strong. The
Imperid House has dways been pralific. They do what they mugt to keep things under control.”

“No one quegtions it?’

Tdlier shrugged. “Our emperor and his children are not like other men. They ae Llaas
Heart-on-Earth.”

“Let’'s stop looking at monuments,” Gaultry said. “It’ stiring me out.”

“Canwe go to Llara’'s Temple? | want to see Demetricus s oring.”

“Where he chucked in his brothers' bodies?’

Tullier's cheeks flushed. He had mistaken her sdlf-protective flippancy for a genuine sneer. “The
fountainhead that was built over the soring is supposed to be very beautiful. And it is sacred to Grest
Llara”

“All right,” said Gaulltry, regretting that she had made him fed so defensive. “But that’s enough horror
gories for now. And lunch first.”

Back in Tidmark, Gaultry had given little thought to what it had meant to the thousand-year Empire
to have logt control of their wayward southern Principdity. The Bissanty were the enemy, Tidmark the
vidim. Tidmark’s greatest Princes were those who had thumbed their noses at Bissanty’s Emperors:
Briern-bold, who broke the Bissaty amy in battle on the centenary of Tidmaran freedom; or
Connne-fair, Prince Benet’ s grandmother, who had spurned a scion of the Imperid House on the 250th.
Or Clarin himsdf, the greast Founder-Prince of Free Tidmark, who had warred with gods and Empire
both to make hisland free.

Now that Tullier had pointed out the soldier’s dabs that had been dedicated to Tarrin, she began to
notice them on admogt every dreet corner. Tarrin's 9gn, a dark cirdle banded round with Slver and
white—the moon in eclipse—surmounted a large proportion of the stones that had been dedicated by
Imperid Princes.

But in searching out these stones, her eye began to be drawn to something ese. There were
monuments to the lost Principaity—which the Bissanties did not recognize as los—on every other street
corner. Many of the monuments had been erected centuries before Free Tidmak was born, and the
ealy Imperid dgnatures—a stout-bellied tree with five branches, a braceleted hand with its fingers
outstretched—made little impresson. But the more recent monuments, those that had been erected within
the latest span of three hundred years, were griking for ther sheer numbers.

Findly they came upon a public bathing house that was dedicated to “Llara, the House Imperid, and
the five Princes of Meagathon.” It was a shining new building with marble towers a its corners. The
dome at its center was dedicated to the fifth Imperid Prince. The inscription that decorated its shining
marble entrance drove the point home: the bathhouse commemorated the birth, seventeen years past, of
Prince In-seguire Pdlidonius, the reigning Emperor’s oldest son.

Tidmarans, many of whom did not use surnames, knew their first Prince as Clarin. Clarin-the-Grest,
Clarm-first-Prince, or Clarin-the-Courageous, if they were being forma. But to Bissanty, the rebel Prince
of Tidmak was Clarin Pdlidonius, youngest heir to Demetricus the Eleventh. As the chisded letters
mede plain, despite Clarin’s rebdllion, the surname had remained in the Imperid family.

A tremor passed through her. Tullier tugged on her deeve. “If you'd like to see a bathhouse, there's
abigger one on the triumphd way. The ladies can go in there”

“It' s not the building,” Gaultry said. “It's the inscription. Tullier, does the Emperor’s oldest son have



alandholding?’

“He' s Prince of Dramcampagna.”

A little color returned to Gaultry’s face. Tullier smiled, unkindly, suddenly understanding her question.
“You thought the Emperor’s firsborn might be the Orphan Prince of Tidmark?' He laughed. “That's
what they cdl it, you know—the unlucky title thet the lowest Prince of Bissanty mugt bear & every formd
convocaion. No, these days the Bissaty Prince of Tidmak is the Emperor's younger brother.
Sciut-tarus's sons have the three highest princeships Dramcampagna, Mon-tevia, and Averios. Then
there' s the Sea Prince—the Emperor’s uncle, who rules the archipelagos—and lagt, poor Tidmark.”

“Bissanty is never going to let Tidmark go,” Gaultry said tightly.

“Free Principdities can be bonded again.” Tullier led her on past the bathhouse. “Averios was free
for more than a century.”

“Averiosisthe valey Bissanty cdlsits bread box?’

“Llaraming” Tullier said. “Don't you know anything? Wl before Tidmark ever made any move to
freedom, Averios swore itsdf to Llara's son, Rios, the sword god. Llara made them a free Principdity
for the span of ther hero-prince's blood. The fird Sciuttarus, the current Emperor's namesake,
butchered the lagt of that linein his cradle—the hero-prince' s grandchild—and brought the land back into
the Imperid fold. Tidmark’s pledge is so much more fragile—a marriage to a bride of pure Tidmaran
blood. You'd think that would be easier to break—"

“Clain promised the gods common blood, not pure blood,” Gaultry corrected him. “The pledge is
meant to honor the land, not good breeding. In Tidmark, we worship our land, not our ruler’s godly
heritage. That was the point of seceding from the Empire. Our Princes rule for the land's hedth—not that
of ther blood hers”

As she spoke, adiver of coldness lanced her body. She stopped, arrested by the pain, and crossed
her hands over her heart. “Do you fed that, Tullier?’ she asked.

He shook his heed.

Around her, the street bustled: merchants, traders—all the busy people of Empire getting on with the
day’s affairs. But for Gaultry, a stab of anguish had pulled her up short, crushing the breath in her chest.
Not a spel—something deeper. A long, dow pulse moved through her, and a resplendent image of the
Great Thunderbringer, tailing on a fire-blasted hill to bear Meagathon her only mortd child, flashed
before her. The goddess had given her son that hill, and Bissanty in perpetuity.

In Tidlmark, Great Llara had ceded the land to her Heavenly Daughters, dlowing them to crown
Clarin and his hers Prince. But the Prince of Tidmark did not own the land—he owned the right to
defend it, so long as he maintained his god-pledges. “Kings and Emperors can bargain with the gods.
Not Princes” Gaultry whispered the words the old Duchess of Mdaudiere had rasped in her ear the
night she'd left for Belaire,

“What's that?”’

“l want to see the temple now. Aren't we amog there?” Gaultry spun around, trying to spot the
great Slver dome above the rooftops. Oh, Great Twelve take me, she thought, her heart pounding in her
chest. The Duchess had been right. While Tidmark was ruled by a Prince, Llara would continue to bless
her son-on-earth, the Emperor, with five sons. The fifth son would aways hunger for Tidmark's soil. “Is
it thisway?’ she asked Tullier, trying to push the revelation away.

“Not that way. That goes back to theriver.”

Llara's Great Temple, the spiritud center of Greater Bissanty, was an ungainly building. To support
its mammoath dome, it had to be ungainly. Heavy stone piers buttressed the greet slver dome on Sx sides.
Hewn from flawless pands of white marble, the doors that flanked the gaping cavern of its entry rose up
more than forty feet. Gaultry had never seen a larger building. Even the Prince of Tidmak's paace, a
rambling cluster of buildings that rose upon the side of ahill, would have been dwarfed beside it.

“Are they having a service?” Gaultry asked. Somewhere in the echoing depths of that great centra
chamber a chorus was snging, the voices high and pure.

“l don't think so. But you may not want to go in,” Tullier said. “These precincts are sacred to the
Thunderbringer. Y ou may fed her touch. It's like ice and fire together. Pray to any of the Great Tweve



here and she will be the one who answers. Y ou might find that unnerving.”

“Wha makes you think | have never fdt Great Llara sfire?” Gaultry asked, clagoing her hands. They
hed reached the great marble doors. A cool draft touched her cheek, lifting her harr. It must have been
from the movement of the crowds within, she told hersdf. That, or the movement of air shifted by running
water.

Tullier gave her an inquiring look. “What do you mean?’

“l don’'t mean anything.” She folded her arms, padms out of Sght, and returned his stare. “Let’s go
in”

The soaring height of the dome made her head spin. It was painted with streaks of gold and slver.
Frescoes on the sde walls depicted Imperid triumphs, the touch of Llara s hand on numerous Emperors,
and, at the temple’s back, in an older, cruder syle, an imege of a giant, tumbling four smdler figures into
afrothing stream.

She had been afool to come. Llara's eyes were everywhere, and surdy she would see Gaultry, the
enemy to her Empire. She knew Llara's power. As she had hinted to Tullier, she had fdt its touch. It was
not like that of the Great Twins, the power she drew on when she prayed to Eliante or Emiera

Gaultry hed fdt Llara's hand just once, when she was been hdfway up a diff on Tidmark's border.
At that moment, the Great Thunderer had given her just two choices: submit or be dashed to the ground.

The young Tidmaran huntress stared up into the great dome, awed by the height, the light, the temple
the Bissanty people had built their goddess. You didn’t put it to me in quite those terms, Llara-bold,
ghe sad to those ary heights. Perhaps 1 could have reached up my hand and found another
handhold, saved myself. But 1 had no faith in that. Wanting to live, 1 offered myself to you,
offered you everything, rather than reaching. Did you spare me on that day so you could bring me
here?

On her hand she dill bore the scar where she had been cut by the next spur of rock—the handhold
that had saved her. A jagged scar, like the edge of a bolt of thunder. Why did you spare me?

No answer. Tullier moved restlesdy beside her, not underdanding. A priest brushed past them,
deliberately knocking Gaultry’s shoulder.

“We aren't actudly supposed to stand here)” Tullier whispered. “We're in the way. Let's find an
empty sde-chapd.”

Gaulltry, knedling beside Tullier in the chapdl, could not bring hersdf to cdl on Llara Elianti, Great
Huntress, she begged. Lead me to Martin, lead me to the Black WolfofTielmark. Let me free him,
let me take him safely home.

And benegth that, the gill more involuntary prayer, O let your Mother’s plan for me end swiftly,
for | am frightened to discover that | till owe Her service.

At her sSde, Tulier knedled, his eyes closed, his lips pursed. His prayers were subgtantialy longer
then hers, long enough to make Gaulltry, finished with her appeal, grow firg impatient and then worried.

As she moved restlesdy, he startled, bresking his prayer. He soun around as if panicked, as if he
feared that she had left him. He looked agtonishingly young. “She haan't left me” he told Gaultry. The
gladd eyes shone with a gladdened light. “I hadn’t known | was asking that. But She hasn't Ieft me”

“Bissanty has many troubles” Gaultry said, glanang past the wrought-iron gates of the side-chapel
into the great space of the man chamber. “Losng the love of her goddess does not appear to be among
them.”

They went back to ther tenement room past a fruit market, hoping to get something fresh that would
hagten the Sharif’s recovery. Gaultry was amazed by the abundant produce. She didn’t recognize more
then hdlf the fruits, and many of the others on display were not yet in season back in Tidlmark. Her mouth
watered. There would be something here to tempt even the Shaif's fragile sscomach. Delicate spring
berries were piled high in woven marsh-grass boxes. There were aready meons, peas, sugarcanes—and
the amd| apples Gaultry had firg tasted aboard the dave-ship. “There's crab-queens!” she said. “Let’'s
get some”

“Theré s something Bissanty that you like?’ Tullier said, watching her as she tried to pick the
Sweetest fruits. “How agtonishing.”



“l like many things Bissanty,” Gaultry said. She paid the fruit-sdler and took possession of the
apples. “I liked Arion, on board the daver. And certanly | like crab-queens. | even like your Slver
temple—though a spring where men were murdered doesn't in itsdf impress me. And what about our
slly landladies, trying to earn an extra penny by spending four to send us their cook? Thaose things would
be nice, in any country.”

Tullier gave her adightly crestfalen look. “What about—"

A cdl from behind cut him off. Four street urchins, acting together, had overturned a cart of dried
peaches. The cart’s owner, bawling to Llara, to the Market Guards, to the Emperor, fluttered about his
cart, torn between collecting his spilled fruit and going after the culprits.

The boys were dready far across the market square, running in the opposdte direction from the
market’s watch-post. They need hardly have bothered, Gaultry thought. In the post, two soldiers lazily
stood to ther feet, dow to collect their weapons, and dower to move after the young culprits. The rest of
the crowd smply stood back and watched the scene unfold.

“That,” Gaultry muttered, “is something | don't like about Bissanty, even if | have benefited from it.
People aren’'t even interested.”

Tulier shook his head. “There's where you're wrong. They're interested. They just know that helping
might be more trouble than it's worth.”

“Let’s take our crab-queens and go home.”

“l know how we're going to find Martin,” she told Tullier. They were back in ther room, eating
crab-queens. The Sharif was up, and looking better. And Gaultry had begun to have ared plan. “It came
to me when we were watching those thieves in the temple market. No one here acts unless there's a
charter ordering it. And even then no one rushes to take action.”

“The Sha Muiraaren't like that,” Tullier said, atrifle smugly.

“Which makes them donein dl the Empire and is no doubt why your Emperor has come to depend
on them for his foreign policy. Them and this Prathe Lendra person who controls your shipping.”

“The Sea Prince controls the shipping.”

“Tdl me someone other than Prathe Lendra owned the ship that you and your Master took passage
onto Tidmark.”

The slence that greeted this was its own answer.

“Where does Lendra live?’ she asked. “Here in Bassorah?”

“He has avilla outside the old city walls. In the new quarter. Prathe Lendra was one of the men who
mounted the subscription to put in the pilings the year the Emperor’'s youngest son was born: Prince
Titus Vargullis. The new quarter is caled Vargullinin his honor.”

“Vagullisis Third Prince?’

Tulier nodded. “There's a daughter as well.”

“But his father needs two more mae children to get Llara s blessng.”

“Hell get them,” Tullier said confidently. “It took his father twenty years. It's safer for the younger
Princesif the gap islarge”

“Why s0? What about ghotmongering?’

Tulier shrugged. “Thereistha worry. But if the firstborn Prince has birthed three or more of his own
sons before his father’ s fifth son is born, his younger brothers are less of a threat. Men of the Imperid
House mature young—hbut no infant known can seed children.”

“Y ou' re obsessed with potency.”

“The opposite,” Tullier said. “Our Emperor’s curse is potency. He has no choice but to seed five
sons. Tidmark doesn't have that problem. Y our Princes are practicdly erile”

“You didn’t learn anything during your vist, did you?’

“Corbulo showed me what to see.”

“You rgected Corbulo when you put a dart in his throat.”

“Y ou're usng what the Sha Muira taught me to your own ends,” Tullier said. “Who are you to tak?’

Why are you fighting? The Sharif, who had been watching them from her seat on the bed, got
ghakily to her feet and moved between them. The day of rest had helped her, but she was dill having



trouble kegping food down. They'll hear you downstairs if you continue to shout.

Gaultry, caught out, scuffed the toe of one of her new boots againg the flooring. We were trying to
make apian, she sad. Instead, we're trading insults.

The Sharif grinned, the expression rdlaxing her whole face. HEll do what you tell him, she said.
Anyone can see that. But he has his pride. Tell him heisa good boy. A good boy, and clever. Then
he'll listen.

Gaultry scowled. “That's the last thing he needs to hear,” she said.

“Whet did she ssy?’

“You don't want to know.”

“l do! You shouldn't keep secrets—"

Look at him. The Sharif sat back on the bed, her eyes gleaming with mischief. He's jealous.

What! Gaultry snapped. He doesn’'t even like me. | explained to you about the soul-bond. HE's
fighting that; it's difficult for him—

Harder till when his mistress won't recognize his affection.

“She'simpossiblel” Gaultry turned back to Tullier. “Not that you're any better. Of course | need you
to hdp me. We're going to be tied together until there's no trace of Sha Muir poison in you, and Eliante
only knows how long that will be, with you gill sweating black ash. Maybe | should have left you in
Princeport, maybe | should have trusted my own Prince not to let his court lynch you.

“But it is not in me to play a game where another’s life is the stake. That's a weskness, | know. It
catanly meansthat | can't use my power to bully you, though Eliante knows, you tempt me!”

“You admit it then! | am your dave!”

“Whine on!” Gaultry said, losng her patience. “I'm not going to reclam my soul-piece before you're
fit to live without it.”

Agnppilia, gently knocking on the door to bring in their dinner, put an end to their bickering. She'd
brought baked chicken, rice, and an orange-colored legume that tasted like parsnips. Everything except
the rice was too srong for the Sharif’s somach, so Gaultry and Tullier got her share. The trio consumed
their food in slence. There was a sort of strawberry jam for dessert. Thet, the Sharif could est.

“So what is your plan?” Tullier said, wiping his mouth on his ngpkin. The food had settled his temper.
“Why do you want to know about Prathe Lendra?’

“He owns the lion's share of the ships that cross to Tidmark. You told me yoursdf that you came to
Tidmak on one of Prathe Lendra's vessdls. The Sha Muira who brought Martin back must have
returned to Bissanty on one of Prathe Lendra's vessals as wel. Remember the moring when the ship's
officers left, and that the old man with the thin legs came on board?’

“Angolis Trier.”

Gaultry nodded. “Lendra s steward. He brought a big ledger onto the ship with him. It looked like it
went with him everywhere. My guess is there's an entry in that book, or another like it, which records
Martin's arrivd, and maybe where he' s been sent.”

“That’'s no good to us” Tullier said. “The records will be under lock and key a Prathe Lendra's
offices”

“How difficult can it be to break into an office?”

“I’'m not going near Prathe Lendral”

“That’s not what I'm asking,” Gaultry said. “We |l keep wdl clear of him. But Trier wasn't traveling
with lots of guards. If we didn’'t want to draw atention to oursaves, we could probably caich him in the
street and take the ledger off him.”

“That's a terrible idea. Lendra wouldn't stand for having one of his most important servants
assaulted.”

“Which is why having a quiet look &t the ledger without anyone knowing makes sense.” The Sharif
was right, Gaultry thought. She was going to have to flatter him. “Just think, Tullier. Picking locks is
nothing to you. You had the Sharif’s shackles opened in no time, even without tools. Imagine how much
ampler it will be with adequate preparation.”

“It snot agood ideg,” Tullier said. “Prathe Lendra' s holdings are dl consolidated within the grounds



a the Villa Lendra: his palazzo, his workshops, his offices and stables. We can’'t burgle his steward's
office without getting far too close to him.”

“We can find out where the office is” Gaultry said. “It may prove a fase lead, but that a lesst is
worth trying. Besdes’—her eyes flicked to the Sharif—"another day spent exploring Bassorah will be
good for everyone. She can rest, and we can get a better grounding in the city.”

“A big help she's proving!”

“Stop being a shrew,” Gaultry said. “Ancther day’s rest and she'll be back on her feet.”

Gaultry crossed to the window to stare out at Llara's hill, hiding her amile. Tullier, by retreating to
complaints about the Sharif, had ceded her the point.

Gaultry’ sfirg 9ght of the Villa Lendra went along way toward explaining Tullier’s wariness of Prathe
Lendra and his workings. The villawas far across the dty from their comfortable soldier’s hillet. They
hed the choice of a ferry ride across the Polonna to reach it or taking the old bridge out of the city and
reentering Bassorah from a more recently built city-gate. To avoid passing writs of entry, they opted for
the ferry. Thevilla's gardens could be seen from the ferry’s deck: the elaborate marble tiers of groomed
garden and ornamenta trees rose up, degant, from behind grimly barricaded fencing at the water’s edge.
That was as Gaultry would have expected.

But the villawas more extensive than she had envisoned. It was not a house, it was a miniaure dty:
workrooms, arcades, interconnected paazzi, and warehouses built right down to the river's edge,
downriver from the barricaded gardens. She began to appreciate Tul-lier’ s urgings for caution.

Theferry dropped them a Vargullin Fier, a broad hadf-cirde of marble. They followed paved steps
up to a wide avenue, flanked on both sdes with wdl-fortified mansons. The avenue was thronged with
foot-traffic. They pushed their way through the crowd. Gaultry was surprised to discover she had aready
become somewhat accustomed to the press of bodies. Soon, they made their way round to the front of
Prathe Lendra's villa Facing the avenue, a centra building formed a U-shape around a gracefully
proportioned courtyard. At the back of the U, a magnificent double curve of marble stairs led up to the
man entrance, on the second levd of the building.

The double doors of the main entrance stood open, giving Gaultry a glimpse of a great space within,
and a pair of footman standing back in the shade indde the doors to escape the heat of the day’'s
overcast sun.

Nothing separated the courtyard from the bustling street, yet the courtyard was empty, a cool, empty
expanse of polished stone and tubs of ornamenta plants.

“It's not magic,” Gaultry said, watching how the crowd stood back, as though an invishle line was
there to keep them out.

“It does’t need to be. No one in Bassorah wants to entangle themsdves with Prathe Lendra, unless
they are clear on the terms.”

Even though Gaultry knew she should be intimidated, she was not ready to give up.

They loitered. Occasondly someone would walk in from the street. They'd ring agold bell on apillar
a the foot of the double curve of gairs and wait for a footman to direct them. Grander vistors entered
viathe main entrance, lesser went to a door that was tucked under the curve of the steps.

Jugt as they were ready to move on, Angalis Trier strolled past them, his stork legs tightly clad in
black stockings decorated with gold thread, a fine brocade jacket swinging over one shoulder. Gaultry
had been right—the man did not traved with a substantia guard. Today, he only had a pair of boys to
keep him company, onein red slk, onein blue.

The boy in blue fumbled with the ledger that Gaultry had seen two days before on the daver,
dutching it dumgly to his chest. It was not the boy Gaultry had seen before: the book was too heavy for
this child, and he was sruggling. But it was the same book.

“Hurry up!” Angalis Trier cdled as the boy fdl behind. The steward, followed by his boys,
disappeared ingde the door under the grand Staircase.

“Does that lead to offices” Gaultry wondered aoud, “or just a servers entrance?’

Tulier shook his head. “1 don't know. We could ask.”

“Isthat a good idea?’



“None of thisisa good idea.”

Two minutes later, the boy in red—the one who hadn't held the ledger—shot out of the door at the
top of the dtaircase. He ran lightly down the steps, then across the yard—so intent on his errand he
collided with the gardener, who had come into the court to shift the flower tubs.

“Here, Godo,” the gardener barked, giving him a good cuff. “Watch where you' re headed.”

“Magter Trier has an unexpected errand.” The boy whimpered, pulling away. “He told me to hurry
and fetch round his horse.”

“Go on then.” The boy, running a a good dip, disappeared into a covered passage that let off one
Sde of the court.

Tullier nudged Gaultry. “Wait by the corner,” he said. “Once Trier leaves, I'll ask someoneif | can
cdl on himin his office”

“AsK the gardener,” Gaultry suggested. Tullier gave her a black look, but complied.

When he met her on the corner, he had news about Trier's office. “You were right,” he said. They
turned back toward the pier and started waking. “It's indde that bottom door, more or less. The bad
newsis that the front court is guarded at night.”

“We wouldn't be going in the front door in any case.”

“The rest of the building will be guarded too.”

“We aren't trying to sted anything,” Gaultry said. “We only want aamdl piece of information.”

“That's not how Prathe Lendra will view it,” Tullier said. “Besides, we' ve solen from him already.
We gtole the Ardana Sharif.”

“The Sharif was never his property,” Gaultry said. They had reached the ferry pier. The hdf-cirde of
marble was empty. They had just missed a boat and would have to wait. Gaultry wrinkled her nose. The
Polonna was narrower than the Bas: narrower, dower, and dirtier. Tullier had explained that this part of
the aty was built over athick bed of marsh. Rlings had been driven down through more than twenty feet
of mud and debris to sabilize the buildings foundations.

“The villais certainly impressve” Gaultry said, glancing dong the river to the building’'s barricaded
backside. “Prathe Lendrais obvioudy rich. But what, exactly, makes him so feared?’

“He s ablackmailer,” Tullier said. “He s rich because he's a miser with information and extravagant
with money. Anyone who takes his favors soon discovers that he won't give them any chance to repay
himin coin. He knows everyone's secrets.”

“Even the Emperor’ s?’

“l don't think we've sunk as far as that,” Tullier said. “Llard s Heart-on-Earth can keep his own

“Spesking of which,” Gaultry said, “we've seen Llards temple, the markets—and now Prathe
Lendra’s house. When are we going to see the Emperor’'s?’

“It's nat like the temple” said Tullier. “Or even Villa Lendra. There's not so much to see from the
outsde. It'sdso,” he added, “in the north reach of the city.”

“Don’'t you want to see it yoursdf?’ She did not understand his reluctance.

“We can go,” Tullier said hestantly. “It could be interesting.”

Across the river, the ferryboat had finished loading. They watched it make a lumbering turn, pointing
its blunt, straw-padded bow back towards them. Tullier's eyes were fixed on the boat.

“l forgot,” he said. “I forgot that | could vigt it now. Sometimes—sometimes the changes are hard to
remember.”

Gaultry waited, hoping he would finish the thought before the ferry drew too close.

“Under the laws of Sha Muira and Empire, | cannot come within Sght of the obelisk that dominates
the palace' s front court and expect to live But—" He hesitated again. “But those laws no longer govern
me” He gave Gaultry a serious look. “I am your man, soul and body.”

She shifted, uncomfortable, not liking his choice of words. “You're not my man,” she sad. “We are
companions. If you like, I'm your protector. While you continue to need one. Your soul and body are
your own.” She paused, trying to lighten the trend their words had taken. “Let’s get something to edt.
Then, if you want, you can return to our rooms, and I'll go on to the Emperor’s palace by mysdf.”



Tulier shook his head. “My path iswith yours.”

Chapter 12

“It’s not exactly prepossessing,” Gaultry said. “But it does make you believe in the Emperor’'s
power.”

The Imperid Paace had been built for inaccessibility rather than for grandeur. It sat a the rear of an
enclosed court, offering only limited views from the street. At Villa Lendra, the fore-court arrogantly
opened itHf to the grand avenue it fronted, as if daring passersby to enter. This court made no attempt
to acknowledge outsders: a tal marble-faced wal shut it ssfey away from public view. The wal was
grand but plain, its sole concession to ornamentation a row of statues on its pediment, many of them so
worn by time that they were bardly recognizable as human figures. The restricted view through the mam
gate gave glimpses of two gold fountains and, between them, the tal obdisk of which Tul-lier had
spoken. Gaultry had an incomplete impresson that the palace was grand as well, but al she could see
was a short gtretch of the facade which left her no sense of the building’s overal design.

“Does the Emperor ever show his face in public?” she asked. They went past the man gate,
folowing the wall to see if there might be another entry where they could get a better glimpse of the
building. Severa others were taking the same route. From ther appearance and dress, they too were
vigtors from outside the city.

“Not often.” The street outside the courtyard wal was narrow and needed new paving. Tullier, who
had been dmog timid at the gate, crossed to the wal and touched his hand reverently to its smooth
marble face. “1 never thought to stand here,” he said.

“Stop that,” Gaultry said, worrying he would draw attention. She could not have told him why that
ample gesture made her nervous. Probably it was his widful tone, his unconscious yearning for his Sha
Muir certainties. She glanced up the street, tenang. “Someone's coming.” The other Sghtseers had
noticed a disturbance as well. They were moving out of the street. More than one person was coming.
She could hear the sound of drums, whistles, and gamping feet. “ Get back over herel”

Tulier turned, but it was dready too lae.

A unexpected throng of people flooded the narrow street, moving dmost at a run, separating them as
awiftly as a rigng tide. Gaultry, struggling to keep Tullier's head in sght over the crowd, found hersdf
dragged dong by the sheer mass. Many in the crowd were wearing painted leather hoods, disguisng their
features. Others were wearing slver-colored armbands and crowns of rags and wire. Someone behind
her laughed, and dl around her rough voices were cdling out. The drum started again, and then the
whidtles and rough music.

She panicked and tried to fight againgt the flow of humanity. “Tullier!” she cdled. “Tullier!’” Her voice
blended in with the genera noise-making, its hint of desperation swallowed.

As one, the crowd broke into a chant:

Sciuttarus had three sons, and fine sons were they.

First Prince went to the west to war; he came home in stitches,

The Second had a great amour, throwing off his britches,

Third son cried for mercy, fleeing first son’s tricks

May they live a long life, and water the land with their—

Ha-hah, ha-hah!

Sciuttarus had three sons, and fine sons were they.

First one burnt his crops down, second took to harm,

Third son killed his Princess, calling an alarm.

Goddess see you angry, liar a fare you well,

Bissanty is a prison, and we're off to—

“Gaultry!” Tullier, burging through the crush to her side, grabbed her by the elbows. His eyes were
huge and frightened. “Llara s breath, we' re got to break out of this The guard will come down on them
any minute now!”



“What's hgppening?’ It was a sruggle even to keep their feet. The crowd swept them dong, gaining
momentum, then bottlenecked where the way narrowed at a shop that jutted into the street.

“Thet dley—next to the shop! Cut in there!”

With a god in sght, they managed to push past the music-makers and out of the stream of bodies.
Gaultry’s heart hammered in her chest, sped by the musc, the press of the crowd, the taste of danger.
“Who are they? What do they think they’re doing?’

“They’re getting the guard cdled out,” Tullier said, “protesting Llara's Heart-on-Earth!” He stared,
dishdieving, at the mob that pushed by the dley’s head. “They don't think Sciuttarus's sons are good for
much. Did you hear what they were saying?’

Gaultry shook her head. “I only heard the song.”

“They want the Blessed One to produce another son or cede the throne to one of his brothers. Asiif
the Emperor need prove himsdf to them.” The idea dearly disgusted him. “Sciuttarus levied another
birth tax for his children. That triggered this”

Out in the street a horn blared, and then another, sounding an darum. The cdash of metd on metd
rang out. “Let’'s movel” Tullier retreated up the dley, his haste and anger meking him sumble on the
clutter of trash and boxes. Gaultry, somewhat breathless, sumbled after him. More horns sounded. A
member of the mob, escaping the street, pushed past them, then another, both faces twisted with fear
beneeth the ragged crowns. “Faster!” Tullier urged her. “We mug keep ahead of them!”

They ran together through the dirty maze of dleys and back dtreets, discovering more swamp and
less pavement in these backway's than Gaultry had expected, consdering the handsome condition of the
man avenues. Gaultry sensed that Tullier was running blind, but the urgency he projected stopped her
from quedtioning their route. Gradudly, however, whether by design or chance, they Ieft the regpidly
disspating mob behind. Not long after, they emerged from a sooty byway onto one of the city’s wider
boulevards.

To the |€ft, the road led down to the Bas. Across the way, Great Llara’'s dome loomed above the
aty. “1 know where we are,” she panted gladly, excited to recognize the landmarks.

“We could have been killed.” Tullier was dill upset. “What would have happened if 1 had not
reached you so quickly? If the guards had picked us up with the rest of that mob, we' d be for the block.”

“Why did it happen?’ Gaultry asked. “And so close to the Emperor’s paace!”

“Madness. What else could it be? The holy week of the Sciuttani—

the Emperor’s children—is dmogt on us. It’s the birthdays of his victory children—the older Princes
and the sSster. Those people were protesting the levy for the celebrations.”

That brought Gaulltry to a stop. “What happens in the city during the holy week?’

“Fedtive parades for seven nights. Torches in the street, sacrifices to Llara, feadting. It's il three
nights away.” He spoke reluctantly, redizing as he was spesking that this was information Gaultry would
have preferred to know earlier.

“Well have to vigt Trier's office before the celebrations begin,” Gaultry said uneesly. “Don’t you
think Prathe Lendra's house will be a hive of activity once the carousing begins? We can't dday. Wel
take the rest of today to ready ourselves. And tonight—tonight we'll break in and have a look at that
ledger.”

“That's far too soon,” Tullier countered. “Our chances for success are better if we take a decent
amount of time for preparations.”

“Tullier.” Gaultry shot him an anguished look, unable to conced her digtress. “Dday is too risky.
Timeis not our friend here. If Martin is forced to take the dave-bond because | have wasted one day,
how will | ever forgive mysdf? Besdes, what more is there that we can do by waiting, other than draw
suspicion to ourselves?’

“The whole city will be on watch after that protest we saw.”

“Do you think the problem is so widespread?’

“l don’t know. But ariot is a serious business. People will be worrying. The Watch will certainly be
dert tonight.”

“l am not afool,” Gaultry told him. “But we mugt try tonight, if only to seeif it ispossible. If there is a



guard on every window, I'll accept that our attempt on the house will have to wait.”

They completed their journey to the tenement in slence, Gaultry absorbed in her own thoughts,
Tdlier in his. Gaultry wondered how to interpret Tullier's upset over the chanting mob. Was his
unbending acceptance of the Emperor Sciuttarus's right to rule a Sha Muira oddity, or was it a reflexive
impulse that dl Bissanties shared? In some ways the boy had led a sheltered life, and she guessed that his
opinions could not be regarded as characteridticaly Bissanty. As a Sha Muira apprentice, he had never
had to provide for his own food, dothing, and shelter. Among the populace, beneath their ar of
complacency concerning their Imperia ruler, the Bissanties that Gaultry had met seemed deeply
discontented, drawing strength from their devotion to Goddess and Emperor, yet highly sendtive to the
divisonsin thar society. That the Emperor was Llara s Heart-on-Earth bridged the yavn—

ing gap of discontentment. Bt if the people came to fed that the reigning Emperor had usurped the
place of Llard's true chosen one ... She wondered how long Sciuttarus could reman in power as
Emperor, even behind his high marble wadls, if his people log fath in the Thun-derbringer’s blessng on
hisrule.

Asthey turned into the shabby dley that led to the back stairs of their tenement, she asked Tullier a
last question. “Could that crowd have been right? Could it be that Sciuttarus has usurped the throne?’

Tulier shook his head, emphaticdly. “He has earned the right to rule. He is his father’s oldest living
son—and no one disputes that his father had Llara s blessng.”

“But it's not necessarily the oldest son who inherits the throne, is it?” Gaultry said. “It's the first one
who fathers five sons. Maybe one of Sciuttarus's brothers has ghostmongered. Y ou told me aready that
he has aliving brother—your lackland Prince of Tidmark.”

“Only one man in an Imperid generation can father five sons” Tullier corrected her. “Once one gets
five Llara won't let the others match him. On the other count, you are right—Sciuttarus has severa
brothers who are dill dive” He stood behind her as she fished in her pockets for the flat iron key that
would let them onto the back dairs. “But he took measures that they should not usurp his rights as his
father’ sfirg her.” He paused. “You won't want to know the detalls. In Sciuttarus, Llara has blessed us
with an Emperor who is jedlous in the extreme of any threat to his honor or his sanding. His brothers
never had a chance to saize Llara s blessng. Anything that might appear to lessen the Blessed One's own
gory is dedt with directly. Even Sciuttarus's uncle, the Sea Prince, has fdt the bite of his jedous nature.”
He started up the gtairs, as though his explanation was complete, but she held out her arm to bar hisway.

“Explan that lagt bit,” she said. “ Starting with why the Sea Prince is the Emperor’s unde instead of
one of his brothers.”

“If the Emperor islacking sons, there's no rigid precedence for which of his mae relations get to St
on the Princes seats. Sometimes it is even a man's cgpacity and tdents which keep him there. That's
why the Emperor’s unde is sill Sea Prince” Tullier raked his hair back from his face, the glacier green
eyes ginting in the shadowed light of the stair. “Sri Caviedo has served Bissanty as Sea Prince under
three Emperors—mostly because there has been no living Emperor’s son who was of age during the
whole of that period, but dso because he is an effective seaman and commander.

“Asfor the Sea Prince feding the bite of Sciuttarus senvy . . .

When Sciuttarus ascended the throne, he had no children. One year later, following his victory
weddings, he had two sons. The Sea Prince made the mistake of getting one of his lovers with child that
same year. The Sea Prince s lover, Luka Pdlia, made the mistake of giving birth to the Sea Prince's child
amonth before any of Sciuttarus' s wives were brought to bed. Sciuttarus took that as an insult. When
Lukadied of poison, the day of the birth, everyone saw Sciuttarus s hand init.”

“l don’'t understand,” Gaultry said. “Why kill her?’

“It's complicated,” Tullier said. She sensed there was something in the story, some ugly Bissanty
perversty, tha he hesitated to tdl her. “Luka was a performer at the great Bassorah theater. The Sea
Prince pursued Luka for some time before the relaionship was consummated. Siri Caviedo was dready
in his middle years then, and had never shown any interest in children. When Luka became pregnant,
everyonein the streets made jokes about the fire of the Prince's unexpected potency, which Sciuttarus,
who had had some trouble getting his wives pregnant, resented. He liked it less when people began laying



bets, guessng which of the Imperid consorts would come to bed firds—Luka or the Emperor’s women.
When Luka Pdlia ddivered the Sea Prince' s child before any of Sciuttarus' s wives—to Sciuttarus, that
was thefind insult.” Tullier started up the stairs, avoiding her eyes. Gaultry followed, close on his heds.
He was hiding a piece of the story, that was certain.

“I'm not surprised the people question whether Sciuttarus has Llara s blessing,” she said. “He seems
to quedtion it himsdf.”

“Emperors must protect themsdves” They reached the top landing. Tullier thrust open the door. The
Shaif was dozing by the window, the last golden sun of the day touching her face. She woke as the door
opened, and smiled in welcome. In return, the boy frowned. “Whether or not the Emperor has Llara's
blessng, that doesn’t change.”

Tulier spent what little was |eft of the day meditating in preparation for the misson. After dl they had
shared in recent days, his withdrawa was disconcerting. When he emerged from his trance, the set of his
face brought Gaultry uncomfortable memories of his attempt to desecrate Prince Benet a the Goddess
Emierds feast. He buckled Cor-bulo’'s spring-device onto his wrig, intent and focused. To her great
aurprise, he had made a complete turnabout in his attitude toward the night’s work. Jettisoning his initid
resstance to Gaultry’s decison to break into Angalis Trier's office, he told her he now intended to vist
Prathe Lendra s villaaone, and to search for news of Martin solo.

When Gaulltry flat out refused, his temper rose.

“You aren't trained,” he said. “You'll be aliability.”

“I'm usudly alighility,” Gaultry answered. “Buit thisis not your misson.”

“So you won't let me risk my life done” Tullier said nadtily. “Does it make it better if you risk it
further by saying a my sde?’

“Stay home yoursdf then if you think it's too risky,” Gaultry said, furious that he had learned, so
quickly, to turn her own words againg her. “Keep the Sharif company. I'll go to Lendra' s by mysdf.”

Tullier smirked. “Who will pick the locks?’

Gaultry shrugged. “I may need your hdp, but | will not require it of you.” She pushed her fingers
through her harr, distracted. A ligbility, Tullier called her. It hurt her pride to admit it, but she knew he
was right. Partly right.

There was a chasm in her where her Glamour-magic should have been. Do you think it's fun
having nothing in me to power my spells? she wanted to ask. Do you think | enjoy being weak? The
working half of my Glamour-soul is sustaining your life. Do you think 1 enjoy being without that
power? Between her temper and Tullier’'s, she was surprised she managed to redrain hersdf from
spitting out those bitter questions.

With the power of her Glamour-soul, spell-casting had come easlly to her, without labor, without
druggling. Now, the memory of that case could only hamper her with futile resentment.

With haf her Glamour-soul pinned in Tullier’s body, she could cast only the smple spels she had
learned as a hedge-witch back in Arleon Forest. Those cagtings had power, but it was power which she
cdled from Great Eliante and Emiera That power was both less flexible and more limited than the
Glamour-magic. Having to fal back on the Great Twins magic to power her spells was a torment.

Her taking-spell, for example. With Glamour-magic, it was nothing to drip the spirit from an animd,
to subvert itswill and borrow what she liked of its strength, its quickness, its cleverness. When she cdled
that same spel from the Great Twins ingead of fuding it with her Glamour, its power was never so
complete. She tended to get dashed by angry seegulls, had to battle to keep every spirit she cdled under
control. The negetive effects could overpower the postive.

But without cdling on that magic tonight, Tullier would be correct, and she would be a lidility to him
in Prathe Lendra’ s house. She had not shared every aspect of her plans with Tullier, but when she ac—

companied him to the Villa Lendra, she intended to bring dong the spirit of the meanest, cleverest
dley cat that she could find.

She pressed her hands to her temples. Arguing with Tullier on top of dl her preparations for the
taking-spdll was exacting a toll. For Gaultry, taking from cats was usudly difficult because of ther crud
independent nature; taking from a haf-ferd street cat would to make the spel maximdly uncomfortable.



Unfortunately, the night vision, the sense of balance, the intuitive sense of a stranger’s approach, the keen
hunter’ s curiosty—all those, in the balance, were enough argument to judtify the unpleasantness of taking
from such a amdl, nasty animd for an extended time. It was not an ordedl that she anticipated with any
pleasure. She' d have a high pulse and a headache dl evening.

Tamsanne, her grandmother, would have laughed. She had often teased Gaultry that she had trouble
with cats because she had too much in common with them to enjoy being exposed to ther animd
honesty.

Gaultry sdved her ego with the thought that her grandmother would have known little of the
temperament of the average Bassorah dley cat when she had made that judgment.

Villa Lendra's high facade gligened white in the moonlight. The night ar was bamy, the moon a
geaming cirde that lit the street and the sky. It was a night with deep shadows and Slver-lit pavement,
inviting wandering—not a good night for skulking and housebreaking.

“Where did the clouds go?’ Gaultry sketched the Great Twins double spird, seeking assurance.

Tullier, a shadow by her side, shook his head. “It won't matter once we'reingde” he said. A drange
eagerness for the venture dill possessed him. “If we don’t do it tonight, well have to leave it for a week.”

The Shaif, a rather more conspicuous figure at her back, gave Gaultry’s shoulder a reassuring pat, as
if senang her nervousness. Gaultry had tried to discourage her from coming with them at dl, but the tal
Ardana had ingged that she wanted to a least know where Prathe Lendra s house was. Gaultry had not
found a successful argument againg that.

But you're not coming in, Gaultry told the Sharif once again. They’d been arguing about this snce
Gaultry had relayed her the night's plans. We know they're trying to trace you. Nothing they know
now connects you to us for certain, and better for it to stay that way.

“Gautri,” the Sharif said. She couldn’t pronounce the consonant group of Gaultry’s name. “I wait for
you a the ferry.” If you don't meet me before dawn, 1 will come after you, she added, so tha only
Gaultry could hear her.

“Hliante watch over me, that won't be necessary.” They made their good-byes and separated, the
Shaif heading back the way they had come,

One part of Gaultry wished she was falowing her.

A wordless, soundless yowl broke tha thought. Shut up, she willed the yowling she-cat. She had
trapped the aggressive, clever, tortoiseshell-colored creature in the dley behind the house where they
were staying, and taken its spirit for a night's use. It had not taken kindly to the treatment. After hurling
itdf repestedly a its magic bonds, the cat-spirit had given up on trying to free itsdf and begun to yowl
ghilly and complamingly, putting Gaultry’s dready stretched nerves further on edge. Shut up, you, she
scolded it. You're in for a more comfortable night than |. The cat’s body, curled tightly in a near
coma, was safe a rest on her pillow back in the garret—probably spreading fless, vermin, and the lice
she had thus far avoided picking up from the Sharif. She mentaly spanked its spirit back to its place,
where it could not range and unsettle her mind. Shut up and make yourself useful.

She tried to assure hersdlf that the horrible noise would stop once she started making use of the
creature’ s senses and was no longer just holding the cursed animd captive.

Didracted by the cat-spirit, she dmogt lost Sght of the shadow that was Tullier. Gaultry, hastening
her steps to keep up, let the cat-spirit dide forward, giving it the control of her vison. Her color sght
dropped away, but the murk of the shadows contracted. The cat, sendng a hunt m progress, ceased its
complaints. It settled and focused on Tullier’s back.

They followed the side of the villauntil they came to a place where the white of the walls was plaster
ingtead of stone. Gaultry would have thought the building was a stable, but for the absence of horse smdl.
Here the great ovad curve of one of two connecting buildings met the straight edge of its gabled partner at
an acute angle. Tullier pointed upwards.

High above, three stories up, the gabled building was roofed with glass. “I spotted this yesterday,” he
sad softly. “Well try here fire.”

“How’re we going to get up there?’

“I'mgoing to dimb it,” Tullier said. “I don’t know about you.”



The boy madeit look easy. Nudging his body into the tight angle where the wals of the two buildings
came together, he began to scramble agildy up the corner. The firg few feet were the least chdlenging.

Then a thin ledge—more accuratdly, a sculptured grip of stonework ornamentation—barred his
ascent, about fifteen feet up. It barely dowed Tullier's progress. Reverang the way his body faced in the
corner, he expertly swung himsdf up over this strip, then twisted round to gam a toehold atop of it.

“Waetch carefully,” Gaultry muttered to the cat-spirit. “We re going to have to do that next.”

Above her, Tullier, balanced on the bdls of his feet, was a gray shape sharply defined againg the
white plaster wall. She could see him hunting for fingerholds, then, with surprisng speed, dimbing another
ten feet up to precarious invisble handholds. The glass roof was below him now—canted away a an
awkward angle, but below him, where he could reach it if he was very bold indeed.

He jumped. The cat-spirit twitched, itsinterest fully engaged. Not looking back to see if Gaultry was
fallowing, Tullier moved a little way dong the roof, stooped, and pulled out his knife, working with it to
gouge up the soft strips of lead that held the glass panesin place.

Without the cat, she never would have been able to follow. Tullie’s tinkering on the roof had
attracted its curiosity—it wanted to be up on the roof dmost more than she did. Tentatively, she wedged
her body into the corner as Tullier had done, and started up, intensely aware of the stone pavement a the
wadl’s foot. The cat, ssnang her nervous commitment to the dimb, became mdicioudy eager to force her
higher. She reached the ornamented srip and somehow, leaning heavily on the cat’s reflexes,
maneuvered her body above it. There was a nasty moment when she tried to reverse her postion as
Tulier had done, so she could get her feet on top of the thin edge of masonry. Above the fretment, she
was relieved to find, the plasterwork was rougher, and the handholds Tullier had made use of so fecildy
were easer to find.

The jump across to the roof was not daunting as it had appeared from below. The levd of the roof’s
edge was alittle beneath her now, making the gap look dightly less impossbly broad. Tullier, busy with
the glass panes lead framing, had spread his cloak on the roof’s edge to give her a landing pad. He' d
meade his own landing soundlesdy, somehow managing not to punch out any panes of glass.

Gaultry was not quite so lucky.

She hdf-landed on Tullier’s cloak, the hed of her boot crunching through two panes as it skittered off
the padding. The break made a shocking, resounding crack, followed by dithering noises.

The pair froze. Sowly, relieved that she had not cut hersdf, Gaultry

withdrew her boot from the jagged hole in broken pane. The dither-ing noises came again, and a
very fant jangle of glass landing on a hard surface. Then, blessed sllence.

“Wha happened?’ She crept closer to Tullier, awvay from the broken glass.

“Take alook a where you broke though,” Tullier said breathing hard. “ Some god made you lucky.”

Pressng againg the roof where Gaultry had punched through were the branches of a dense,
flowering tree. Its untrimmed branches, pushing againg the glass, had cushioned and muffled the sounds
of thefdling glass.

“It's a plant-house.”

“Here we'd cdl it a solarium,” Tullier said. “It's for plants that need heet to thrive” He pushed his
knife back in his belt and started working with his fingers. “Help me with this” The glass panes had been
put up in multipaned sections. By cutting the heads off the metd pins that secured it, and pulling up the
leed gripping that had held it in place, Tullier had worked one section dmogt free. The roof was made up
of hundreds—perhaps thousands—of these sections. Gaultry stared warily at the roof, trying to caculate
the expense of that vast expanse of glass. When the boy caught the expression on her face, he let out a
short laugh. “Thisisjug the roof,” he said. “Imeagine what the house ingde will be like”

“Hurry up,” she said. It was too late for her to let hersdf be intimidated by the power of Prathe
Lendra’s money. “And stop talking.”

Removing that one section of glass made a hole large enough for a human body. Tullier, thinking
ahead, had chosen a pand that looked down on a sturdy-looking tree. Indicating that Gaultry should pull
the section back into place behind her as she came through, he let himsdf down dowly through the hole,



testing his weight on the nearest branch.

Satidied, he gave her acurt nod, let go of the pane's edge, and, with a great ded of foliage-ruffling,
disappeared from Sght.

Gaultry, waiting for him to move hisweight off the branch, took a last look at the sky. Though it was
aclear night, the lights of the many lamps of the dity had dimmed the stars. She could see the brightness
of Andion’'s Eye—the sailors navigation star—but the familiar congellations of home seemed faded and
remote. At the sky’s edge, the tiled roofs of the city made a jagged, unfamiliar horizon.

She could smdl the heavy scent of the dien tropicd plants that filled the solarium benesth her,
brought to this temperate city from some unknown land. Two worlds, neither of which was her own.

The trapped cat-spirit hissed, sengng the hunt moving from it. Time to move on. Gaultry sketched the
Great Twins double-spird inthe air, daring briefly at the spot of sky where she guessed that their stars
would have shone. “Eliante-bold, play the Trickster tonight,” she muttered. “Play the Trickster tonight
and get me through this” She thrugt her legs through the roof-hole and reached for the branch with her
feet.

Ingde the dark world of the solarium, moonlight, patterned by the lead framing, dappled down over a
mysterious jungle of plants. The flowered tree, where Gaultry had broken the window panes, was a
night-bloomer, with pale, star-shaped flowers. Tiny silver-and-black birds perched in its branches, a few
of them fluttering dozily, the rest adeep or trandfixed, bewildered by the intruson. Gaultry’s cat made a
reflexive gesture in their direction.

Aheed of her, Tullier had crossed to another branch, an impossbly thin branch that dmost certainly
wouldn't take Gaultry’s weight. As she watched, he stretched to reach the ral of the high balcony that
ran round the interior of the solarium, leve with the second floor of the building. “Little bastard,” Gaultry
murmured, glancing round for an aternate route to the same bacony.

The trees had been pruned to foom a canopy over the ground below. Several had subgantia
branches that leaned over the second-floor ba cony—none, unfortunately for Gaultry, attached to the tree
she was currently in. Swearing quietly, she descended to the floor, as quietly as the darkness and her
haste would alow, and crossed to a tree with better branches up to the balcony. A nameplate naled into
its trunk, some five or six feet above ground leve, looked sturdy enough to use as her firg dimbing hold.
She squinted to read it before dimbing.

The plate read FIRE-SAP HONEY TREE.

She took a closer look at the tree' s bark, which sheathed the trunk with narrow, resinous strips, and
reconsidered.

“Hurry up,” Tullier seethed down to her.

“You hurry up,” she seethed back, crossng to another tree.

“What was that about?’ Tullier hissed when shefindly joined him.

“No birdsinthat tree,” she said. “| think it's poisonous.”

“Redly?’ Tullier went round the bacony to find it, and snapped off a branch. He paused for a
moment, smdling the break. “Not poisonous” he said. “Not poisonous in Bissanty terms, which would
mean it could kill you. But it could give you a serious rash.”

“Or you.”

Tulier shook his head. “Not me. I'm immune to anything except Sha Muir poison. Llard's blessing
shiddsmefrom dl the rest.”

“You and the Emperors of Bissanty,” Gaultry quipped. “No wonder you think so wel of yoursaves.”

Tulier tucked the oozing branch indde his cloak. “Let’s go find Angdlis Trier’s office” he said.

Two doors led off the bacony. Both let out to a hdlway with a richly patterned carpet. The
moonlight that dashed in through a high row of windows reveded patches of its pattern: a twined vinein
green and black, very fine Gaultry who was more accustomed to bare floors and strewn-reeds as
floor-coverings, was once agan involuntarily impressed.

“Thisway.” Tullier turned left, keeping to the shadows.

“Why not the other?” The wool padding under their feet muffled their footsteps.

He frowned, exasperated. “Becauss’—he pointed a the blank wall opposite, and down a an



angle—"Trier' s office is just about there in this building, two floors beneath us. I'm supposed to have a
sense for it—it was part of the traning.” His voice quieted, asit often did now when he spoke of the Sha
Muira

The hdlway terminated a open double doors. Beyond was a room dominated by a marble staircase,
with another hdl leading off to the left. Light from a pair of torch-sconces showed red-painted wadls and
fancy panding. In deep nichesin the pands, marble planters, burgeoning with cuttings from the solarium,
made a finishing touch to the decoration. They could hear a whisper of voices from the floor below.
Tulier skirted the staircase and took the hdl onwards, deeper into the house.

“Look at the coffering on the caling!” Gaultry whispered. She guessed they must be in the part of the
house kept reserved for large-scale functions, expendvey furnished rooms that were kept closed and
dusted, to be opened only on fedtive occasions. Her experience of such places was limited to one duca
seat and the Prince of Tidmark’s palace. In both of those buildings, the hand of a sngle craftsman had
dominated. Here, the scale was so grand she could see it would have needed a smdl army of crafters to
have finished it. The floor underfoot was an unbdievably intricate parquet. They passed a second
solaium room, this one amdler, more formd, with a black-and-white checkerboard floor. Fancy
mullioned doors separated this room from the passage, with more glass muilions forming the far wal. The
doors onto the corridor were open, letting in a delicious fruit-scent.

“Oranges,” Tullier said.

Gaultry caught his deeve. “I've never tasted an orange before,” she said. “Have you?’

Tullie’'s pae eyes gligened as he turned to her. “You're crazy,” he said. “We re here tonight only for
one reason. Concentrate on that.”

“Shudhl”

They froze. A sudden muittering of voices could be heard moving toward them dong the corridor. As
one, they ducked into the orange-tree room. Save for the double row of tubs that held the tidily pruned
orange trees the glass-sded room had no furniture. The only place to hide was againg the wall.

The voices—a pair of men—came closer, passed, and faded.

They waited a long time, sanding pressed againg the wal where no one who passed in the hdl,
conversang or otherwise, could see them. “They didn’t sound troubled,” Tullier whispered. “That can’t
have been about our bresk-m.”

Gaultry nodded. “Let’ swait and seeif they come back.”

As they waited, she took a closer look a the room. The orangery fronted on a amdl terrace with
graceful marble balustrades. 1t overlooked the gardens they had seen from the ferry, and beyond the
gardens, the Polonna. The view was very beautiful, like an image from a dream. The bright light of the
moon cast deep shadows, making everything seem a once serene and myderious: the dark topiary in the
garden; the dlver-painted river. Across the river, Bassorah's dlhouette took up dl the horizon,
punctuated by the high shining dome of Llara's temple, the grim hulk of Bissanty’s ancient fortress and
stronghold, and on the right, barely visble above the encroaching roofs, the white facade of the Imperid
Palace with its obdlisk. Crowning it dl, like a backdrop to the sky, lay the crest of the hill where Llara
hed come to earth to bear her son.

“There's old magicin thisroom,” she said quitly, staring at the long view with its display of the layers
of Bissanty higtory. “But it's not on the oranges.” She twisted one of the fat, brightly colored fruits off its
branch and tucked it into a pocket. Tullier flashed her an outraged look. “It's only one” she said. “God’s
honor, I'll give you a taste when we' re safely home.”

Tulier made aface. “Let’sgo,” he said. “Enough waiting.”

They moved swiftly through long passageways and ceremonid haf—

chambers, up short stairs, and findly into a fabulous hal. Overhead, dark banners trailled down from
high rafters, obscured by darkness. At the sides were a double tier of gdleries, at the far end was a grand
door. “That mugt lead out to the front,” Gaultry said, “to the entry with the staircases.” The party that
could fill this room would be large enough to indude dl Tidmark’s nobles and ther servers. It rivded the
Great Hal of Clarin in the Prince of Tidlmark’s palace. That was an uncomfortable thought. At the near
end of the hdl was a second double curve of sairs that made an architectura echo of the exterior steps,



“Trier's messenger went in the bottom door and came out the main entrance,” Tullier said. “So we
know we can reach to the offices from here”

“If there's a door, it will be tucked out of sght,” Gaultry said. “Lendra wouldn't want guests who
come here to think he mixes business with pleasure.”

It was a canny guess. Out of 9ght down a Side passage, but convenient to the hdl, they found the
door. A long, ill-lit flight of stairs led them to a plainer, less ornamented hdlway, and through an unlocked
door into a windowless, airless room that clearly had aderica purpose.

When Tullier closed the door behind them, they were in utter darkness.

“Wait,” he whispered fiercdy as she reached for her flint and tinder.

They stood together, their backs pressed agang the door. Findly, Tullier touched her hand,
indicating that she might risk a light. “Smdl light,” he whispered. “And no talking. | think there's a pallet
room right next to us. For the messenger boys.”

They had brought a candle with them in a shuttered metdl basket. Gaultry lit it cautioudy, standing
close agang awadl, her body shidding the flame, before she risked a look around the room. “We must
be close,” she whispered. “Do you think Trier’s room will have a window?’

Theflickering light revedled four sanding-height desks and shelves that sagged with heavy sheaves of
paper and lacquer-ended scrolls, ornamented with Slk tassels. At the far end of the room was a
solid-looking double door with a bar on the sde that faced them. Tullier went across, a dim slhouette in
the hooded light of the candle, and pulled the bar up, locking themin. ?

“Thet will dow up anyone who hears us,” he whispered.

“But leave us only one way out.”

“I'll wedge that door too.”

Which would leave them no way out, though Gaulltry did not say so to Tullier.

They broke into two more offices before they discovered Angolis Trier's sanctuary. The furnishings
were comfortable, though not so fine that they gave a hint of the luxury that was to be found elsawhere in
the villa There was a bookcase of ledgers, amilar to the one they had seen Trier’s boy carrying. Gaultry
gave the candle to Tullier and triumphantly pulled a ledger from the shdf and thumbed it open, scanning
down the netly entered columnsto find a date, Martin’s entry—

“I can't read this” she said, dismayed. It was written in code or in aforeign language.

“It might be written in Gallian,” Tullier said. “That's the tribe of Lendra's father. Make sure you're
looking at the most recent book,” he suggested, glancing at the door. “Try to find the entry for our ship.”

The current ledger was not in the shef with the other books. It had been Ieft out on Trier's desk,
under a pile of loose papers. Gaultry ddicady pulled it free, trying to remember how the papers looked
s0 she would be able to rearrange the desk to conced their snooping.

But, findly, there was the entry. The number seventy, then the numbers thirty and forty, for the
numbers of Chauduks and Ardanae.

A note in red ink had been written into the book just below the figures, and then the number
twenty-nine, circled for emphasis. “That must be the Sharif gone missing,” Gaultry guessed.

Tulier nodded. “Now look for a srange entry, above that. Smdl numbers. That might be your
Martin and the four Sha Muira who brought him back to Bissanty.”

“Three” Gaultry reminded him. “Martin killed onein Seafneg.”

“Whatever,” Tullier said coally. “My guessisit will be the only smdl number.”

On what might have been a date four days preceding their arrival, Gaultry found a three and a one,
accompanied by another indecipherable notein red ink.

“Copy it out on adip of paper,” Tullier said. “And the note about the Sharif as wdl. We can puzze it
out later.”

There was ground ink-powder on Trier’'s desk, and water to mix with it. Gaultry took a dip of paper
with a blank side from the front office and came back to copy out the writing.

“l don’'t think that’s legible,” Tullier said, peering at what she was writing.

“How do you know? Can you read it?’

“No, but you're graightening the curved letters. Let me do it—"



So then Gaultry had to hold the candle while Tullier copied it out again.

By the time Tullier had done with the copying, they were both eager to be gone. Arranging the office
to appear undisturbed, they went into the front room, each feding that the other was being dumsy and
unnecessaily noisy.

Tullier unlocked the bar to the room beyond, and they turned to the dairs.

“Back the way we came?’

Tullier nodded. “If it' sill clear.”

They padded up the narrow staircase out of the plain, busnesdike world of the ground floor back
into the grandeur of the big hdl with the banners. The great room seemed quiet and undisturbed, but the
cat-spirit, which had been quiescent for some time, jerked Gaultry’s head up. High above, the banners
were dhifting, swelled by an unseen movement, by a current of arr. “Tullier,” she whispered. “Someone
just passed through here.”

“We mud hurry.”

They got only so far as the entrance to the corridor that led back toward the orangery and the
solarium when trouble struck. Ahead, they heard sharp voices, accompanied by the chime of a bdl. A
moment later, the sound of more voices reached them, though whether from the stairs below, the passage
ahead, or one of the great number of passages that led off the greet hdl, they could not determine.

“We're cut off!” Tullier, thinking quickly, grabbed Gaultry’s wrist and, dragging her, turned back to
sprint up the curve of the great presentationa staircase thet led to the hal’s upper gdleries.

They had barely reached the landing at the top of the flight when two separate groups of house
servants emerged from passages a opposite sides of the hdl. Cdling out greetings, they crossed to meet
a the foot of the marble steps. Neither group sounded darmed; Gaultry, peeping over the edge of the
top step, could see that none of them were armed. Bt it was certain that something had roused them.
They lit alamp at the corner by the door to the orangery corridor. Two men in unbuttoned footmen's
coats yawned and leaned back againg the doorposts, cearly settling themsdvesin as sentinds.

“If we go past those two we know we can get out that way without running into locked doors,”
Tullier said. “We ll have to outwait them. But not here”

The exposed landing was anything but safe.

“Where then?’

“Try adoor; find an empty room.”

“And if we find an occupied one?’

“I'll dlence anyone who tries to stop us, and well move on.” Gaultry swalowed at Tullier’'s
unmindful cold-bloodedness, but it was not the moment to rebuke him.

The firg floor of the house above the great hdl had many empty rooms. The firg three doors they
tried opened into long disused chambers, the beds covered up with ghodly sheets, the windows heavily
shrouded. These rooms made Tullier uneasy. “We can't say here”

“Whyever not?’

Tdlier couldn't explain. “It's too empty,” he said, dhifting reslesdy from foot to foot. “It's a
disruption.”

“And breaking panesin a solarium is not?’

“Necessary for entry,” he said. “Didurbing the dust here is not.”

“Thishouse is a rabbit warren,” Gaultry said as they returned to the corridor. “Can’t we find another
way to get back around to the other sde of the house? There must be a servant’s stair somewhere.”

Tullier, his eyes closed asif he was trying to envison the villa's layout, took a moment to think. “The
bighdl,” he said. “On thislevd, it had a gdlery dl the way around. There might be a second dair at the
far end.”

“It sworth atry.” They had come down a short hdl to reach the wing of empty bedrooms. “Let’s go
back.”

The great hdl’s gdlery, like the orangery, was tiled in black and white squares. The surface megnified
every sound, echoed every shiver. Tullier and Gaultry kept wel back from the ralings, out of dght of the
servants posted at the door below. Despite ther caution, hints that betrayed their passage reverberated



out into the hall—the edges of the banners trembled as they went past.

Though the gdlery was broad and well-proportioned, it was dso surprigngly disorderly. The firg
gretch of floor was cluttered with wooden crates, making it difficult to move quietly. Up two steps was a
reldively open space, more tidy, with folding stools and music stands stacked againg the ralls, and the
cases of numerous mudcd ingdruments. Two steps down were the brightly painted dats of a puppet
theater, desgned to be hung out over the rallings Then came rows of atifida trees and an awkwardly
packed square of floor filled entirdy with metd fail streamers wound onto bolts like cloth.

“What's dl this doing here?’” said Gaultry, overwhelmed by the sheer mass of materids, dl dedicated
to trandent entertainment.

“Prathe Lendra mugt have plans to impress somebody with abig party during the holy week,” Tullier
surmised. “ Otherwise, I"d guess much of thiswould bein storage.”

After traverang two sdes of the great hdl via the gdlery, they reached a pair of stone doors clad in
metd. One of the doors was gar, just enough to let in a dash of bright moonlight. “A way back to the
olarium?’ Gaultry whispered.

“It'son the right Sde of the house,” Tullier said optimitically.

Beyond the doors, the floors weren't being used as temporary storage. The ornamentation was rich,
the floor smooth white marble with black veins. Warm night air caressed ther cheeks. They had come
out onto a covered porch. Two stories below was a paved, ova-shaped courtyard enclosed on dl sides
by a covered portico.

A fiddler stood a the center of the court, his insrument tucked under his chin, his bow raised. His
upturned face was pde in the moonlight, most mournful. He plucked tentatively at the srings with his
free hand, testing his tuning. The notes were sharp and clear, with a hint of a wayfarer’s wildness. Tullier
pulled Gaultry’s deeve.

“Let’'s go. Before he starts playing. If we go around to thet door opposite, | think we'll be back near
the solarium. Oneflight too high, but near enough.”

Gaultry did not have time to answer. Severd things happened a once. The muddian, his ingrument
ready, began to play, his musc datlingly loud and riotous, consdering he was only a sngle player.
Ahead, a door dammed open. A tdl man, his lithe body outlined in shining silk, shot out onto the porch
and leaned out over the baustrade like an avenging demon, adventitioudy blocking their way. Tullier,
reacting without thinking, thrust open the nearest door and pushed Gaultry insde. As he pulled the door
shut, they heard the tal man’'s voice. He was screaming at the fiddler, his voice high and screechy as a
parrot’s.

Lights flickered in the room they’d entered. Gaulltry, reecting firdt, pulled Tullier to his knees, her
heart twiding with dismay. They had unwittingly jumped through a servant’s door into the very room that
the screamer had just exited, and they were not alone.

At firg she thought they’d been lucky. They had entered behind a row of servants. The room was
dmly lit, and it seemed at firg that they might smply be mistaken for latecomers. Then she redized why it
was that no one had noticed their entry.

Beyond the row of servants stood a pair of teenage boys, legs entwined, painted faces set and
patient, waiting for the interruption to end. Dancers. A quiver of embarrassment darted down Gaultry’s
spine. The boys wore body paint, feathers, beaded headdresses—and nothing more.

Worse, beyond them, seated comfortably on luxurious mountains of embroidered pillows, was a pair
of men smoking long-stemmed dlay pipes. One wore aslk hood, midnight-blue, that came dl the way to
his shoulders, hiding his hair aswel as his face. The pipe was drawn to the dash in the cloth, sucked and
released, dl without reveding the lips that drew on it. His head was turned to the door, watching the
shouting man's rear, and his shoulders were dumped, as though he was more then a little drunk. The
other man, dtting more upright, was handsome but crud-looking: of middle years, ill strong, heavily
built. His skin was hedlthy and ruddy, not Bissanty sdlow.

Outside, the fiddler' s music was cut short. There were the sounds of a scuffle, then quiet.

“Thank Llara for that.” The man a the door—the man who had shouted—was handsome in a
petulant, pretty way, dark lashes and bright slks and the long, glossly oiled wig of dark hair affected by



many of Bissanty’s young gentry. He came back into the room, banging the door closed. “What
caerwauling.”

“I'm sure our host could have stopped it himsdf, Dati. No need for you to take it on yoursdf.” The
hooded man had the voice of an old person.

“He was practicing for the coming fete” Gaultry knew, by the man's voice—his arrogance, his
power—that the second pipe-smoker was the Master of Villa Lendra. His voice was gentle but cold.
Prathe Lendra gathered the folds of his smple gown of green silk tightly to his body and smiled, showing
grong white teeth. “But he should have known it would be an interruption. I'll see the man is punished in
the morning.”

“After Dati’s scolding? | don't think so. Besides, where could you get a replacement a such short
notice?’

“No, then? Well, perhaps you are right.”

“There s no question of it. Certainly don’t do it for Dati’s sake.”

Daii, returning from the door to the pillows, shot the hooded man a resentful look.

Lendrawaved a hand a the dancers, gesturing for them to continue. The one on the left cupped his
hands on his partner’ s shoulders and nodded to the row of musicians, as he shifted his balance and raised
one knee. Two sweet sopranos took up a chord, and led the rest into a long-drawn susurreting chant.
The voices were like serpentine waves, winding one upon the other, drawing its lisgeners in. The dance
mimicked the movement of the voices. Gaultry took a deep swdlow. The boy-dancers were
agonishingly supple and strong, their bodies seductively entwining, each movement of the dance teesingly
uggedting it would lead to a physcd dimax, then drawing back. She had seen fam animds rutting
aplenty, but never anything like this.

“Your brothers will be coming tomorrow night,” Lendra said lightly, just loud enough to be heard
over thesngers swest Voices.

“They are young enough to like a party,” the hooded man said shortly. “1 am long past such public
pleasures. Come here, Ddti.”

The sengtive Dai came back across the room and threw himsdf into the hooded man's lap. “You
never think of me,” he complained, shuffling pillows to make himsdf comfortable.

The hooded man laughed and touched Dati’ s face, dong the fine bone of his temples below the black
har of hiswig. “I think of you often,” he said. “As Prathe himsdf could tdl you.”

Gaultry, kneding in the back row, shot Tullier a nervous look. She wondered if this was his firg
encounter with such public embraces—it was hers, and she very much didiked it. The room was
overwarm, the air tainted with an unpleasant incense that burned her lungs and heated her skin. No one
seemed to be enjoying themsaves—not Dati, who was fussing and sulking, and certainly not the dancers.
The amdler of the boys, beneath his makeup, wore a set look. Gaultry could see that the older boy was
hurting him with the pressure of his hands, in the way he bent and twisted the smdler boy’s body againgt
his own. The younger's physicd control was so intense that despite the pain, his movement remained
graceful, full of the appearance of languor.

“Y ou should have told me everything from the beginning,” Lendra said as the bigger boy pushed the
other over and dug his fingers into his buttocks. The interruption with the fiddler had evidently disrupted
an ealier conversation. “Ghostmongering! Who was it? Claudio? Coronne? 1 cannot imegine it was
Coronne. But how can | hdp now, if the boy is dead?’

The hooded man, intent on the dancers, did not reply. Dati, his fingers busy in his Master’s lap, shot
Lendra a resentful look.

Prathe Lendra returned Dati’s stare, the corners of his mouth hardening and turning downwards.
Daii, at fird fighting that stare, made an impatient movement and broke the contest. Lendra smiled, a
crud light shining in his face. Then he looked across the room and, dmost casudly, dlowed himsdf to
meet Gaultry’s eyes. His gaze was cold, curious, penetrating. She fdt more naked than the boys who
danced between them, and inwardly was writhing just as fiercely.

He had known she was there, had known that she should not be there, from the moment she and
Tulier had comein.



Panicking, she rose to her feet, pulling Tullier with her. As she whirled around, the door behind her
opened.

“Magter!” It was a house-guard, a short sword unshesthed in his hand. “There's a stranger in the
house!”

Startled by the shout at their backs, the Sngers sprang up in fright, the dancers—the smdl boy crying
inpan at the unexpected discou-pling—drew apart. The hooded man legpt up from the pillows, dumping
Dati from hislap to the floor.

Tulier killed the guard with a quick, driving blow from his sheeth knife.

Gaultry, not waiting for the man's body to hit the ground, scrambled out the door.

Out on the porch, more guards crowded againgt the raling, waiting for their leader’s report. They
hed weapons, but they hadn’'t expected the par of housebreakers to erupt from their lord's pleasure
rooms. Gaultry barreled by before they could react.

“Straght on!” Tullier caled, running a her side. “The door there!” He pointed. “We can close it
behind us”

With their smdl lead, they got the door shut seconds before the guards caught them. The door had a
not particularly solid lock, which Tullier somehow managed to fix shut.

“Now what?’

“With what we just heard?’ The boy shook his head wildly. “Lendrawill never let us escape.”

“Stop that, Tullier,” she said. “We're just going to have to both keep moving until we're safdly out.”

They were in yet another hdl, doors to the Ieft, doors to the right. Lights blazed from every wal
sconce. There was a carpet underfoot: a long red runner with a twined vine pattern. With the room
flooded with light, it took Gaultry a moment to recognize the design. Somehow they had come around in
acircle and were back in the solarium wing.

“There should be a staircase ahead,” she huffed to Tullier. There was. The same dairs they had
passed on ther way in from the solarium. They ran down, three steps at a time, abandoning caution, and
found themsdves on a familiar landing. The room was red-painted, there were niches for plantersin the
panding. Aheed lay the corridor that led to the solarium. /

“Thieved” The hdl on thislevd wasful of house-guards.

Gaultry, winded, whedled round, Tullier with her. “The orangery!”

he gasped. “Out the windows to the gardens and down to the river!”

Back at the red staircase room, lights bobbed on the stairs. Thar pursuers were dosing in.

Running on to the next corridor, their boots clattered at last on parquet flooring. Glassed wadls
opened to their right. The doors thet led to the orangery were steps away—

“They're herel” The corridor in front of them filled with servants, blocking thet line of retreat. Behind
them, their way was closed off by the house-guards. The fleang pair darted to the orangery doors.
Gaultry fdt a hand brush her back as she twisted around thet last corner.

He heat dmog stopped with dismay. The orangery seethed with an astonishing number of
house-guards. Prathe Lendra's men had planned the ambush quickly, or perhaps they would have set
fewer men to wait there, rather than the overkill of twenty or more. Gaultry, thrashing out in every
direction, lost 9ght of Tullier as seven or eight men grappled him down, so many men that they hampered
themsdvesin their own efforts. An orange tree crashed over inits tub. Someone shouted at the culprit to
have a care what he did.

Numberless hands groped at her body. She screamed, half-suffocated. The rank of men beyond the
knot around her pushed againg those who held her, trying to reach her, trying to dam a part in her
capture, while those who had a hold scrambled between trying to keep thar grip and pushing those
behind them back.

Then, somewhere off to her |eft, someone ese started screaming. “He hit me, he hit mel Llara hdp
me, my eyes, they're burning!”

Tulier had momentarily freed himsdlf. He lashed out with the branch he’'d torn from the fire-sap tree,
dearing acircle around him.

“Let go of her!” he screamed. “I am Sha Muira Y ou cannot stand againg me!”



The room dilled with shock. Those who had touched Tullier cried out with fear. Gaultry wriggled
free, leaving her new cloak and one of her deeves behind, and dragged hersdf across to him. Wary faces
stared back at her, at Tullier.

“It can't be true” One of the housemen, a short, tough-looking man, pushed his way to the front of
the crowd. “He has no Sha Muir blade, and she can make no dam to be Sha Muira Yet they are
confederates!”

Tulier shoved her onto the balcony with a strength that was as sudden as it was unexpected. The
guards legpt to grab them. Gaultry, feding the baustrade againg her legs, threw hersdf over it, even
before she looked to see what was below.

The next thing she knew, she was tumbling dumsly over rough roof tiles trying to brake her fdl, no
time even to curse her lack of caution. Then she was in midair, the white flash of marble benesth her,
rigng towards her with a promise of broken bones and broken flesh—

And then she was choking, and fighting, and driking out with her legs in no particular direction,
gruggling to reach the surface of water that had the dlarity of crystd lit by an dmost full moon.

“Tulier!” she cdled, sruggling smultaneoudy to reach the edge of the marble pool and to see the
bacony. She could just make out his head, over the baustrade. The boy turned to look at the drop
before jumping, and that hesitation—that hesitation sealed his fate. She saw the tops of guards heads,
she could hear scuffling, but the boy did not reappear over the edge of the roof. She clambered,
awkward and soaked, out of the water, dill cdling him. “Come on, Tullier! Come on!”

Off somewhere to her |€ft, she heard deep-throated baying. There were dogs loose in the gardens.
The cat-spirit, which had been lying low, recognized the sound before she did, and gdvanized into action,
exploiting her momentary confusion, her loss of purpose. She vagudy remembered pulling hersdf up
marble steps and tralling wetly across to a garden wall. There indinct and the cat-spirit took over. She
fled pell-mél across the gardens, down over two stone patios and across a prickly rose garden, up over
a coarse-surfaced iron wal thet tore a her hands, and jumped.

She landed in mud up to her hips, the less-than-crystdline waters of the Polonna churning around her.
The cat-spirit, seeing itsdf safe of the dogs and hating the water, set up to yowl again.

She qudled the wretched thing with unnecessary force, fury and a dagger of helplessness tearing at
her. “Why didn't you jump?’ she sad, facing the high wal over which she had escaped. As if Tullier
could hear her. “Why did you have to look before you jumped?’

The full horror of ther separation pressed upon her as she struggled dong the bank, seeking dry
ground. She clutched at her vest pocket, feding for the scrap of paper for which she had sacrificed
Tullier, trying to protect it from the wet. With the information they had stolen, she could findly begin her
search for Martin in earnest. The image of the tdl soldier’s hard face, his deep gray eyes, saring, as if
into her soul, flashed before her. Tears of longing traced her face.

Something jumped in the water ahead, bringing her heart to her throat. It was just arat. The Sght of it
somehow made her able to think more clearly. She had faled Tullier. His Sha Muir conditioning had
trained him to kill, but in so doing, it had dulled his ingincts for self-preservation. Knowing this before
they had entered the villa, she should not have been so cocksure, so certain that his skills would help her.
She should have considered the price that this night’s work could cost him.

Besides which, Tullier hed hdf her Glamour-Soul. Even if she wanted to, she could not leave himin
Lendra s clutches while he il held that.

A lidbility, he had cdled her. And she, looking down into his boy’ s face, had been dull-witted enough
to ligen.

The orange had become smashed and ruined in her pocket. She threw it angrily into the river, even
thet amdll victory crushed.



e L3

It was an hour past dawn. The sun had risen in the eadt, gilding the dome of Llara's temple and
bathing the roofs of the ity with pae gold light. Below, the streets were cool and quiet, populated only
by scattered servants on morning business. The market crowds had not yet gathered. There had been
one exception. Coming down to Great Bas's bank, Gaultry and the Sharif had passed a smdl,
shabbily-accoutered parade engaged in a vative ritud. The participants pointed fral spears of woven
grass to the heavens as they walked, solemn-faced, benegth the shuttered windows of the early moming
streets. Without Tullier, she could only guess a the parade’s sgnificance. Its modest apparel and
trgppings, however, made her doubt that it had anything to do with the proud Emperor of whom the boy
hed spoken the afternoon previoudy, or with the birthday celebrations for his children. The pageantry
seemed as old as the marsh upon which Bassorah had been founded: the women, who were mogly
elderly, wore crudey woven wreaths of marsh-grass, the men had streaks of ydlow day smeared on
their foreheads. The early morning traffic made way for them, but no one, save for a few extremely
ancient-looking people, stopped to acknowledge the ragged procession.

Down by the river, on the banks where clay-walled pools had been built, the city’s women were
laying out their laundry.

Gaultry and the Sharif were up to join them. They had chosen the pool farthest from the bridge,
which meant carrying ther things a little farther but also meant more privacy as they worked. Ther
closest neighbors, some forty feet away, were a par of women washing their magter’s clothes on the
ridged laundry-dab down the river's bank. Gaultry was in a miserable mood. She dapped the trousers
shed mud-died in the Polonna againg the fla washing-stone, hard enough to hurt her hands. “I
think—no, | know, that Tullier killed one of the house-guards.”

The Sharif, ganding beyond her, was bending over the primitive pump, trying to comprehend the
mechanism. She gave the handle a quick heave, then another. The day pipe spat: fird brown water, then
clear, then brown again.

“Don’t you hear me?’ Gaultry asked queruloudy. “Tullier killed one of the house-guards.”

“l hear you, Gautri,” the Sharif said. Not for the firg time, either, her raised brows added. “Tullier
killed.” Does this pipe bring water from the river or a spring? Clever, 1 think. The shallows can be
muddy, and till there is clean water.

The pipe takes water from the stream, Gaultry answered impatiently. She pointed at the narrow
rippling stretch of water, near the river’ s center, where the duggish flow of the river actudly maintained a
vigble current. But Tullier—

The mechanism is easy, neat, the Shaif interrupted. Her fingers ran inquidtively over the joint, the
ardl lever where it disappeared into a copper tube. When Gaultry had met her, according to plan, by the
ferry-landing, she had taken the news of Tullier’s abduction with apparent equanimity, her composure
only dipping when Gaultry told her she was determined to go back and retrieve him. But now she
contented hersdf with taking that news too in her stride. Once settled on a course of action, she did not
seem to wish to talk about it or argue its merits. Ignoring Gaultry’s pointed attempts to talk about Tullier
and second-guess the previous night's worst mistakes, she pumped the washbasin full, her vivid eyes
fixed on each belch of water, caculating the pump thrust necessary to bring each belch up.

Gaultry, in frugtration, scrubbed her trousers vigoroudy. “He' s just aboy. | shouldn’t have left him.”

The Sharif, dill watching the water, said nothing.

“He wanted to go.”

“He wanted to go,” the Sharif agreed.

“It was arisk.” The Shaif didn't answer. Gaultry looked up from her washing and saw she hadn’t
understood. A risk, she repeated, peevish.



The tal war-leader nodded. “We get him back.” This device, she continued, obvioudy engrossed.
Maybe we go see the man who makes this device?

But Tullier—

Last night is past. The Sharif stood, her cupped hands full of water, and splashed her face and ams.
The pleasure she took in this Imple act was plan on her face. You had good reasons to chance last
night’s risks. You both gained and lost from last night's actions. We get Tullier; we get your
Martin. But after that, you take me back to Ardain, and this device—its workings—comes with
me.

For the firg time that morning, Gaultry smiled. As the Sharif’s dave-ilinesses had faded, the intensty
and curiosty that had firgt drawn Gaultry to her had returned. And the Sharif was right. Rdiving every
moment over of the previous night's mistakesin her head, trying to understand the moment the decisons
had gone wrong, was not productive. Learning how to build a pump—for a woman who one day hoped
to return to her desert homeland—was.

In Tielmark, Gaultry said, a pump-maker can teach you all you need to know about pumps.
That 1 promise you. But the gods conspire—my heart is split. | owe my country Martin Stalker’s
safe return, and | must not jeopardize that mission. But Tullier—I can't leave him either.

The Sharif nodded. Tullier is your man. You leave your man behind, the gods don't forget it.
Same in battle for me.

“My companion,” Gaultry corrected her tedily, throwing her trousers in the rinang pool. “1 can't