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The builders did bow before the castle lord and say to him that his fortress was complete. But the lord
declared the cadtle not yet strong enough, for his enemies were powerful and many. And so the lord
commanded the builders to set an iron ring into the stone on the battlements at each compass point of the
keep, and he chose hisfour strongest warriors to sanctify his fortress with their lives. One of the four was
chained to each of the rings and charged to watch for marauders who might appear from any point dong
the sweeping horizon. At every hour the watch bells were rung to ensure the warriors did not deep, and
none were alowed to spesk to them lest they be distracted from their duty. Through burning autumn and
into bitter winter the four stood watch, alowed no shelter, no comfort, and no respite, bdieving that their
fathfulness and honor would protect their lord' s stronghold long after their eyes and ears had faled. And
when they died, they were left in place until their dust had filtered into the stones and mortar. They were
cdled the Guardians of the Keep and are said to protect it dill, and the symbol of the Four Guardian
Ringsis the shidd of Comigor. Indeed, the four must have been potent warriors, for never in Sx hundred
years has Comigor fdlen to its enemies,

The History and Legends of Comigor Castle



CHAPTER 1

Seri

My driver rang the bdl for the third time. No doubt the castle was in mourning. Black banners flew
from the squat towers dongsde the duke' s pennon. And the severe facade of the keep's entry tower,
broken only by the tall, narrow glass windows near its crown, was draped with myrtle branches, wound
and tied with black crepe. But for dl the activity | could see, one might think the entire household dead
ingeed of just the lord.

At lagt, dmogt a quarter of an hour after we'd driven through the unguarded outer gates, one of the
massve doors was dragged open. A red-faced under-housemad carying a water pitcher on her
shoulder gestured franticaly and disappeared into the house, leaving the door gar.

Rendd hurried back across the courtyard to the carriage, scratching his head. “The gil says you're to
go right up to her migtress rooms. She didn’t even wait to hear my introduction.”

“How could they know | was coming today?’ Not waiting for Renald's hand, | jumped from the
carriage and directed him to the kitchen wing where he might get refreshment and perhaps a bit of gossip.
| ran up the broad steps. Thirteen years snce I’d been banished from this house—

A blood-chilling wall from the upper floor precluded reminiscing, as well as any puzzing over the lack
of proper guards at the gates of a wedthy house with a newly dead lord. Hurrying across the tiled floor
of the entry tower and up the grand staircase, | followed the commotion through a set of double doors a
the end of the passage and into a grand bedchamber.

The chamber, larger and arier than mogt of the dark rooms in the old keep, had once been my
mother’s. But only the location was recognizable. The graceful, Valorean-style furnishings had been
replaced by bulky, thick-topped tables of dark wood, ornate gilt chairs, and carved benches of a lumpish
desgn with thin velvet cushions added for “comfort.” The bedstead sat on a raised platform, bedposts
reeching dl the way to the plastered caling. Heavy red draperies hung a the windows, blocking the
bright sun and soft air of the autumn morning, and afire roared in the hearth, making the room dim, duffy,
and nauseatingly hot.

The place was in chaos. A gray-haired woman in black sain hovered near the bed, waving
ineffectudly a a host of chambermaids in black dresses and winged white caps. The girls ran hither and
yon with basins and towels, pillows and samdling sdts, while from behind the gold-tasseled bed-curtains,
the screams faded into whining complaints punctuated by great snuffles.

The gray-haired woman regarded me with dismay. “Well, where is the physcian, then?’

“l know nothing of any physician. I've come to wait upon the duchess and the young duke. What's
the difficulty here?’

Another wall rose from the bed.

“You're not with the physcian?’ The woman spoke as if she were sure | was misteken or as if
somehow it were my fault that | was not the person expected.

“No. But perhaps | could be of some help.”
“Has Ren Wedey come, Auntie?’ came the voice from the bed. “Truly, | cannot get a breath.”



If breething were the problem, | thought a clever gpplication of the damper at the hearth and a brief
wrestling match with the iron casements might improve the patient’ s hedth considerably.

“It's a stranger, my pet. Waked in bold as a thief. Says she's here to see you and the young duke,
but she's not with the physcian.” The black-clad woman wagged a bony finger a me. “You've no
business here, young woman. Leave or | shdl cdl the guards”

“I'll die before he comes, Auntie. | shdl expire with only you and the servants and this thief to attend
me. | shdl die here in this wretched house and what will become of Gerick, then?’

The old woman poked her head between the bed-curtains. “Now, now, child. It is quite possible you
will die, but you will have me beside you every moment.”

“Where is the damnable physcian? And where istha cursed Desy who was to bring me brandy?’

I made my way through the fluttering maids to the side of the bed and peered over the old woman's
shoulder. She was dabbing a towd on the brow of a round-faced young woman, whose fluffy white bed
gown made her look like a great hen, roogting in a nest of pillows so large an entire flock of geese must
have sacrificed ther feathers for them. Long fair hair was piled atop her head; teasing curls and wisps
floated about her pink, tear-streaked cheeks. | saw nothing to explain the morta predictions I'd heard,
though the thin red coverlet couldn’t hide the fact that my sster-in-law was most assuredly with child. |
doubted Tomas had even known.

I nudged the bed-curtain open a little wider. *“Excuse my intruding unannounced, Philomena. When |
heard your cdl, | came up sraightaway. May | offer assstance?’

“Moon of Jerrat!” The young woman removed the handkerchief and stared at me with her great green
eyes, dl present agonies seemingly forgotten in shock and recognition. My brother and | had resembled
each other closdy. And she' d seen me often enough.

My long estrangement from my brother Tomas had never dlowed me to become acquainted with his
wife. Only in my ten years of exile after my husband’ s execution, when | was forced to appear once each
year before the king and his courtiers to renew the parole that spared my life, had | met her face to face.
Each year during that ritud humiliation, my giggling sster-in-law had used the public questioning to pose
the mogt vulgar and intimate queries.

| reminded mysdf that | had not come to Comigor for Philomena, only for the boy. “I sent word,” |
sad. “I promised Tomas I'd come. Areyouill?’

“Who is this woman, child?’ asked the woman in black, scowling a me. “What kind of impudent
person disturbs a poor widow so near death from her traval?’

“Wdl, I'm no thief and assuredly no stranger to this house,” | said. And the invdid looked nowhere
near death, though | didn't insult either of the ladies by saying so.

Philomena poked out her rosy lower lip. Her tears flowed fredy, though exactly what sentiments
induced them remained a question. “Tomas said he'd never lose a match, that I'd never be Ieft donein
this vile place. Bad enough he was forever away, but a least he would take me to Montevid in the
winter. And now I'm soiill, and it's just aswel | should die, for by the time this is over, it will be dmost
goring. | shdl be fat and ugly and everyone a court will have forgotten me. Curse im forever!”

With every shuddering sob Philomena set the twittering chambermaids aflutter like a flock of birds
disturbed by a prowling cat.

“Oh, my sweet girl,” said the old woman, patting Philomenda's coverlet. “You must cam yoursdf or
the child will be diffigured, even if you should manage to bring it dive thistime.”

Philomena howled. Haf the maids wailed in unison with their mistress,



Nether afection nor sympahy persuaded me to take charge of the sickroom, but only purest
pragmetism. If 1 couldn’t speak with Philomena in a rationd manner, then | couldn’t discharge my
obligation and get on with my life

It was my duty—and my wish—to tel Tomas s wife and son how he had died with the honor befitting
the Duke of Comigor, the Champion of Lere, the fines swordsman in the Four Realms. No matter now
that he had never been intended to survive the battle that took hislife, that he had been a pawn in a much
larger game than the chdlenge of some petty chieftain to hisking. No matter that his hand was fouled with
the blood of those | mogt loved. In the end, set free of his madness, he had asked my forgiveness, and his
last thoughts had been of his son. | had promised him | would tdl the boy of his regard. In some way |
did not yet fuly understand, the enchantments that had corrupted my brother’s life had been my
responghility, and | liked to think that fulfilling his last wish might in some measure repay him for what had
been done to him.

“Look here, madam,” | said to the old woman, drawing her away from the bed, “this excitement is
doing your niece no good. And you yoursdf look exhausted. I'm a relaion of the late duke—family, just
as you are—and I'd be happy to look after Her Grace while you take a rest. For her sake, you must
take care of yoursdf, must you not? Take you to your room for an hour. | promise to cdl you a the
dightest difficulty.”

“Why | could never— Who do you—7"

| caught the arm of a passing maid and ordered her to escort Philomena's aunt to her chamber, seat
hersdf outsde it, and wait upon the lady’s every whim. | then commanded the hovering attendants out of
the room, sending one to make broth to be brought only a my cal, another to polish dl the glassware in
the house in case the phydcian was to need it, and one to count the clean linen for when it might be
wanted. Only one quiet girl caled Nancy did | keep with me. | asked Nancy to hang up my cloak, open
awindow, and keep everyone out of the room so her mistress could rest. Then | pulled up a charr to the
Sde of the huge bed and waited.

It was not surprising that my sster-in-law was difficult. Her father was the Chancellor of Lere. A
politicd marriage that obliged her to live in a place as removed from court as Comigor would seem like
dow desth for a pampered young woman reared amid the royd intrigues and scandals of Montevid.

After a brief interval of steadily decreasng moaning, Philomena took a shaking bresth and looked
about. “Where is everyone?’ She siffed and blinked.

“ told them that their highest duty was to serve you, and tha they’d serve you best by giving you
room to breathe. Now tdl me what’s the matter. Y ou’ re not giving birth, nor look even close to it.”

Philomenawailed again. The sarving girl jumped up from her seat by the door, but | waved her away.
| folded my handsinmy lap.

Thewall ended with a hiccup. The duchess dabbed her eyes. “It's dreadful. If I'd not logt the others,
you see . . . The physdan tdls me | must stay abed or I'll lose this one, too. To suffer such wicked
traval and have them dl dead, save for Gerick, of course, my daling . . . though he's not quite as
affectionate as one might want, nor at dl interested in the things he should be, and such a vile temper . . .
The physicdan Ren Wedey tdls me to stay abed, so Aunt Verdly says he mud think that | will die, too.
Then today | wake with such avful paininmy back that 1 know the end must be near.”

“Ah. | understand now. How many have you logt, then?’

“Two. Bath illborn.” | handed her an embroidered handkerchief from a stack of them beside the
bed. She blew her nose.

“It' saterrible thing to lose achild at birth.”
Philomena glanced up quickly, asif it had just occurred to her who was dtting a her bedside. She



pulled the red satin coverlet tightly to her chin.

“I mean you no harm, Philomena. What Tomas did wasn't entirdy his fault. Certainly, | hold nether
you hor your son responsible.”

Months ago, even before Tomas was free from his corrupting blindness, he had begged me to return
to Comigor, hoping that | could protect his child from some unnamable evil. | had refused him then. | had
seen no reason to heed my brother’s fears when my brother had watched my husband tortured and
burned dive for being born a sorcerer. | had seen no reason why | should care for my brother’s child
when my brother’ s knife had dit my own newborn son’s throat, lest he inherit his gentle father’s magicd
gfts How had Tomas reconciled what he had done? Madness, enchantment—I had to believe that. It
was the only way | could forgive him.

She averted her gaze. “Tomeas s men brought your message when they brought the news that he was
dead. | thought you were trying to make me afrad.”

“Let’'snot speak of those things now. If the physician has sent you to bed, then I'm sure it's for the
child’'s hedth, and not because of any danger to your own. If your back hurts, perhaps it's because you
have so many pillows so awkwardly arranged.” | reached around her and pulled about hdf of them
away, sraightening the others so she could change position without being smothered. | had Nancy bring
awarmed towel, which | rolled into afirm cylinder and inserted behind Philomena s back.

“Oh! That's marvdoudy better.”

“Good. Nancy can replace the towel whenever you wish. Now you should rest. When you're awake
agan, I'll tdl you and your son what I’ ve come to tdl you of Tomas.”

“It won't bring him back,” said Philomena, settling into her nest and yawning.

“No,” | sad, feding guilty a the joyous anticipation that prickled the boundaries of my skin. Ten
years after his horrific death, my husband had indeed been brought back to life, amysery and a marvd |
could not yet fuly comprehend. Only a few months had passed snce Midsummer’s Day, when a
sorcerer prince with a damaged memory had intruded on my life. Only a few weeks had passed since the
day | redized that somehow Karon lived again within thet prince, and a sorcerer named Dassine had
confirmed my guess. At the end of that day, when the two of them had walked through the fiery Gate of
D’ Arnath’s Bridge and vanished, Karon could not yet remember ether his own life or that of D’ Nathell,
the Prince of Avonar, in whose body he now existed. But Dassine had assured me that Karon's recovery
was only a matter of time and work and sorcery. He would come back. He would know me again.

Sghing deeply, Philomena dropped off to deep. To look on her drew me back to the lingering grief
that even such amiracle as Karon's life could not dlay. Philomena had aliving son.

Appointing Nancy to guard the bedchamber, | wandered out into the passage and gazed from the top
of the gairs into the great echoing well of the entry tower. Hazy beams of sunlight poured through the tal,
narrow windows. This tower was young by the standards of Comigor history, but Tomas and | had
found it marvelous as children. The giant black and gray date squares of the floor tiles had been a
megnificent venue for a hundred games. Our favorite was chess, and we were forever coaxing servants,
vigtors, dogs, and cats into our games as living chess pieces. When the light was judt right, the thick,
leaded panes of the high windows would transform the sunbeams into a rainbow. | would St at the top of
the stair and let my imagination sail up the shafts of red and blue and vidlet to places far beyond the londy
countryside of my home.

At no timeindl my girlhood dreaming had | ever imagined anything resembling the strange courses of
y life, or the mysteries of a universe that was so much larger than | had been taught. Wonder enough
that | had married a sorcerer, reviled as evil incarnate by the priests and people of the Four Reams. But
inthese past months | had learned that another world existed beyond the one we knew—a world called
Gondal, embroiled in along and terrible war, a world of sorcerers, the world of my husband's people,



though he and his ancestors, exiled in this most unmagicd of reams, had forgotten it.

Lost in reminiscence, | made my way down the stairs. Just off the entry tower, near the bottom of the
dair, was my father’s library, one of my favorite rooms in the house. | laid my hand on the brass handle
of thelibrary door. . . .

“Now just hold there a moment, young woman,” spoke a crusty, quavering voice from behind me. A
familiar voice. “Might | ask who you are and what business you have in the duke's library, much less
ordering the servants about like you was migtress here?’

| smiled as | soun about to face her. “Was | not dways the one to get my way, Ndlia?’

The dderly woman was propped up on awalking stick, but she came near toppling over backward in
surprise. “Serianal May the gods strike me blind and dumb if it not be my darling girl . . . after so long
andsodark aroad . . .ohmy . ..” Shefumbled a her pockets.

| caught hold of her and guided her to a leather-covered bench. “I was beginning to doubt there was
any familiar face to be found here, but if | were to choose one to see, it would be yours. It makes me
think the place mugt be properly run after dl.”

“Oh, child, what ablessing it isto see you. There' s none but me left that you' d know, to be sure. The
mistress’— the word was dressed with scorn enough to tdl me the old woman's opinion of Tomas's
wife—"brought mogtly her own people from the city. She was of amind to dismiss us dl. But His Grace,
your brother, wouldn't dlow her to send me away, nor John Hay nor Bets Sweeney, the sewing woman.
But you can see as things are sadly out of sorts. The new girls care only for the mistress and her things.
John Hay died two years ago, and Bets is pensioned off to live with her daughter in Graysteve, so I'm dl
as is left. Little worth in me neither. But these eyes is good enough to see my little sprite come home
when | never thought she would.”

She patted my knee and dabbed at her eyes with a handkerchief. “Shdl | have one of the girls open
up your room? I've kept it set to rightsin hopes you and your brother might make it up between you. We
never believed what was said about you. Great wickedness we were told, but | knew my little Seri could
no more do a great wickedness than she could eat a frog. The master wouldn't speak of it. And
misress—well, she has little good to say of anybody— and so's Bets and John Hay and mysdf would
never credit ought she said of you.” Quite breathless, Ndlia stopped. Waiting, perhaps. . . .

The tdes she'd heard of me were likdy quite wicked— treason, heresy, consorting with sorcerers
and dl the evils attendant on such sordid association—crimes that would have cost my life had my
brother not been the boyhood friend and sword champion of the King of Lere.

| wrapped my arm about her bony shoulders. “You mustin't worry about anything you've heard. It
was dl a terrible misunderstanding. And | appreciate so much that you've cared for my things, but I'm
not to stay. I've only come to speak to Philomena and her son. | was with Tomas when he died, and dl
waswel between us a the last.”

Ndlias pink-rimmed eyes filled with tears. “I'm glad to hear it. He was dways a prideful boy, and
the same as a man. Never learned to bend. Came by mogt everything as was his desire, but hed no
peace from it. Broke my heart it did, who knew him from a babe, to see hm so high, but troubled so
sore”

“But his son—he spoke of him with great affection. Surdly the boy brought him happiness.”
The old woman frowned and shook her head. “Y ou’ ve not met the young master, then?’
“No. I've been here only hdf an hour.”

“It' s right to say the duke—may holy Annadis write his name—took pride in the boy and had great
hopes for him, but he's not an easy child.”



“Tomasand | weren't easy dther.”

The old lady chuckled. “No. Easy was n€ er aword used in the servants hdl about ether of you, but
thisone. . . Wel, you must meet him.” She glanced up and wrinkled her brow. “Shdl | find out where he
is?’

“l think it would be prudent if we were introduced in Lady Philomena's presence” | desired no
persond relationship with the boy.

“That mightn't be easy. He's not one to St a his mother's knee or—" She broke off and waved a
hand. “Ach, I'm too free. You mug be perishing thirgty, and hungry, too, I'd guess. Shdl | have a tray
brought to the library?’

“That would be marvelous. And it would be kind if you would send someone to your misiress's room
to tdl Nancy where | can be found. I'd like to know when the duchess wakes.”

“Done, my dearie” Ndliawiped her eyes once more, patted my hands, and hobbled away.

My father's library was dmog the same as | remembered it—leather chairs, dark woods, and
caling-high sheves suffed with leather-bound books and rolled manuscripts. On the end wdl farthest
from the hearth was his giant map of the Four Redms our own Leire colored in red, subject kingdoms
Vdleor in blue, Keroteain brown, and the ever-rebdlious Iskeran in yellow. And yet agreat ded of dust
lay about, dong with a generd ar of neglect. The tables and desks had seen no all or polish; the brass
lamps were tarnished; and my father would have threatened to behead the hapless servant who had
alowed the bindings of his books to crack or his priceless maps to curl in ther display.

My father had been, fird and foremost, a warrior. For twenty years he had fought his sovereign’s
battles with kill and pride, dways with more notches on his sword than his most grizzled veterans. But
even more than fighting and glory, he had relished strategy and tactics, the marvelous interplay of soldier
and generd. Though not a scholarly man, he had accumulated a library of military history and philosophy
unrivaled even a the Universty in Yurevan. He had collected maps, too, of dl known lands and sess,
ranging from ancient, primitive brushstrokes on slk or parchment that would crumble at a whisper to the
mog detailed, modern charts made by King Gevron's military cartographers.

But long before the books and maps hdd any fascination for Tomas and me, we were drawn to the
library by the contents of two glass-fronted display cases. The treasure ingde was a wonder unknown in
any other house of our acquaintance—hundreds of miniature soldiers, cast in such perfect detall that you
could read the expressons on their tiny lead faces and distinguish the individud links in their chain mall.
Foot soldiers and cavary, knights and flag bearers, trumpeters and generds, herads and kings were
crafted in every possible pogtion. There were horses, too: battle chargers rearing, racing, wheding, and
beasts of burden laden with water casks the Sze of athumb or pulling tiny baggage wagons. Along with a
miniature flotilla, awating a young admird’s command, were armaments enough for a nation of
finger-9zed warriors.

Sometimes we would find the diminutive hosts deployed upon the maps of some ancient bettlefield,
poised to reive a day of blood and glory. Sometimes they were arrayed on the long, polished library
tables as our father considered a new plan for amiting the enemies of Leire. But we couldn’'t touch the
amiesif they were in use, so our ddight was to find them captive in thar velvet-lined cases. Then had we
released the leeden hordes and devised our own games.

The soldiers were the firg thing | looked for in the library. To my ddight, the cabinets were jugt as |
hed last seen them, flanking my grandfather’s suit of plate armor. One cabinet hed an army painted Slver
and blue, and the other a host of red and gold. | pulled open the door and reached for a Slver
swordsman and a horse caparisoned in blue, but passed them by when | saw the siver king, his sword
dill raised in royd mgesty and his crown dill bent from the days when Tomas and | would forever fight
over him. Besde him was his herdd, blowing an invigble trumpet, his ingrument lost when Tomas sat on



himin the dining room to hide from our father his terrible crime of removing a piece from the library.
“You're not to touch them!”

| turned in surprise, dill holding the slent herald, and glimpsed the shadow of someone stting in the
window sest, dl but his boots obscured by green velvet draperies.

“But they do no good, stting so quietly in ther case. They are meant to be out and about, defending
their king from his enemies, are they not? No soldier hides in his encampment forever.”

“You needn't speak to me asif | were five”

“l had no such intent. | just believe that it's a shame when any things o fine as these soldiers are left
idle. Someone ought to use them, whether to give military ingghts or just for the pure pleasure of playing
with them.”

“No one plays with them.”
“More sthe pity,” | said.
“Who are you?’

“When your mother is awake, we can be properly introduced.”
“One of her friends. | might have known. Are you here to sledl something from us?’

“It's not my habit. Have there been arash of thefts in the neighborhood, that everyone here seems to
suspect a stranger of thieving?” | drifted to my left, trying to get a glimpse of the boy in the niche, but the
glare from the window behind him left him in shadow.

“Why dse would anyone come here?’

“To vigt your mother?’

“No one enjoys visting her. And now she's a widow. Not worth knowing.”
“Tovidt you, then?’

“| can grant no favors yet.” How old was this child?

“Then perhaps to vist this marvelous house and the beauteous lands of the north?”
“No one—"

“No one would consider them marvelous or beautiful? I'll not dispute your assessment of your mother
or even of yoursdf, but | will argue with any attempt to discount the attractions of Comigor Keep. Once
you've held one of the Guardian Rings and imagined what it was like to be chained there for months on
end with everyone you vaued depending on your faithful watch, or hidden in the secret room in the north
tower and watched the colors of the hills and sky change or the lightning dance across the roof as a
summer thunderstorm ralls through . . . W, I’ll hold it up to you for marvels any day of any week. But
for now, I'll leave you to your business. Excuse me for intruding.”

Without waiting for a response, | Ieft the library, narrowly avoiding a colligon with a young footman
who bore a tray loaded with jam pots, butter, and seaming oatcakes. “I’ve changed my mind,” | said.
“I'll 9t inthe music room. Leave the door gar, if you please, so | can see if anyone looks for mein the
library.”

The footman set the tray on alow table, and | sat where | could see the library door. After only a few
moments | saw athin face peep out of the carved double doors that led to the library.

Tomas had said his son had our looks. There was no disputing that. The boy could have been his
father as a child or a masculine verson of mysdf at ten or leven. Deep brown eyes, too large for the
immature face, a body gangly and bony, dready sarting to get his height. Shining hair that waved about



hisface, harr of the same dark brown color with the tinge of red as my own. Bitter resentment at fate's
crud jests took a moment’s grip on my heart. My son might have looked just the same as this boy.

The boy surveyed the hdl and seemed annoyed at finding no one about. He threw something to the
floor and ran toward the stairs, out of my range of vison. Such an odd child. So angry.

| restored my equilibrium by devouring Ndlias oatcakes until some hdf an hour later when a
chambermaid scurried across thetilesto the library doors. | jumped up. “Are you looking for me?’

“Aye, miss. The midressis waked. Nancy’s sent me to find the lady in the library.”
“Wdl done. Tdl her I'm coming.”

Thegirl hurried away, and | followed more dowly. Halfway across the black and gray tiles | saw a
lump on the floor and stooped to retrieve it. It was the Siver king, his bent crown now totaly askew, and
hismighty blade twisted o thet it could never harm his enemies, only himsdf.

CHAPTER 2

When | arived a her room, Philomena was ydling again, but not for pain or fear of dying. A
stooped, middle-aged man, soberly dressed and unremarkable, was the recipient of a diatribe being lad
on like a flogger's cane. “How can there not be enough Slver to pay the wine merchant? You've likdy
put it dl in your own pocket. I'll have you hanged!”

“ BlJt rw |aw_”

“Comigor isthe richest hold in the Four Realms, and you are paid exorbitantly to manage it. Perhaps
if we were to take your wage out of your flesh, you would find what' s needed.”

“But, if you please, my lady, we have spent . . . prodigioudy ... in the past year: the new furnishings,
the gem dedler, the dressmakers. And now the roof is lesking in the west wing and the forge is unusable
snce the fire, and we cannot even hire laborers—"

“How dare you accuse mel My husband denied me nothing, but my steward dares tdl me ‘no more' ?
| suppose you would have me wear rags. | suppose | am to suffer completely.”

“But my lady, the rents are eight months overdue” The steward blotted his forehead with a wide
kerchief.

“Then get them, fool. Mugt | hold your hand?’

“Duke Tomas—may blessed Annadis write his name— |eft ingtructions a the firgt of this year that my
lady must see to collecting the rents, as he was to be away on the appointed day. The Lords of Comigor
have honored their covenant with the tenants for more than five hundred years. Only the lord or a
member of hisfamily may recelve the rents. The tenants are not permitted to ddliver ther coins to anyone
ds”

The bruised patience in the steward’ s voice gave me the sense that this was not the firg time for such
an argument.

“You inaufferable prig. It was certainly not my choice to rot here while my husband went charging dl
over the Four Redms, but of course he never consulted me in this or any other matter. ‘For Gerick’s
inheritance’ he said. ‘To keep the vultures in Montevid from getting any ideas” As if | knew nathing
about inheritance and ambition. At least he can’'t pester me about it any longer. A new lord rules
here—though he ligens to me no better then his father.” The painted fan that Philomena had been
napping like a pennant in a gde fdl Hill, and her rosy face beamed with sudden inspiration. “Of course!
My son can do it! Heisthe cadtle lord now. I'll command him to collect the cursed rents.”



The long-suffering steward replied patiently. “Until he comes of age, the young duke cannot collect
the rents, Y our Grace. Heistoo young to be held to account, and therefore he cannot fulfill the terms of
the covenant.”

Philomena uncorked a slver vid she had snatched from her bedside table, inhded deeply, and closed
her eyes for a moment, then motioned to one of her maids. “Evenif | could escape from my bed, | would
not spend an entire tedious day nodding and amiling to filthy peasants. | care nothing for ther nasty
children or their cows or their wheat. Find some other way to get the money. Send the soldiers. Take
hostages. | don't care.”

“My lady, please . . . the dishonor of it . . .”

The steward seemed on the brink of tears, but Philomena turned her attention to a slver-backed
mirror a maid had brought her, ingantly rapt as the girl began to brush her golden hair. The steward
stood his ground for a few moments, but when the lady began directing the maid in how to braid her
tresses, he bowed and dunk out of the room.

| knew wdl of the Comigor Covenant. How many times had | been forced to dress in my diffest
clothes and gt in endless boredom beside my mother and Tomeas as my father collected his rents? The
ceremony played out like an elaborate dance figure. On the firg day of every year, Covenant Day, the
line of tenants would gtretch through the great hdl, across the outer ward and far into the outer bailey.
One by one they would step forward, and my father would gracioudy invite the man to St with him at a
gmdl table, offering him the glass of wine that sat on the table. Inevitably, the man would refuse the wine.
The tenant would inquire politdy after the hedth of the lord’'s family. We were aways “quite robust,”
even when my mother was so weak from her last illness that she had to be carried up the dairs a the end
of the day. Then my father would inquire after the hedth of the tenant’s wife and his parents and the
progress of his children, each of them by name, and ask whether the man needed new tools or a new
goat. After a suitable time, the tenant would stand and bow, and, dmog as an afterthought, offer his
coinsto hislord. My father would sdlute the man and wish him a good season, then turn his full attention
to the next man and begin the dance again.

When Tomas and | got restless and speculated between oursalves on the dire consequences to the
dtate of the universe should one of the tenants actudly drink the glass of wine, our mother whispered that
we were being disrespectful. For many years, | believed that she meant we were disrespectful to my
father—a terrifying prospect that ingantly corrected my behavior. Only later did | understand that our
behavior was disrespectful to the tenants, who fed us, clothed us, and kept us in comfort in return for the
use of the Comigor land and the protection of its lord.

When my father was away on campaign, my mother sat a the little table with Tomas and me beside
her. Tomas had been awkward the firs few years after his coming of age, when our mother was dead
and our grieving father too drunk to do his duty, but he had grown into it. Until my banishment from
Comigor, | had sat with him as always. To change the practice had been unthinkable.

| entered my sder-in-law’'s bedchamber in great disturbance of mind. “Did you rest wel,
Philomena?’ | said.

Philomena s aunt lurked glowering on the far side of the bed, haf hidden behind the bed-curtains. The
duchess's atention remained focused on her mirror. “I don’t know what was in my head this morning,

Sariang” sad Philomena, smoothing a strand of her hair. “I should have told you to go immediaidy. My
husband didn’t want you here and neither do 1. I've only your word that he sent you.”

“You may accept what | say as truth or lies. But your son has aright to know how his father died,
and there’s no one e to tdl him of it

“For dl | know, you may have killed Tomas yoursdf,” sad Philomena, more from annoyance than
conviction. “You were maried to a sorcerer and conspired with traitors. My husband caught you at it



and cdled down the law. Y ou're probably here for revenge.”

“l told you, | hold neither you nor your child responsible. Tomas is beyond knowing, so vengeance
has no purpose. Naothing will bring back my son.” | pulled a smdl gray slk bag from my pocket and laid
it on the bedclothesin front of Philomena. “1 brought thisfor you. It's not dangerous.” | smiled a the old
womean, who had backed away from the bedside asif the little pouch might conced a snake.

From the bag Philomena pulled out a lock of Tomas's red-brown hair tied with a green dlk thread.
She twined it about her fingers thoughtfully.

“Let it make peace between us” | said. “If for nothing ese than this—your son is the Duke of
Comigor. I've brought him the Comigor sgnet ring. | have no child to rival him, and I'm not likdly to. This
is the house of my father and his fathers before him for thirty generations. 1I'd not see it destroyed for
pointless revenge.”

“| think that's what Tomas was most angry about,” said Philomena “That you would do whet you did
and risk bringing ruin to this decrepit pile of rock. | never understood it.”

My conviction that Tomas had been controlled by the Zhid, the ancient enemies of Karon's people
from the magicd world across D’ Arnath’s Bridge, was unsupported by physica evidence. But | would
have wagered my life on it. “If Tomas had been alowed to think on his own, he would have known that
I’d never take such arisk lightly. He might have tried to understand what | told him about my husband
and his people. Whatever s, | think he believed me at the end. Will you summon the boy?’

Philomena tossed the lock of hair onto her coverlet and picked up her mirror, firg polishing it with a
lace handkerchief and then observing her pretty face twisted into a flirtatious pout. “He might not come.
He was so much nicer when he was smdl and the nurse would bring him to us for an hour in the evening.
We would dandle him about and then send him off to bed. Now he says such awful things when he's
angry, and he's angry so often and for no reason.” She pursed her lips pinched her cheeks, and
smoothed the skin over her brows, but she dso dispatched one of the maids to find the young duke and
tdl him his mama most urgently requested him to wait on her.

Philomena continued her self-absorbed activities while we waited. | wandered to the window, unsure
of how to broach the subject of the rents. Managing Philomena would be a full-time study. | was
delighted that | didn’t have to cope with her for more than a day.

The expangve view from the window behind the heavy draperies was serendly beautiful. The southern
face of Comigor fronted wheet fields, a golden ocean that |apped at the stone wdls and stretched into the
midday haze asfar as | could see to east and south.

A glance over my shoulder confirmed that the hissng sound was Philomend's aunt whispering
vehemently in the duchess's ear. Philomena was not so circumspect with her replies. “She was not the
sorcerer. She was only married to one—" When she found my eye on her, the old woman paed and
stepped away from the bed. Agtonishing how many people believed that marrying a sorcerer must surdy
imbue a woman with magica powers of her own. | had often wished thet to be the case. “—and he's
long dead.”

More time passed. Philomena tapped her teeth with the corner of the slver mirror. “I think you should
gvethering to me” she said abruptly.

| perched on the narrow window seat, where | could both enjoy the prospect and keep an eye on the
bedchamber. “I'll giveit only to its proper owner.”

“Why would you care who has it? He's too young to wear it, and | can take it from him as soon as
you leave.”

“If | giveit to him, and you take it away, then hewill know who has it and who does not. Ther€ll be
no misunderstanding.” | trusted Philomena no further than | could see her.



Philomena sulked until the boy strode into the room. “Gerick, my darling boy. Have you come to
brighten your poor mama's day?’

Philomena didn’'t wait for an answer, and the boy didn't seem indined to provide one. | didn’t think
his answer would be to his mother’s liking anyway. His thin face was contemptuous and doof, and |
would have thought he cared about nothing in the world, except that he so sudioudy avoided looking at
me. Though | stood in a direct line with the door, he proceeded directly to his mother’s bedside and
alowed her to peck him on the cheek.

“Gerick, thiswoman has brought you something that belongs to you. Sheinggts on giving it directly to
you, asis her right, but Mama mugt keep it for you until you come of age.”

The boy turned to me and bowed palitdy, his eyes devoid of emoation, even curiosty. | waited for
Philomena to make a proper introduction, but she said nothing more. So | motioned for the boy to join
me on a settle padded with thin red velvet cushions. He positioned himsdf, iiff as a starched collar, inthe
farthest corner of the bench.

“| was with your father when he died,” | said. The boy’s eyes grew large, ther chilly disdain mdted in
aningant. “I want to tdl you something of that day. . . .

| had prepared carefully what | would tdl him of the strange, fog-bound cavern hidden in the snowy
peaks of the Dorian Wall, and of the crud, empty-eyed warriors who had sought to ensure thar
dominion over the Four Realms as wdll as ther own far-distant lands by luring the finest swordsman in
Lere, the King's Champion, to fight the Prince of Avonar. | told the story sparingly, so that dl | spoke
was truth, yet withholding the parts a child could not understand or thet it would be dangerous for him to
hear. The boy’ s attention did not waver through dl my teling.

“....And s0, you see, they never intended for your father to win the match. They made him
confused and angry and didn’t tdl him what they planned, for the Prince was pledged not to day anyone
from our lands. It was a most sacred vow that his ancestors had made, and the wicked men wanted to
corrupt the Prince. But despite ther tricks, your father discovered how he'd been deceived, and he
refused to fight the Prince any longer. He told the evil men that there was no honor for King Evard in the
meatch.”

Now came the mogt difficult part to explain. | dared not touch on the subjects of sorcery and
enchantment and D’ Arnath’s magica Bridge that linked our world to the world cdled Gondai and its
royd city of Avonar. How could | explain that a soulless warrior Zhid had raised his fig and with terrible
enchantments had driven Tomas to madness so0 that he impaled himsdf on D’ Nathell’s sword? How
could anyone, adult or child, comprehend that Prince D’ Natheil was truly my husband, Karon, who had
once let himsdf be burned to death rather than betray his Hedler's principles?

“These men were so wicked,” | said, “and their leader so lacking in honor and truth, that they drove
your father to fight once more. It was difficult—impossble—for him to see in the fog and the dim light,
and when he charged, thinking to day the evil warriors, he ran right onto the Prince's sword. The Prince
was furious a what the wicked men had done, and he fought the villains until they could do no further
harm. The Prince and | tried our best to save your father, but his wounds were terrible, and we could
nat, | held your father inmy arms, and he told me he didn’t suffer. And then he spoke of you.”

The boy’s great eyes were shining, flecks of blue and amber in ther rich brown depths, disolaying a
child'spain that tugged a my heart no matter my disinterest or resentment. | was pleased that Tomas's
son mourned him. It should be so.

“He said that you were fair and had his looks, and so you do. And he said you were intdligent and
opinionated, and that he wanted very much to tdl you what a fine son you were. He was very proud of
you.”

The boy took a shdlow breath with the dightest trace of a quiver iniit.



“He died in my arms soon after that. | buried him by that londy lake with a sword in his hands as was
proper for the King's Champion. When you're older, if you wish it, I'll take you there.”

From a green slk bag much like the gray one | had given Philomena, | drew the heavy gold ring with
the crest of the four Guardian Ringson it, and | placed it in the boy’s hand. “Thisis yours now. When the
time comes, wear it with the dignity of your father and grandfather. They were not perfect men, but they
adways did what they thought was right. Great respongbilities come with such afinething as this, and you
mud learn of them as your father would wish.” But, of course, as | watched the boy wrap his dender
fingers about the ring so tightly that his knuckles turned white, | wondered who would teach him. Not his
mother or her aunt or her fluttering maids.

The child looked up at me as if seeing me for the firs time. His voice was no more than a whisper.
“Who are you?’

“My nameis Seri. I'm your father’s Sster. That would make me your aunt, | suppose.”

| thought | was prepared for whatever his reaction might be to the story | had told him, whether
childish tears or controlled sorrow, confusion, or the more common disnterest of an aristocratic child
whose parent was preoccupied with great events, but Gerick caught me entirdly by surprise.

“The witch!” he screamed, as he jumped up and ran to his mother’s bed. “How dare you come here!
How dare you speak of my father! He banished you from Comigor for your crimes. You're supposed to
be dead. Mama, make her go away!” Never had | heard such abject terror. Beasts of earth and sky,
what had they told him?

“Hudh, Gerick,” said Philomena, nudging hm aside and smoothing the bedclothes he had rumpled.
“Cdm yoursdlf. She' s leaving right away. Now, give me thering before you drop it.”

The boy dung to the red coverlet, shaking and completely drained of color. His voice had faded to a
whisper. “Go away. You shouldn't be here. Go away. Go away.”

Philomena s aunt |ooked triumphant.

| didn’'t know quite what to do. Controlled retreat seemed best. “I am cartainly not a witch, and the
last thing in the world | would want is to harm an intdligent boy such as yoursdf. Your father and | were
grangers for many years, bdieving terrible things of each other, but by the time he died, we had learned
the truth—that the evils in our lives were done by the wicked men who killed him. All was made right
between us then, and that’s why he sent me to you. But | know it's complicated. | hope that as you learn
more about me, you'll not be afraid. And if there comes a time when you would like me to tdl you more
about your father, what he was like when he was your age, what things he liked to play and do, I'll come
back here and do so. For now, I'll leave as you've asked.”

They must have filled the child with dl the worst teaching about sorcery. Even o, | would never have
expected Tomas's child to be so dreadfully afrad. | nodded to Philomena, who was paying more
atention to the sgnet ring than to her trembling child, and left the room. A wide-eyed Nancy stood
outsde the doorway. Unhappy, unsatisfied, | asked her to bring my cloak and summon my driver. It was
cetanly not my place to comfort the boy.

As | descended the dairs, | met a andl party coming up. Nelia was leading a gentleman so
formidable in appearance that you could never mistiake him once you'd met. His dark curly hair and
tangled eyebrows were streaked with gray, but his cheerful, intdligent black eyes, giant nose, and
drooping earlobes, heavy with dark hair, had changed not awhit ance the last time I'd seen him.

“Lady Seriana, have you met the physician Ren Wedey?” asked the housekeeper.
“Indeed s0,” | said. “Though it was many years ago.”
“My lady!” said the gentleman, his bow only haf obscuring his surprise. “I never would have thought



to find you here. | was not even sure— Wadll, it is a consderable pleasure to see you in good hedth.”

Ren Wedey had once been my dinner partner a the home of a mutud acquaintance. The animated
conversation with the well-read physician had turned a dreary prospect into a dimulating evening. On the
day of Karon'strid the Sght of the renowned physcian among the spectators had prompted me to argue
that a heder’' s sills were not usudly considered evil, but rather marvelous and praiseworthy.

“I'm surprised to find you here dso, gr, aful day’s journey from Montevid. My sgter-inlaw is
fortunate to have such ill at her cdl.”

“Her Grace isdifficult to refuse,” said the physician. “And, indeed, she isin need of care” He pursed
his lips thoughtfully. “May | ask—I never expected to have the opportunity—but | would very much
appreciate a few words with you once I’ ve seen to the duchess.”

“l was judt leaving.”

“Oh dear. I'm sorry to hear that. | assumed—hoped— tha you might be here to care for the young
duke while his mother is unable to do s0.” The physician’s broad face creased into a disgppointed frown,
and he lowered his voice. “The boy is in desperate need of some looking after, epecidly snce his
father's death. Y ou've seen it, have you not—how troubled heis?’

“I’ve only met the boy today.”

Philomena's aunt appeared a the top of the gair. “Sir physdan, your ddlying is insupportable. The
duchess awaits”

Ren Wedey cdled up to her. “Madam, | have journeyed for most of a day to wait upon the good
lady. Inform Her Grace that a portly old man, stiff from along carriage ride, does not move so quickly up
the gairs as sylphlike creatures such as yoursdf. Only a moment more and | shdl be a her sde” His
scowl gave way to araised eyebrow and atwinkle in the eye as soon as he turned back to me. “I would
speak to you on the boy’ s behdf, my lady. Now, if no other timeis available”

Unlike my nephew, | had never been the master of my own curiogity. “You should go up,” | said. “I
can postpone my departure for alittle while. I'll be in the musc room.”

“Thank you, my lady. | will rgoin you as speedily as may be.”

| sent word to Rendd that our departure was delayed and returned to the music room. Sadly, this
room was more neglected than the library, cobwebs draped over a sanding harp as if the spiders were
trying to add new drings to it. | straightened the portrait of my mother that hung over the hearth. My
fragile, lovdy mother had brought music and grace to this musty warriors haven. She had been afrad of
war and hated talk of it. When she had died so young—I was but nine years old—people had sad that
life as a Leiran warrior’s wife had been too harsh for her. | had vowed to be stronger. Strange how
things work out.

| ought to go. No need to concern mysdf with the child. By soring Philomena would be mobile again
and would take her children to Montevid. Though | would be sorry to see Comigor |eft vacant, perhaps
it would be better for the boy. Surdly in the capitd city some friend of Tomas's would take him under his
wing.

As| picked idly a the strings of a lute that hung on the wadl, that consderation led me to think of
Darzid, Tomas's cynica, unscrupulous military aide. Darzid was an enigma, a charmingly amora man
who had attached himsdf to my family eighteen years before. With only flimsy proof, |1 was convinced
that Darzid's myderies were connected with my brother’s terrible deeds, and, ultimatdy, with the
soulless Zhid warriors who had killed Tomas and tried to destroy D’ Arnath’s Bridge. Darzid was unlikdy
to concern himsdf with Tomas's child. But the possibility that Philomena might turn to him for the boy’s
tutelage kept me in the musc room waiting for Ren Wedey. If | could discourage any such association
through the good offices of the physician, | had to do so.



Almogt an hour later the leonine head poked itsdlf through the music-room door. “May 17’
“Please, comein. | hope everything iswdl with my sster-in-law.”

Heaving a massve sgh, the physician lowered himsdf to a high-backed chair that creaked woefully at
the burden. “As | expected, the duchess needed only a good measure of reassurance. I’ ve recommended
that she keep close to her bed this time in hopes we may bring this child into the world for more than a
angle day. The last two arived wel beforetime, and, as such infants will, they lacked the gamina to
survive more than afew hours. Every day we can prolong Her Grace's confinement gives the little one a
better chance. But | ramble. Y ou desire to be off.”

“l do, but it's not for lack of interest in renewing our acquaintance. I’ ve nothing but good memories of
our evening's encounter.”

The physdan clucked his tongue. “What dreadful dinner parties the countess concocted! That
particular evening was the only one in my memory when | did not return home swearing to renounce
society completely. | looked forward to meeting you again. But the next time | saw you, you were in a
witness box before the king, vowing it was possible for a heder to bring his patient back from the dead.”
Elbows resting on histhick knees, chin propped on his clasped hands, Ren Wedey examined my face as
if I were some rare symptom to be added to his store of knowledge. “Ah, madam, do you understand
what questions your story raised in me? The gppdling truth of my own ignorance ...”

“Surdy you know that to discuss such matters would put us both in vidaion of the law.” His
frankness was disarming, but | had lived too long to ignore the consequences of unbridled speech. Any
door or window could conced an informer. Only sorcerers were burned dive, but those who
countenanced sorcery, even by speech, likewise paid a morta price: beheading or hanging, according to
ther rank. So Leran law had stipulated for four hundred and fifty years.

“Yes...wdl . .. there are those anong us who ligen and think somewhat more independently than
we have the courage to display. But in the interests of timdiness as wdl as safety, | will concede. Truly
your nephew is of more immediate concern. You say you've met hm?’

“He s the reason I'm here....” | told Ren Wedey of my promise to Tomas and the message he had
sent to his son.

“They did not get on, you know,” mused the physician. He leaned back in his chair and took out a
pipe, proceeding through the rituds of filling and tamping. “ Gerick dearly admired his father a great dedl,
yet from the time the child Ieft the nursery, he would scarcely open his mouth in his father’s presence. The
duke was quite concerned. Knowing | had sired sx sons of my own, he consulted me severd times, even
asking me to examine the boy for any Sgn of disorder.”

“And what did you find?

“Never had the opportunity to discover anything. Twice | attempted an examination, and twice the
child went into a fit, dmost making himsdf ill.”

Just as he had in Philomena s room.

The physidan tapped the unlit pipe in his large hand. “Many children throw tantrums, especidly
children who are wedthy and indulged and permitted to be willful. But what's so worrisome is that the
boy isnot at dl prone to such behavior. Your brother was a good father, and unless| attempt to examine
him, Gerick isinvarigbly polite and respectful to me, just as he was to Duke Tomas. He is very much in
control of himsdlf. Too much so for achild of ten.”

“l noted the same. That'swhy | was so surprised at his outburst.” | told the physician about the boy’s
terror when | revedled my identity. “lI assumed that the tdes he's been told of sorcery and my
connections with it were just too frightening for one so young.”



“For any other child you might be correct, but Gerick is not subject to foalish frights No. The boy
has built awdl about himsdf and will et no one beyond it. When anyone attempts to breach his defenses,
he throws himsdf into this morbid frenzy. It's not hedthy. He needs someone to take him in hand,
someone who cares for him.”

| sat on a cushioned stool beside the standing harp and began brushing cobwebs off the tarnished
drings. “Why are you tdling me this? I’ ve just met the child. Though | grieve to hear of his trouble, surdy
there are better ears to hear of them.” Someone who did not begrudge the boy’ s life. “His mother—"

Ren Wedey harrumphed like a volcano beching fire before its eruption. “I wouldn't trust his mother
with the training of my dogs. But the woman isn't stupid, either. Where it comes to her abiding interests,
ghe's been known to ligen to reason. When | spoke with her just now, | took a greet liberty. The
duchess was complaining of a problem with the tenants and the rents. . . .”

“I heard it. | hope she can be made to understand the importance of the Comigor Covenant.”

“What she understands, madam, is how panful is her lack of dlver and how her own pogtion
depends on the security and prosperity of her son’s inheritance. | told her that it was important to her
hedlth to ease these worries ... cartainly true. And | told her that | could see only one solution to her
problems.”

“What was that?” A blindy innocent question.

“| told her that you must collect the rents.” His great eyebrows leaped skyward.

“You're mad! Philomenawould never consent to such athing.”

“On the contrary, my lady; once her eyes were opened, she began to think it her own idea.”
“Then she's mad.”

“Not a dl. Condder. The boy is not of age. The traditions of this house require that an adult, a
member of the family or a guardian appointed by the king, carry out this covenant. His mother sees
dedling with the rents as tedious and common and would as soon hang the tenants as shake their hands.
But by persuading you to stay, she can have money in her pocket at the turn of the year without putting
hersdf out in the leadt. | told her that your familiarity with the castle could perhaps rdieve her of a number
of burdens and dlow her to concentrate on her hedth.”

| was not sure whether to laugh hysericdly or throw the harp a the mongtrous eyebrows that
waggled in ddight at my discomfiture.

“| gpologize for faling to take into account whatever it is that currently occupies your days, but the
opportunity presented itsdf. | cannot but think the boy would flourish in your care.”

The only thing that kept me from laughing at his foolish presumption was the way my heart warmed,
even as | accused him of madness. | fingered the rose-colored, thumb-sized stone that hung around my
neck. At some timein the coming months, so I’ d been told, the stone would glow of its own light, and its
unnaturd chill grow warm. The next morning Dassine would bring Karon to vidt me in hopes | might
provide some smdl help as the sorcerer restored Karon's memory.

| had no good plan for what to do with mysdf while | waited. | could not bear to return to the
primitive life | had lived for ten years in Dunfarrie, nor, evenif | had the means, could | resume the life of
arigtocratic dabbling that had been interrupted by Karon's arrest. For the past few months | had been
caught up in events that shaped the universe, and now neither sphere fdt like home. | hadn’t believed that
| belonged a Comigor either. Butif | could do some good with the time, shore up Comigor’s neglected
future, then staying here might be a decent way to spend my time. Asfor theboy . . .

“If | dlow mysdf be talked into this foolishness, whatever would | do about my nephew?’ | said. “He
was trembling a the 9ght of me” And to think that 1, of dl people, could break down the boy’ s unnatura



reticence .. . | could scarcely endure looking a him.

The furrows in the physician’s broad forehead deepened. “A gamble, to be sure. If he cannot come
to tolerate you, well have to reconsider. | told the duchess that | would speak to him.” His last words
were phrased as a question. He cocked his massve head, waiting for my answer.

| couldn’t seem to think of another argument. “Y ou' re a wicked man, Ren Wedey. Y ou remind me of
another | met just recently, a heder, too, who with his conceits sets himsdf up to order the fate of men
and women and worlds. | don't think either Philomena or her son will thank you for this. Nor will 1.”

The physcian burgt into thunderous laughter. “It should be a match of higoric proportions. | might
have to set mysdf aregular schedule of vidts just to make sure you' ve not murdered each other.”

So it was that the Duchess of Comigor sent me an urgent message, requesting me to dday my
departure so she could set me a proposition. While | stood in the window of a second floor stting room,
waiting for my interview and wondering at the change a few hours could make, | watched Ren Wedey
grall about the inner ward. Hands clasped a his back, he examined the crumbling sundid that marked
the exact center of the castle. He was just moving toward the curved border of the wel when he spun on
his hed. My nephew hurried across the courtyard, bowed palitey to the physician, and joined him on his
wak. Gerick stopped after amoment and seemed to be miking a point, shaking his head vigoroudy. But
he displayed no hysteria, no screaming or other irrationd behavior, and soon the two resumed ther strall,
dissppearing through the arched gate into the fencing yard. A short time later, a mad brought the
phydcianto me.

“Your nephew is greetly disturbed by your presence, my lady,” said a bemused Ren Wedey, “and he
repeated his accusations that you are—pardon my frankness—condemned and wicked. He says that his
father banished you, and that you have no right to be at Comigor.”

“Thet's thet, then. He' s absolutely correct. I'll go at—"

“But when | told him that your stay was in the best interests of Comigor and his mother’s hedlth, he
accepted the decision quite reasonably. Unquestionably something about you disturbs him, but | don’'t
beieve he ishdf so terrified as he acts.”

A bit later, when | was invited to Philomena's room, my sigter-in-law sweetly begged my pardon,
daming that her lack of welcome earlier was due to her anxieties over her hedth. Her husband had
obvioudy trusted and forgiven me, for she had received word of the royd pardon granted a Tomas's
behest. Truthfully, said the duchess, in blushing humility, she had been quite taken by my words to Gerick
about the honor and responghilities of the family. When the physician had given her the dire news tha
she mugt abandon dl serious thoughts and occupations such as the running of the household, the only
thing that prevented abject despair was the redization that the Holy Twins had sent me to be the salvation
of the family’s honor and my nephew’ s heritage. After an hour of Philomena s wheedling and an hour of
serious negotiations touching on my rights, duties, and privileges while in her house—the woman indeed
knew her business where it came to matters of inheritance and ambition—we agreed that | would stay.

By nightfal Ren Wedey had departed, and my driver had been dispatched with letters to my friends
in Dunfarrie, informing them of my changein plans. | had no need to send for my things. The few articles
of dothing that | had acquired on my return to dty life had traveled with me. By midnight, | lay again in
the little room in the north wing where | had dept from the day | left the nursery until the day my brother
hed forbidden me ever to come home again.

CHAPTER 3

The autumn days quickly fdl into aroutine. | breakfasted with Ndlia in the housekeeper’s room, and
then spent the morning ather with the steward, going over the accounts or ingpecting those parts of the



cadtlein need of repair, or with Ndlia, poking into the storerooms, guest rooms, linen rooms, or pantries.
| had agreed with Philomena that in exchange for my hdlp in callecting the rents, | would be dlowed to
put right what was needed with the house and estate, setting it in good order for my nephew.

Though the servants were universdly sy of me—the infamous, corrupted conspirator of sorcerers,
alowed to live only by the king's grace—my respectful manner to Giorge and his clerks quickly soothed
the anxious steward. After a few awkward sessons in which | demonstrated both my understanding of
the estate’ s complex finances and my regard for the unique arrangements between the lord's family and
the tenants, the steward became my most ardent defender save for Ndlia. With ddight he dispatched his
assgants to every tenant, natifying them that the world was in order once again. Covenant Day was set
for thefird day of the new year.

Afternoons | reserved for mysdf, waking out every day to enjoy the northern autumn, a luxury | had
sordy missad in my impoverished exile, when autumn labors might be the only thing to stave off starvation
ina hard winter. | returned from my walks to write |etters on estate business or work on some household
project: taking inventory of the linen, or showing the maids how my father's maps and books should be
cared for.

| had agreed to spend an hour with my sister-in-law every evening after dinner. At firgt, Philomena
required me to expound upon the most minute details of my activities and investigations, from how many
napkins | had found in the dining-room cupboards to the state of the hay suppliesin the stables. After a
few days of verifying every item with Giorge or Lady Verdly, her sour aunt, she must have satisfied
hersdf that | was dedling with her honestly. | never again got beyond, “Here is what transpired today. . .
. without her saying, “Good enough, good enough. Let’s talk of more interesting matters.”

As | knew no court gossip and had no ingght into current fashion, her “more interesting metters’
seemed to be the private details of my life with a sorcerer. She wheedled and teased, cdling me boorish,
supid, and crue for refusing to amuse a poor bedridden woman, but | was not at dl indined to provide
anecdotes to titillate Philomena s friends when the duchess returned to society. One night, in exasperation
a our abortive attempts at conversation, | asked Philomenaif she would like me to read to her.

“Anything that will pass this intermingble time,” she said. | suppose she thought that to dismiss me
early would grant me some mysterious advantage in our contract.

After rgecting the fird ten titles | brought as too serious or complicated, she dlowed me to begin one
of the books of romantic adventure that had been my mother's. Soon she was wheedling me to read
beyond our hour'stime. | dways shut the book firmly; one hour of my life a day was dl | was going to
give her. But reading made these interludes more than tolerable and set our rdaionship on a reasonable,
if not intimate, course.

Which left me to the matter of my nephew. An uncomfortable and unclear respongibility. My love for
my brother was huilt in large part on our common history. We had been two very different people
connected by the people, things, and experiences we had shared as children in this house. Yet our
attachment had been much stronger than | had ever imagined, surfacing a the last after so many horrors
seemed to have destroyed it. But | could see no way to stretch my affection for Tomas to encompass this
grange boy. Someone needed to discover what was troubling the child, but | didn’'t even know how to
begin and wasllittle indined to try.

Any presumption that casud interaction might break down Gerick’s barriers was quickly dismissed.
My nephew seemed to have abandoned dl the public rooms of the house. Except for an occasond
gimpseinthelibrary, | saw himonly at dinner. Forma and genuindy polite to the servants, he spoke not
aword to ether Lady Verdly or me.

“Has Gerick atutor?’ | asked Ndlia over breakfast one morning. | had never lived around children.
A tutor might serve as a source of advice or ingghts.



“He' s had a number of them,” she said, “but none for long. He tdls them how stupid they are, how he
can't abide them as they're no better than beggars. If they're stubborn and put up with that, helll start
with the mischief, putting tar in their ink pots or lamp ail in their tea. Or hell put on screaming fits with the
duchess to make her send them away. Out of dl the poor gentleman, only one ever stuck at his post for
more than a week. But didn't the boy carry atae to his mother that the man was getting overly friendly ...
ina nasy sort of way, if you take my meaning? So, of course, the man was dismissed right off. That was
amog ayear ago, and none has taken up the position since then.”

And this was the boy that Ren Wedey damed was polite and wel behaved! “He doesn’'t seem to
treat the servants so wickedly.”

“Oh, no! He's as sweet a body as one could wish. Always polite and so grateful when you do him a
sarvice. James— the young master’s manservant—he's never had a cross word from the boy, and
spends more than hdf histime gtting idle because the child takes care of himsdf and his own things. He's
ever so proper. Just not friendly as you and your brother dways were.”

Strange. “Does he have any friends that vigt?’

“A few times children have come to stay with their parents—even the king's own daughter has been
brought here—but the young master might as well not live here for dl he shows his face. From what |
hear, when the family goes to Montevid it's much the same. It don’t seem right.”

“So there' s no one close to him, no one who could tdl me anything that might help me understand him
better?’

Ndlia shook her head and poured more tea in our cups. “The only one ever got on with hm was
Lucy, hisold nurse, but she's been off her head for nigh on five years now. Of course, she couldn’t tel
you ought anyhow as she don't speak. Then there' s the fending master. The young master does dearly
love his sword fighting. | dways thought it a sorry thing that he never let Duke Tomas teach him. The lad
would only work at it—and right fiercdy too— when his lordship was away. He—the duke that
is—heard about the boy’ s practicing. He hired the finest fencing master he could find to come and teach
the lad.”

“And has Gerick dlowed the fencing master to stay?’

“Indeed so. Swordmaster Fenotte. But helll be of no help to you. He's Kerotean. Speaks not a word
of decent Leran. | just never understood why the boy wouldn't learn sword fighting of his father who
was the finegt in the kingdom.”

“Actudly, | think that's the most understandable thing you' ve told me.”
Ndlialooked puzzled.

“Tomeas would have had no patience with a beginner. If the boy admired his father, wanted to be like
hm. ..

The old woman nodded her head. “I’d not thought of it in that light. It's true the duke, grace his
memory, was not humble about his skills”

| laughed, with no little sadness. “Perhgps he had the wisdom to see it and spare the boy his
impatience.” My brother had loved his son very much.

One of my fird duties in the house was to make some ceremony of Tomas's death. King Evard
would likedy mount an elaborate rite for his sword champion, but with Philomena confined to her bed and
Gerick so uncomfortable with me, | could not see us traveing to Montevid for such an event. Yet | fdt
the need of someritud of closure for the family.

Most Leirans had long logt interest in the only gods sanctioned by our priests and king—the Holy
Twins, Annadis the Swordsman, god of fire and earth and sunlight, and Jerrat the Navigator, god of sea



and sorm, stars and moon. Higtory, most particularly fear of sorcery, had wiped out any public
acknowledgement of other deities. And the crudties of life had convinced most everyone that the Twins
mug be more concerned with controlling the legendary beasts of earth and sky and monsters of the deep
then with the trids of mortals. But warriors like my brother and my father had found some solace in
thinking that Annadis and his brother would write the history of their deeds in the Book of Heroes and tell
their stories around their mythica campfires.

| had grown past blind acceptance of myth when | learned to think and explore for mysdf, and | had
log dl fath in supernaturd benevolence when | saw the dit throat of my newborn son. Yet experience
hed taught me the comfort of ritua, and it was not my place to refuse Tomas or his son the rite my
brother would have chosen for himsdlf.

So | brought in a priest of Annadis, and Gerick and Philomena and |, dong with representatives of the
servants and the household guard, sat in Philomena's room and listened to the Stories of the Beginnings
and the Firgt God Arot’s battle with chaos and how, after his victory, Arot had given dominion over the
world to his twin sons. Rather than have the priest recite the entirety of my brother's military
history—some of which | could not ssomach hearing— | had the aging cleric lig the matches Tomas had
fought to defend the honor of his king in his fourteen years as Evard’'s sword champion. That evening,
Gerick and | stood on the hill of Desfiere outsde the castle walls and watched as a stone was raised to
Tomas beside my father's stone and my grandfather’s and the hundreds of others that stood on the
tredess hillsde like aforest of granite. My nephew remained sober and proper throughout the day, so |
didn’'t know if the rite meant anything to him or not. But | fdlt better after.

* % %

It was nearing four weeks of my stay when | began to sense | was bang watched. At fird | told
mysdf | was just unused to living with other people. Seventy-three house servants worked at Comigor:
clerks and maids, cooks and footmen, boot boys and sewing women and Philomend s gaggle of persond
atendants. There were about hdf that number of outsde servants, grooms and pot boys, a amith and an
armorer, carters and gardeners. Tomas's persona guard numbered some ningly men; they lived in the
barracks across the inner baley from the keep. And hundreds of other people lived on the estate and in
the villages close by. So plenty of eyes were on me every day. But a day came when | became
convinced that the cregping sensation was not just my imagination.

The day was hot and bright as only an autumn day can be, the sky a regd blue, the light golden, the
angle of the sun and the sharp edge of the wind hinting a the season’s change. | trudged through a deep
rift that Solit the grass-carpeted hills to the west of the castle, risking a sumble on the rocks that littered
the rift bottom and pricks and scratches from the draggle bushes in compensation for the shade.

As| walked, the hairs on my neck began to rise, the cregping sensation that had become so familiar
over the past days. Cdling mysdf fifty names for foolish, | hurried my pace and then made a sudden stop
beyond the next bend of the rift. Peering back around the corner, | drained to caich some teltde
movement or hear a soft footstep. But | didn't glimpse so much as a hare.

Feding ridiculous, | tramped back toward the castle. But on the return journey, my eyes were
momentarily blinded by an arrow of light from the west battlements. | blinked and caught the glint again.
The third time, | amiled in satisfaction. So | wasn't mad. The only thing out this way for anyone to be
observing with a pyglass was me.

The thought of a spyglass turned my thoughts to the Comigor spyholes. When | was ten and sorely
lamenting the disdain heaped upon me whenever my e even-year-old brother ventured into manly pursuits
not permitted little Ssters, my father had supplied me with a powerful wespon in Sbling combat. One of
the former lords of Comigor, desiring to know everything that went on in his domain, had inddled squints
into the Comigor wadls and calings. The samdl holes were hidden in the decorative stonework or the
capitals of columns or in the intricate carving of a wooden mantelpiece or door frame. If one knew just



the right place to stand, in aniche or behind a column, or in the crawls left by gtairs or corners or angles,
one could press eye or ear to the hole and gain possession of castle secrets. | dmogt laughed in rdlief. To
oy on the suspicious intruder was such a naturd thing for a child. Perhaps | could turn the Stuation to
good purpose.

No spyholes opened into my bedchamber, thank goodness, nor into the little study I'd made from the
adjoining room in the north wing, but one of them overlooked the passage outsde my door. The passage
joined the north wing to the northwest tower dtair, and the spyhole was concedled in a stepped molding
that matched the rectangular wing to the circular tower. To look through the hole, one had only to lie flat
on the fird landing of the tower stair and peer through a dot in the dusty wooden floor.

On a day when | had the clear impresson that my shadow was with me, | dug about in a cluttered
storeroom urttil | found an old meta box that had a hasp, a working lock, and a key. | set the box in the
passage outsde my bedchamber door in clear Sght of the spyhole. Over the next few days | found
occasion to place severa wrapped bundles in the box, meking sure to lock it carefully after each entry.
Having inddled no tdltdes, | had no idea if the box had been moved or examined, but | didn’'t bdieve
my oy could get into it.

On a crigp autumn morning, | inserted a last bundle into the box and carried it up the tower stair. Only
because | knew to expect them did | notice the disturbed dust on the floor beside the lumpy shape of a
moth-eaten rug, crumpled in the corner of the landing. | dimbed dowly past the hidden spy.

The narrow triangles of the tower steps spirded about the walls, expanding into a landing as they
penetrated each of four levels. Tdl arrowdits lad a barred pattern of light on the worn steps. A keen
observer might note that the wals narrowed near the top, the spird of the stair dosing just a hit tighter
than it should have. No more gairs existed beyond the fourth landing. Were an invading enemy to harry
hm so far, a besieged warrior could make his last stand there with no escape but his blade. The enemy
could not know thet the lady or the heir of the house had preceded this last defender into a secret place.

Paudng at the eighth gair past the third landing, and making a great show of snesking, | twisted the
head of a stone gargoyle and pressed hard on the blank stone beneath the ugly carving. Though | worried
briefly that my scheme might be foiled by time and neglect, the stone dab soon svung away from me,
reveding a steep narrow dar between the inner and outer wal of the tower. Narrow shafts in the outer
stonework, invisble from below, supplied light and air.

Caefully | dipped through the opening and pushed the door closed, but not quite enough to let the
gargoyle dip back into postion. | ran up the steps to the tiny room at the top of the tower, the secret
room where the lady and the her could huddle terrified until their champions repelled the invaders, or
where they would die by their own handsif dl hope was logt.

Thewind gusted through asmdl door to the outside. Past the door, five more steps led up to an open
gone platform, centered by a firepit. This platform, hidden behind the crown of the tower, was the
highest point in al of Comigor Castle, commanding a view that stretched to the horizon in every direction.
The vadt forest of Tennebar made a dark line in the west, while the snowcapped peaks of the Dorian
Wall were just visble far to the southwest.

| amiled as the door from the inner dair creaked dightly, and | counted the steps it would take him to
seewhere | had gone. . . . SX, seven paces across the room and peer out the door. . . . Four, five
steps. Now peek around the low wall that faces the platform and open your mouth in
astonishment.

“In this place only a bird can look down on you,” | said. | was perched on the parapet between two
merlons, egting an apple, my feet dangling over the wide world. “To my mind it's quite the most
spectacular view indl of Lere”

As| had thought it might, the wonder of the place stole away the boy’ s determination to remain apart.



He was soon leaning over thewal onwhich | sat.

He moved dowly around the parapet, his eyes wide, his red-brown hair blowing wildly. | said nothing
more until he completed his survey and stood beside the metd box that sat in the crend beside me. He
glanced up a me quickly.

“Do you want to see wha'sinit?’ | was careful not to amile.
He shrugged and said nothing, backing away afew steps.

“Y ou' ve been interested in my doings these past days.”

He flushed, but didn’t run away.

| opened the box and pulled out a doth bag. “When | was agirl and wanted to be done, | often came
up here. | didn't want anyone to Soy me going in and out of the secret door, S0 | made sure to keep a
box of supplies up here—a meta box to keep out the mice. | pretended | was the lady of the keep, and |
needed enough food to sustain me until | could be rescued. That's what dl this was built for, you know.
At one time a supply of wood was kept in the secret room, so a ba€fire could be lit in this firepit to let
the lord’ s troops know survivors were waiting for help.”

From the bag | pulled out two more apples, a chunk of dry bread, and a lump of cheese, and set
them beside me. From another bundle came a flask of wine and two mugs, then a tightly rolled shawl, a
cloak, three candles, flint and stedl, and a book.

| held up the shawl and the cloak. “It's nice to have something soft to St or lean on, and, of course,
the wind never stops, so a sundown, even in summer, it can get chilly. But the stars make it worth the
wait. That's everything in my box. Aswith most things that ook mysterious or frightening, it is redly quite
ordinary.”

The boy narrowed his eyes, walting.

| poured amug of wine, stuck the rolled cloak between my back and the merlon, and picked up the
book. “Hep yoursdf to something to et if you like,” | said and began to read.

After only afew moments, the boy turned on his hed and disappeared down the steps. Too much to
expect he' d say anything.

Gerick continued to watch me for the next few days, though he was quieter and more careful in his
daking. | was pleased in a way, for it meant he was dill interested, and there was some hope that my
scheme would succeed. Late one afternoon, as | started up the tower gar once again and passed the
lumpy rug on thefird landing, | said, “If you come, I’ll show you how to open the door. Then you can go
up whenever you like”

He didn't answer, but when | reached the eighth step past the third landing, the boy stood a my
elbow. Without saying aword, | demonstrated how to turn the gargoyl€' s head and push on the proper
place. Once | had it open, | shut it again and let Gerick try. He struggled a bit with the diff and baky
mechanism, but | didn’t offer to help. When he managed to get it open, | acknowledged his success with
anod and started up the inner gair. “Y ou can come too if you wish,” | said. “I won't bother you.”

He stayed wdl behind me, and he sat himsdf in his own crend while | settled down once more to
read. | poured mysdf amug of wine, but didn’t offer im any or attempt any conversation. After an hour
or so of pretending not to watch me, he left.

After that, | went up to the northwest tower every few days, and on occasion found Gerick there. |
adways asked himif he minded my staying, and he dways shook his head, but inevitably he left within half
an hour. Had | not heard hisvoice on my firs day at Comigor, | might have believed him mute.

Every morning he worked with the Kerotean swordmaster in the fencing yard. Although Gerick tried



hard, he wasn't very good. His form was poor and his attacks more earnest than effective. But he was
dill young. The languege difficulty was surdly part of the problem. Once the Kerotean master had
demonstrated a move, dl his coaching and teaching was in the way of waving his hands and stamping his
feet.

Three more weeks passed, and it seemed | was getting nowhere, but at least matters were no worse.
And then on one evening | found ink spilled over the papers on the writing desk in my study. There had
been little of importance on the desk: a letter to my friend Tennice' s father asking for advice about roofs
and forges, a shopping lig for Nancy’'s next trip to Graysteve, hdf a sheet of muscd notation for a
melody | was trying to remember. But of course, the vaue of what was destroyed was not the measure
of the loss. Nor wasiit the invagon of my privacy, for | had dearly left mysdf open to such a violation. |
amog laughed when | redlized what bothered me so sordly. It was the lack of imagination. | had been
condgned by a ten-year-old to the company of wesak-willed tutors and spindess schoolmasters. All my
cleverness had advanced me not awhit. | was insulted.

Soon | found mysdf devisng one scheme after another to crack Gerick’s shdl. One day when |
vigted the tower, | brought a amdl wooden box that held chess pieces and unfolded into a amdl game
board. | asked Gerick if he played. He nodded, but refused to have a game with me. Another day, |
brought my knife. Surdy knives were irresgtible for young boys ill practicing swordplay with wooden
weapons. | made aflute from a hollow reed, proud that | got it to play passably. When | offered to show
Gerick how to make one, he flared his nodtrils in distaste. “You are a wicked, evil woman. Everyone
knows it. Why do you stay here? Go away!” At least | had evidence he was not struck dumb by my
presence. On another day | brought a bundle of tal meadow grass and spent an entire afternoon weaving
figures of animds as my old friend Jonah had taught me to do when | lived in Dunfarrie. Gerick stayed,
pretending to shoot arrows at birds, only leaving the tower once | had used up my supplies. | considered
that avictory.

Only one certain concluson resulted from my activity. The boy was not afraid of me. Though he 4ill
mantained his reserve, he would st on the windy parapet dl afternoon, separated from me only by the
empty firepit or a tone merlon. He watched me for hours at atime while | was a my business, though he
knew | was aware of him. So, if fear that | might somehow ensorcel him was not keeping him slent, he
mugt have some other reason, wel caculated and determined. It made me look at him with new eyes.
What could prompt a child to maintain such control?

Not for the firg time | wished | had the ability to stedl the boy’s thoughts as Karon's people could.
Scruples prevented the Dar’ Nethi from using their power without permission, but for my part, the puzzle
of my nephew would have quickly overcome any such idedls.

Philomena paid no atention to Gerick’s attempts to be rid of me. She was pleased with our
arrangement, she told me. No one bothered her with tedious business, yet the house was cdm, the
servants wel ordered, the food excdlent, and, most importantly, it would soon be Covenant Day, and
slver would flow into the Comigor coffers once more. “You've been a great blessng, Seri,” she told me
one evening after our reading time. She had judt finished detaling Gerick’s latest complaints. “1 told him
hel s acting the sdfigh little pig.”

“Tdl me, Philomena, have you considered getting some friend of Tomas s to foster Gerick?’

“Wel, of course. Not that anyone | know would put up with him. One would think someone might
offer out of sympathy, but only the cagptain has said he'd do it. He's such anosy.”

“The captain?’
“You know him. Tomeas' s trained dog. Captain Darzid.”

Hatred bubbled up from my depths for the immaculatdly groomed courtier who had stood in every
dark place of my life. Karon's arrest and trid. My son’s murder. Darzid had hunted the sorcerer prince



who had come to me a midsummer, and | believed he had lured Tomas to his death, making him a pawn
in the long war between Karon's people and the three sorcerers who cdled themselves the Lords of
Zhev'Na. “Dazd has offered to train Gerick?’

“Of course, | would never consider him.” Philomena fanned hersdf with a flat of giff, painted paper
cut in the outline of a rose. “He's no more than a common soldier redly, not even knighted. Not at dl
auitable for a duke' s companion.”

“Very true. How perceptive of you to see that a relationship with your son would be only to Darzid's
advantage and not Gerick’s at dl.”

“Gerick loathes him. He'd probably kill the man if forced to be with him. | told the captain not even to
think of it.”

| dmogt patted Philomena s head that evening. | read to her for an extra hour, which put her quite to
deep. “Your snobbery has served you wel for once,” | whispered as | blew out her lamp.

Common sense told me to waste no more time trying to befriend a child who so dearly wanted
nothing to do with me, but somehow that answer was no longer acceptable. | could not shake the image
of his red-brown hair blowing wildy in the wind on the roof of the northwest tower. Whatever was
troubling Gerick had cut him off from the mogt basic human contact. No child should be so done.

One morning in late fdl, Allard, the head stableman, came to me with an odd story. Two days
previous, a boy had come to the stables asking for work. Being unknown to anyone, he was sent away.
“An ordinary kind of boy,” said Allard. “But yestermorn, that same boy was at the kitchen door, asking
cook for work. Cook sent him away, too, though she gave im amorsel of food as he looked so forlorn.
| hope that’s dl right, malam, as | wouldn’t want to get cook in trouble.”

“Of course, that'sdl right,” | said.

“Then last night late” said the stableman, “I woke with the feding that dl was not right with the
horses. When | went to the stable, | found that boy again! | thought to take a whip to him, but he started
tdking about how Quickdlver was getting a twig in his gut that was hurting him terrible, and how
Sewfoot had a crack in his hoof and would soon go lameiif it weren't fixed, and about how Marigold
was going to fod afine colt, but we needed to keep her quiet as she was ddlicate. . . .”

I dmogt burst out laughing. Paulo! No other boy in the Four Redms had a fed for horses like Paulo.
It was hard to let Allard talk hisworries out.

“. .. and he sounded so true, that | took alook and Quickslver was tender in the bely just as the boy
sad. All the rest was right, too. The boy islame, which some would hold againg him, but | could see as
he was a natura with the horses, far past any lad in the stable. But | didn't want to take him on without
your say. | thought there might be something odd, as he was asking if this was where ‘the lady cdled Sarf
was set up to run things.”

“Allard, would it make you fed better if | were to speak to this boy before you took him on?’

Rdief poured out of the man like summer ae from a barrdl. “Aye, my lady. That would be just what |
was thinking.”

“Send him to mein the housekeeper’ s room.”

The old man touched his forehead in respect and looked relieved to have shed the burden of the
extraordinary. | hurried to Ndlia s Stting room and shooed her away, saying | was to interview anew lad
for Allard. When Allard brought Paulo to the door, the boy grinned shyly.

“You can go, Allard,” | said. “No need to interrupt your work. Come in, young man.”
Paulo limped in, histwigting gait the result of one leg misshgpen since birth. The old man bowed and



closed the door. The boy grinned shyly at me and touched his brow.

Only the certainty that Paulo would be mortified with embarrassment kept me from embracing him. |
offered my hand instead. “What in the name of the stars are you doing here, Paulo?’

“ Sheriff sent me”

Graeme Rowan, Sheiff of Dunfarie, had sheltered the homedess thirteen-year-old snce our
adventures of the summer. Rowan, Paulo, and Kdlea, an untraned young sorceress from Vdleor, had
become vauable, if unexpected, dlies as | heped the mysterious Prince of Avonar evade pursuit and
accomplish hismisson in our world.

“Is anything wrong?’

“Nope. Just checking on things. Not heard from you in awhile. Sheriff thought you might want one of
us about to take letters or help out or whatever. Easiest if it was me”

“I've just been a hit busy. I'll write a letter to send back, but before you go, | want to hear dl the
news from Dunfarie”

Paulo’s brown hand twisted the tall of his tunic, and his eyes roamed everywhere in the room except
my face. “Course, | don't need to go back. You got horses here need a good hand.”

“I’d be ddighted to have you here, but don’t you think the sheriff would worry?’

“Time | was getting me a job. Don't want to be a burden. He and Kdlea are . . . well, you know.
Don't need me about dl thetime”

| knew that the courageous sheriff, bound by his office to hunt down sorcerers and burn them, had
log his heart to a talented, short-tempered young woman who was probably the lagt living Dar’ Nethi
sorcerer born in the Four Reams. But | dso knew that neither of them begrudged Paulo a home. “It's
not that Graeme's making you work at your lessons?’

It wasn't easy to make Paulo blush, but a soring radish would have paled in comparison. “Horses
don't careif aman can read.”

“I'll give you a job in the stables. Allard needs the help. But later this winter, we might have to work
on your schooling a bit.”

| returned Paulo to Allard, who was waiting in the kitchen, and | said | could find no fault with the boy
except that he needed a bath even more than he needed a med. Paulo scowled and followed the old men
back to the stables.

Paulo and | seldom had occasion to speak. But as | made my rounds of the estate with Giorge or
rode out for pleasure, | saw him limping about the place. He dways grinned before he ducked his head
and touched his brow. Allard swore that Paulo had been born in a stable, perhaps of equine parentage.
Soon | couldn’t go into the yard without seeing the two of them, heads together.

| never told anyone that | had known Paulo in my former life, though | could not have explained why.
| was certainly not ashamed of him. He was a good and tdented boy who had been my companion in
adventure, brave and steady in circumstances that would daunt many grown men. It just fdt good to have
aprivate friend.

Sdlle came, the midwinter season when we observed the longest night of the year and the ten days
until the new year. Sellle and Long Night were celebrations bound up with the legend of a wounded god
brought from despair by the generous offering of food, entertainment, and gifts from the poorest of his
subjects. | found the truths of sorcery, two worlds, and the magicad Bridge that somehow linked them
and kept them in balance more fascinaing than any Long Night myth. But | had dways loved the
trappings of Sdlle gifts bound with slk ribbons, goryteling, pageants, pastries, evergreen boughs, hot



cider fragrant with cinnamon and cloves, and splurging with hundreds of scented candles to brighten the
cold, dark nights.

With the holidays came the fird evidence of red progress with my nephew. | was surprised and
pleased to find Gerick in Philomena s room when | went to her for our nightly hour on the Feast of Long
Night. It had seemed a bleak haliday having no family gathering to pardld the fedtivity in the servants
hdl, so | had asked the mads to garland Philomena' s mantd with evergreen, ordered a specid supper
for the duchess, and invited Gerick to join us. Though matters between the boy and me had been more
detached than hodtile of late, | had never expected him to come. But he was dressed in a fine suit and
had aready lit the candles that Ndlia had sent on the tray, adding their perfume to the scent of basam
that filled the air.

“A joyous Long Night, Philomena,” | said, “and to you, Gerick.”
Philomena sghed. Gerick bowed palitdy, but didn’t say anything. One couldn’t expect too much.

Gerick sat on the edge of his mother’s bed while | pulled up a chair. | poured the wine and shared
around the roasted duck, sugared oranges, and cinnamon cakes. There was no conversation, but no
hodility either. When we were finished eating, Gerick and | moved the table out of the way. Philomena
frowned and said, “Aren’t you planning to read tonight?’

“Onthe contrary . . .” From my pockets | pulled two wrapped parcels and gave one to each of them.
| had ordered the two books from a shop in Montevia. Philomena s was an exctic Isker romance, and
ghe indgted | begin it immediady. Gerick’'s was a manuscript about Kerotean swordmeking, SO
beautifully illustrated that | had hestated to give it to him. | hated the thought that he might destroy it
because it came from me. But while | read to Philomena, he sat cross-legged on her bed tuming every
page. His cheeks glowed in the candidight.

When he closed the book &t last, he jumped off the bed. | paused in my reading while he pecked his
mother on the cheek. “Excuse me, Mama. I'm off to bed.” Then, his eyes not quite settling on me, he
made a smdl gesture with the book. “It'sfine. Thank you.” Tucking the book securdy under his arm, he
ran off, leaving me feding inordinately happy. Even Philomena s glesful report on his most recent demand
thet | be sent away did not spail it.

A mere two days before the tuning of the year and Covenant Day, | took my afternoon wak on the
south battlement, forced to confine mysdf to the castle because of a snowstorm that had raged
throughout the day. The wild whirling snow made me dizzy, and a sudden gust sent me sumbling toward
the crumbling southernmost cornice. As | grabbed the cold iron ring embedded in the stone, thanking the
ancent guardian warriors for protecting the daughter of Comigor yet again, | began to fed a burning
sensation in the region of my heart. | thought | had frosted my lungs or devel oped a sudden fever in them,
or perhaps something I’ d eaten was bothering my digestion.

Before going back ingde, | pulled on the dlver chain about my neck as was my custom when | was
aone, drawing Dassine's taisman from my bodice, expecting to find it cold and dull as aways. But, as
the storm wind whipped my har into my face, the snow swirled about me in a rose-colored frenzy,
picking up a soft glow from the tranducent stone, banishing al thoughts of storms or londliness or difficult
children. | wrapped my cold fingers about the stone until my hand gleamed with its pink radiance, and |
relished every moment of that burning, for 1 had been assured that when the stone grew warm and
glowed with its own light, Karon would arrive with the next dawn to vist me,

CHAPTER 4

| could not remember feding so anxiousindl my life, not when | was firg presented a court, not on
the day | was married. | knew so much of this man who was coming, dl those things that had drawvn me



to him even when | believed him a stranger. Yet | was not foolish enough to think a man could die in
agony, be hdd captive for ten years as a disembodied soul, and be brought back to life in another
person’s body without being profoundly changed. So much less difficult had been my own lot, and | was
not the same person | had been. He was my beloved, and he was dive beyond dl hope, but | was very
much afraid.

What would he be like? Though his soul was unquestionably my husband’'s, Dassne had sad tha
D’ Nathell would dways be a part of him aswell. | had seen the conflict between Karon's nature and the
indincts and prodlivities of the violent, anord Prince of Avonar that remained in that body. How would
the balance between the two have settled out after four months of Dassine's care? Perhaps he would
seem more like Aeren again, the haf-mad stranger I'd found in the forest 9x months before who was
somehow both of them.

Firg | had to decide where we would meet. Large as it was, Comigor Castle provided few places
where | could receive vistors unobserved. Privacy was a rare commodity in a great house. | had only
just persuaded Ndlia not to come waking through my bedchamber door a any hour as she had when |
was a little girl. But my bedchamber was hardly suitable. | wasn't sure whether Karon would even
remember me as yet. Dassine had said he would have to “take him back to the beginning” to restore his
memories. It was dl so strange!

| considered the battlements. No one went there but me, far weather or foul, but despite the
emerging stars promise of far skies, the bitter wind dill howled from the wild northlands as fiercdy as
the wolf packs of famine years. And the snow lay deep on the surrounding countryside, so | couldn’t ride
out.

One other place came to mind. Located on the eastern flank of the keep, where morning sun could
wam the stone, was a waled garden, wild, neglected, locked by my father on the day my mother
succumbed to her long illness. Once the garden had been thick with flowers and herbs naive to the far
southeastern corner of Leire whence my mother had come at seventeen to wed the Duke of Comigor.
The customs of Comigor, a drictly traditiond warrior house, alowed a bride to bring only one of her
father's retainers to her new home, and my mother had chosen, not her persond mad or some other
girlish companion, but a gardener. The poor man had spent even years fighting Comigor’s bitter winters
and hot summers to reproduce the blooms and fragrances of his lady’s bamy homeand, only to be sent
away when she died because my father could not bear the reminder of her.

For many years after her death, | had dimbed over the wdl to read and dream in the peeceful
enclosure, watching the carefully nurtured plants grow wild and die away like a fading echo of my young
grl’s grief. Now | hdd the keys to the house, and with them the key to my mother’s garden, a place
deserted, secluded, and most importantly, invisble from any vantage point within the castle.

Unable to deep for my anticipation, | wrapped mysdf in a cloak, let mysdf through the garden gate,
and grolled among the bare trees and shrubs and the sagging latticework of the arbors. The Great Arch
of the stars il lit the darkness like a reflection of D’ Arnath’s enchanted Bridge.

| didn't question that they would come. “At the sun’s next riang,” Dassne had said, “a whatever
place you are” If I'd told anyone in the world whét it was thet | anticipated so axioudy as | awaited
dawn inmy mother’ s garden, that person would have thrown mein an asylum. | wrapped my hand tightly
about the pink stone, dlowing its heat to warm my freezing fingers.

The sun shot over the garden wall, causng me to blink just as a streak of white fire pierced the rosy
brilliance. Squinting into the glare, | spied a short, muscular man, who leaned on a gtick as he hobbled
toward me adong the grave path. His white robe flapped in the breeze, reveding a rumpled shirt, knee
breeches, and sagging hose. Dassine. Alone. Bitter disappointment welled up in my throat. But when the
sorcerer raised his hand in greeting, | glimpsed another figure. That one remained a the far end of the
path, dmogt lost in the fiery brightness. Tdll, broad in back and shoulder, he too wore a white robe. A



white hood hid hisface.

“Good morning, my lady,” said Dassne, his breath curling from his mottled beard like smoke rings.
Though tired lines surrounded them, his blue eyes sparkled. Gray-streaked brown har and beard framed
his ageless face like a striped corona. “Am | never to find you in a warm place? This wegather makes my
bones brittle. One snapped limb and you will never be rid of mel”

“There aren’'t many private places here”

He craned his neck to survey the pile of ancient rock that was my home. “Indeed. | am astounded to
discover where you have settled yoursdf. Is that not your brother’ s pennant?’

“It'salong story.”

“And you're not paticularly interested in dwelling on such trividities while my companion stands at
the far end of the path done. Am | correct?’

| was near burdting. “How is he? Does he remember—?’

“Patience! | told you it would take time. Do you remember my condition for bringing him?’

“That | mug follow your indructions exactly.”

“And you dill agree to it?’

“Whatever is best for him.”

“Precisdly that. St down with me for a moment.” He plopped himsdf heavily on a stone bench. | sat
beside him, but my eyes did not stray from the distant, gill figure in white,

“You are not a prisoner here?’ said Dassne.
“I'm here of my own will and have full freedom of the house.”

“Your brother’s house seems an odd place to welcome the very one who caused the black flag to fly
over these battlements. Isit safe?’

“Safe enough. I'd never endanger ether one of you. Only one old woman here causes me any
discomfort, and | can ded with her. I’'m only here because | came upon an opportunity to repay my
brother for dl that happened.”

“Jugt so. Wel, then ... we have made progress. Over the past four months | have given the Prince the
memories of his youth—both of them. He remembers his life as D’Nathell up to his twdfth birthday,
when he was sent to the Bridge the firg time. | don't think | can take him farther then that, for as | told
you, the disaster on the Bridge left little soul in D’ Nathell. 1t's as well. Karon doesn't need to know more
of what D’Nathell became in those next ten years. Sufficient that he knows of D’Nathel’s family—his
family—and Avonar, and most importantly, he knows of the Lords and the Zhid, the Bridge, and his duty
asthe Heir of D’ Arnath. | think he will be able to pass examination if it comes.”

“Examindion?’ Gondal, the world that lay across the Bridge, was such a mysery. | knew only bits
and pieces about the Catastrophe—a magicd disaster that had destroyed ninetenths of their
world—and the ensuing centuries of war between the Dar’ Nethi and the Lords of Zhev’' Na.

“D’'Nathell’s body has cdearly aged more than these few months that have passed snce he came to
you last summer. If the Preceptors have doubts about the Prince's identity, they will examine him to
determine whether he is truly the son of D’Marte, and thus the rightful Heir of D’ Arnath. His physica
makeup will be examined, and his patterns of thought will be read and matched to those of his ancestors.
The tests will question knowledge and conviction, flesh and spirit.”

“So he mug believe heis D’ Marte' s son.”
“Exactly. For hm merdy to accept that he was Prince D’ Nathell at one time is not enough. He mugt



live as D’ Natheil, aswdl as Karon, now and forever.”

“And what of his other life?” His true life, as | thought of it: his childhood in Valeor, his educetion at
the University, his yearsin hiding, his scholarly posts, our mesting, our marriage. And then the horror that
hed ended it dl: arrest, torture, burning, degth . . . until this man beside me had snatched his soul before it
could cross the Verges into the afterlife and hed it—him—captive for ten terrible years, bdieving Karon
was the lagt hope of the Dar’ Nethi and their world.

“We dill have some years, some of the best and dl of the worst, yet to travel. He remembers his
youth as Karon, twenty-odd years of it, through the time of his return to the Universty after his yearsin
hiding. But he remembers nothing of the twenty years since that time or why he has two lives when others
have only one.”

“S0 he does not yet know he was dead?’
“No.”
“And he does not renember me or our son?”’

“He has not ‘met’ you in his past as yet. Nor has he yet confronted the decison that caused his
execution—the decision that abandoned your child and your friends to death and you to humiliaion and
exile My amisto restore the man that made that decision, not to change him into someone ese whose
choice might have suited you better. Can you leave asde your fedings about those events as you speak
to him?’

His gaze was penetrating, and as unrdenting as his harsh words. When he had been arrested, Karon
hed chosen not to use his power to save himsdf or the rest of us, believing that use of sorcery to injure
others—even his captors—was a fundamenta violation of the heding gift he had been given, sacrilege.
Anger and bitterness at his choice had blighted my life for ten years. “My fedings about his decison are
unchanged, Dassine, but neither would | change the heart that made it. I'll wait until he is whole again to
resolve our disagreement.”

Though his eyes lingered on my face, the sorcerer jerked his head in satisfaction. “Understand that he
aso remembers nothing of the events of last summer or your journey together. They will need to be
relived in their turn. He is, to put it mildly, in a state of confusion, amost ddlicate state which you must do
nothing to upset. This is redly not a good time to bring him. Not a dl.” Clearly, this argument with
himsdf was not a new dispute.

“Then why did you?’

Dassine 9ghed and leaned his chin on hiswhite cane. “I know you think me crud to have imprisoned
Karon's soul for so long, and wicked to have arranged D’Natheil’s mortd injury. And so | may be.
What | do with him now is painful and exhaugting as well. Every memory | give im mugt live again. Every
sensdtion, every emotion, every sound, every amdl . . . the experiences of days or months compressed
into a few hours until his senses are raw. | press him hard, for though we have thisinterva that he won for
us by hisactions at the Gate, | don't know how long it will last. ”

“Your war is not ended, then?’

“The assaults on Avonar have ceased—a blessing, of course. But our peace is unessy and
unaccustomed. No one knows quite what to do. The people of Avonar rgjoice that the Heir of D’ Arnath
lives, and they know that he was somehow changed by his journey here in the summer and his victory a
the Bridge, but they’ ve not yet seen him. He has managed to put off the Preceptors with a brief audience,
but their patience is wearing thin. And the Lords of Zhev'Na . . . our enemies, too, wait . . . and we do
not know for what. | must use this time to bring back our Heir to lead us” Dassne rapped his stick on
the frozen ground as if some Zhid warrior were hiding under the snow. A rabbit scuttered out from under
the bench and paused under a fdlen trdlis, twitching indignantly. “But I’ ve no wish to kill him. He needs



an hour’ srespite . . . and someone other than his taskmaster to share it with.”

“Wha mugt | do?’ | said.

“Follow my ingructions precisdly. Say nothing of your acquaintance and marriage. Nothing of your
friends. Nothing—absolutely nothing—aof his death. They are not his memories yet, and to mention them

could do irreparable harm. If he speaks of himsdf—either self—then let him. As far as he knows, you
are afriend of mine and know his higtory, but have met him only this year.”

“Thenwhat can | say to hm?’

“Be afriend to him. Ease him. Y ou were hisfriend before you were his wife. Now go. He thinks I'm
here to consult an old dly, but, in truth, I'm tired and plan to take a ngp.”

Before | could ask even one of my hundred questions, Dassine leaned back, closed his eyes, and
vanished. There was nothing to do but wak toward the end of the path.

He stood motionless, solitary, bathed in winter sunlight, facing a gnarled, bare-limbed tree that
creaked in the cold. The white hood masked his profile, and his arms were folded into his white cloak, so
that he might have been some strange snowdrift Ieft in the garden by the passng storm, something only an
enchanter could transform into human shape. | didn’'t even know what name to cdl him. “Good morning,
Your Grace,” | sad, dipping my knee.

He bowed to me in answer to my greeting, but said nothing and did not raise his hood to reved his
face. He remained facing the tree.

“Thetreeisalambina” | said, “netive to landswdl east and south of here, lands less extreme in ther
cimate In soring it flowers, brilliant yellow blossoms as large as your hand, their scent very ddlicate, like
lemon and ginger. When the flowers fade in early summer, they don't fdl, but float away on the firg
breeze like bits of ydlow slk. Then the tree blooms again, dmost immediady, smdl, white, feathery
flowers with bright ydlow centers, each in acluster of waxy green leaves. It's very beautiful.”

“I've seen it,” he said, so softly that | dmost didn’'t hear him. “The leaves turn dark red in autumn.”
“This one has't bloomed in many years. I'm hoping it's only dormant.”

With movements spare and graceful, he stepped across the snowy lawn to the tree and laid a hand on
its gnarled trunk. “Thereislifeinit.”

Beneath my warm cloak, the hairs on my arms prickled. “I’'m glad to know that.”

“You're Lady Seriana, Dassine' s friend.” So strange to hear the disembodied voice coming from the
shapeless robe and drooping hood. | drained to hear some trace of the person | knew in the quiet
words.

“He said you might like someone to talk to while he was about his business”

“Please don't fed obliged. It's cold out here, and you'd be more comfortable indde. I'll await my
keeper as he commanded. He knows he needn’t set a guard on me”

“l don't consider it a burden to speak with you.”
“A curiogity, perhaps.”
“I'll ask no questions.”

“And answer none? Dassine's not very good at it— answering questions, that is. | can’t imagine he
would permit someone else to answer things that he would not.”

| amiled a this wry disgruntlement, even as | blinked away an unwanted pricking in my eyes. “I'll
confess that he's asked me to be circumspect.”



“Then you do know more than |.” His curiodty tugged at the conversation like a pup.
“About some things”

“It sets quite a burden on an acquaintance when one knows more than the other.” The note | detected
inhis voice was not anger. Nor did it seem to be resentment that kept his countenance hidden under his
hood. | fdt the blood rush to his skin asif it were my own. Earth and sky, he was embarrassed.

| shook the crusted snow off a sprangling shrub, and the branches bounced up, showering me with ice
crystas and amog hitting me in the face. “I think this could be considered an interesting variation of
acquaintance,” | said, brushing the chilly dugting off my cloak. “And, as many things have happened since
| met you last, we should start again anyway, don’'t you think?’

“| certainly have no choice in the matter.” His tone demongtrated a most familiar irony and good
humor. My heart soared.

“All right, then. We gdll ignore dl past acquaintance and begin right now. Y ou may cal me Seri. | am
thirty-sx years old, and | live in this hoary edifice you see before you. A temporary Stuation, though
there was atime— Ah, | forget mysdf. No past. | an a poor relation to the lord who rules here, though
circumstances have placed mein charge of the household—not an inconsderable respongbility. | am wel
educated, though not as up-to-date in many areas as I'd like, and | have a secret ambition to teach
higory in our kingdom'’s center of learning. Now tdl me of yoursdlf.”

“| believe you dready know who | am.”

“No, gr. If I must begin again, then you mugt do the same.”
“Itisrequired?’ His voice was low.

| let go of my teasing for a moment. “Only if you wish it. | am not Dassine”

With another bow, he turned to me and lifted the hood from his face. His eyes were cast down, and
his cheeks were flushed as | had known they would be. “It seems | have severd names. You mugt
choose the one that suits”

“Aeren,” | said without thinking. Tdl. Fair harr grown long enough to tie back with a white ribbon.
Wide, muscular shoulders. Square jaw and strong, narrow cheeks that might have been sculpted to
meatch the fairest carvings of our warrior gods. Wide-set eyes of agonishing blue.

At the time of his desth, Karon had been thirty-two, dight of build, dark-haired and boyishly
handsome, with high cheekbones and a narrow jaw. The rough-hewn stranger who had dropped into my
life on Midsummer’s Day looked nothing like Karon. | had cdled him Aeren, for he had no memory of
himsdf except that he shared a name with the bird—a gray fadcon—that screeched over Poacher’s
Ridge. | had learned that his own language named him D’ Natheil, but this man was not D’ Nathell either. |
fdt no scarcely restrained menace from him, The threadwork of lines about his eyes, the strands of slver
in his far hair, the air of quiet dignity stated that the one who stood in my mother’s garden was older,
wiser, more thoughtful than the violent twenty-two-year-old Prince of Avonar. But he was not nmy
husband ... or so | told mysdif.

“Asyou wish.” Even as he accepted my judgment, he glanced up a me.

My breath caught. In that brief moment, as had happened four months ago in an enchanted cavern, |
glimpsed the truth that lived behind his blue eyes. This was no one but Karon.

| garted to speak his true name, to see if those syllables on My lips might spark some deeper
memory. But no light of recognition had crossed his face when his eyes met mine. Patience, Dassne had
sad. You were his friend before you were his wife. He looked very tired.

“Would you like to wak?’ | said. “Ther€'s not much to see in this garden, but waking would be



warmer as we wait.”
“I"d like that very much. | can’t seem to get enough of waking outdoors.”

Insde, | danced and legped and crowed with ddight; Karon had never gotten enough of waking out
of doors. Outwardly, | smiled and gestured toward the path.

My boots crunched quielly as we drolled through the frosty morning. Karon broke our
companionable slence fird. “Tdl me more of yoursdf.”

“What kind of things?’
“Anything. It's refreshing to hear of someone who isn't me”

I laughed and began to speak of things | enjoyed, of books and conversation, of puzzles and musgc,
of meadows and gardens. He chuckled when | told him of my firs awkward attempts & growing
something other than flowers. “Jonah couldn’'t understand why his plants produced no beans, until the
day he found me diligently picking off the blooms. | told him that my gardener had once said that plants
would grow larger if we didn't let them flower. Poor Jonah laughed until tears came, tdling me that until
we could egt the leaves | had best leave the flowers be. | had ruined the entire planting, a good part of
their winter sustenance. It was devadtating for one so proud of her intdlect as I, but it was only the firgt of
meany gaps in my experience | was to discover.”

“This Jonah sounds like a kind gentleman. He was not your family, though, for if his crop was a good
part of hiswinter sustenance, he was not the lord of this manor.”

Careful, Seri. Careful. “Jonah and Anne were like parents to me. | was estranged from my own
family at thetime”

“But how you are reconciled?’

“They're dl dead now, my mother and my father and my only brother. The lord of this house is my
ten-year-old nephew, and the lady is his mother, a somewhat . . . self-absorbed . . . young widow.”

“We have something in common, then. I’'ve gained and logt two families in these past months, one |
loved and one | hardly knew. And now I'm Ieft with only Dassine.”

“And does Dassine teach you to grow beans, or does he pout, whine, and tdl you nasty gossp?’

Hislaugh was deep and rich, an expression of his soul’s joy that had nothing to do with memory. “He
hes taught me a great deal, and done his share of pouting and cgoling, but no interesting gossp and
catanly nothing of beans. Beans mugt be beyond my own experience dso.” They were. | knew they
were. | laughed with him.

The path led us toward a sagging arbor, a musty passage so hopelesdy entangled with dead, matted
vines that the sun could not penetrate it. Without thinking | followed my longtime habit and looked for an
dternate way. But to avoid traverang the arbor we would need to trample through a muddy snarl of
shrubbery or retrace our steps.

“Is there a problem with the path?’ Karon asked, as | hesitated.

“No,” | sad, feding foolish. “I just need to let my eyes adjust so | won't trip over whatever may be
indde. | must get a gardener out here to clear dl thisaway.” | led him quickly into the leefy shadows. The
ar was close and smdled of rotting leaves, and our feet crunched on the matted vines.

“Why are you afraid?’ His voice penetrated the darkness like the beam of a lantern.

“I'mnoat . . . not redly. A dlly thing from childhood.”

“There' s nothing to fear.” His presence enfolded me.

Less than fifty paces and we rounded the curve and emerged into the sunlight. “No,” | said, my voice



trembling ever so dightly. “Nothing to fear. This was my mother’s garden.” | walked briskly, stopping
only when | reached the lambina tree again. From the corner of my eye | could see Dassine hobbling
dowly toward us. Not yet! Not even an hour had passed.

Suddenly a quivering trace of enchantment pierced the morning, and the lambina burst into full bloom,
each great ydlow blossom unfalding like a miniature sunrise, its pungent fragrance wafting through the
sharp air. In afew moments of wonder, the huge blossoms floated away like enormous, siken butterflies,
only to be replaced by the soft white blooms of summer, heavy with sweet and languid scent, each
cradled inits nest of bright green. And then the glorious dying, the white blossoms fading into burnished
gold and the waxy green leaves into deep russet, fdling a last to leave a royd carpet on the frozen
ground.

“Thank you,” | said, my breath taken away by the marvd. “That was lovdy.”

“It'stoo cold to wake it completely, and | know | must be wary in this world, but | thought perhaps it
might ease your sadness.”

“And s0 it has” | hadn't meant for him to see my tears. Perhaps he would think they were for my
mother. “You'll come again to vigt me?’ Dassine was dmost with us.

“If my keeper dlowsit. I'd like it very—" Both voice and amile died away as he stared at my face.
Knitting his brow, he touched my tears with his finger, and his expresson changed as if 1 had grown
wings or was a dead woman that walked before him. “Sexi. . . you're . . .” Pain glanced across his face,
and the color drained out of him. Rigid, trembling, he whispered, “I know you.” He raised his hands to
the sdes of his head. “A beacon in darkness . . . Oh gods, s0 dark ...” Eyes closed, head bent, he
groaned and stepped backward. | reached out.

“Do not!” commanded Dassine angrily, shoving me asde and grabbing Karon's am to steady him.
“What have you done? What did you say?’

“Nothing. Nothing that was forbidden. We walked and talked of the garden. Nothing of the past. He
meade the tree bloom for me”

Dassne lad his hands on Karon’s temples, murmuring words | couldn’t hear. Ingantly, Karon's face
went dack. When his eyes flicked open again, they were fixed on the ground, and the light had gone out
of them.

“What isit? What' s happened?’ | whispered.

“Asl| sad. It was not a good time to bring him. You are too strong an influence” The old man took
Karon's arm. “Come, my son. Our time here is done. We ve a hard journey home” They started down
the path toward the eastern wall.

“Dassine” | cdled after them. “Will he be dl right?’
“Yes, yes. HEIl be fine It was my fault. It was too early, and | left im too long. A setback only.”

Before | could bid hm farewdl or ask when they might come again, the two white figures
disappeared into a flickering fog.

CHAPTERS
Karon

Qurely | am the sorriest of madmen. These hands . . . they are not the hands that lifted the wine
goblet to my father on the day he became the Lord of Avonar, my Avonar of the mundane world,
the Avonar that is no more. The shape is wrong. They're too large; the palms too wide. The hair
on the backs of them too fair. This face . . . | peer into this placid pond that mimes so truly the



tree and the stone beside me and. the clouds that travel these azure skies, and the face | see is not
the face that looks back at me from the ponds that exist in my memory. And my left arm . . . only
four scars. Into what reality did the hundreds of them vanish, each one a painful ecstasy so clearly
remembered, each one a reminder of the gift | know is still a part of me? It is a loss beside which
the loss of the limb itself would be no matter at all. Where has the first of them gone, the long,
ragged one made when | embraced my dying brother and a future that terrified me—the day |
first knew | was a Healer? With this gift | have brought people back from the dead.

S0. These are a stranger’ s hands. Yet, | know their history, too. Know and feel and remember . .
. They have been anointed with oil of silestia, that which consecrates the Heir of our ancient king,
D’ Arnath, to the service of his people. With them | raised the Preceptors of Gondai from their
genuflections on the day | was made Prince of Avonar, this other Avonar that ill lives. These
hands wield a sword with the precision of a gem cutter and the speed of lightning. And they have
taken life, a deed that fills my soul with revulsion.

How is it possible that I've killed and thought it right? And I’'m good at it and proud of my
prowess. . . .

As | sat in Dassne's garden, | pressed my hands—the stranger’s hands—to my face, digging the
heds into my eye sockets so perhaps the world wouldn't come apart on this bright, windy winter
morning—or if it did, at least | wouldn't see it. As dways after a sesson with Dassine, my search for
underganding had left me stranded on a mentd precipice, facing ... nothing. Absolutdy nothing. If |
stayed at the precipice too long, tried too hard to shape some coherent image in this ggping hole in my
head, the universe would fdl apart in front of me, not just in the mind's redm, but the physical world, too.
Jagged cracks of darkness would split whatever scene | looked on and break it into little fragments—a
tree, a stone, a char, my hand—and then, one by one, the fragments would fade and vanish into the

abyss.

The effort of holding the world together dways felt as if it were tearing my eyes right out of my skull.
Even worse than the physica discomfort was the paralyzing, suffocating horror that dways accompanied
it. And | knew inmy very bones that if ever | let the whole world disappear, | would never find my way
back. If | was capable of speech, | would beg Dassne to make it stop, to wipe clean dl he had returned,
to excise tha mote of cold reason that told me | would never be whole urtil 1 knew everything.

And what did my teacher, my companion, my keeper, answer when | begged his mercy? He would
pat my throbbing head and remove my sheking hands from their desperate hold on his wrinkled robe,
and say, “We ve pushed alittle too hard today. Take an extra hour’s rest before we begin again.” For, of
course, my questioning, my feeble attempt to unrave the meaning of the person | was and the lives | had
lived, was but the inevitable result of Dassine' s schooling.

In my life as a Heder in the mundane world, | had once come upon a remote village where the
inhabitants had discovered a tree whose fruit, dried and powdered and mixed with wine, gave them
terrifying visons that they believed came from ther gods. Drinking this potion dso caused them to forget
to eat and to care for themsdves. When | found these people, the corpses of their starved, neglected
children lay dl about ther village The few adults who yet bresthed were wasted with starvation and
disease. Though they knew wdl that their insatigble foolishness had led them to this piteous state, they
could not refuse the cdl of ther gods. | understood them now. Even when so weary | could neither eat
nor lift a cup, even when | wept from exhaustion and madness, neither could | refuse another taste of
Dassne s gift. Dassne—my master, my subject, my jaler, my heder, my tormentor.

A cold gust caught the hood of my white robe, yanking it off my head and dumping the snow from a
bare tree limb onto my neck. With leaden arms, | reached around and brushed off the snow, feding a
few icy droplets trickling down my back. Shivering, | drew my stranger’ s hands into the folds of the wool
robe. Who am 1? What' s happened to me?



“Come on. Timeto deep.” | hadn’t heard Dassine open the door.

He had dready disappeared back into the house, leaving the door open. He wouldn't expect me to
answer. Words were dways an effort by this time. | rose and padded through the garden after him,
shedding my flimsy sanddls at the door. | needed the fresh air, even on such a cold day, to remind mysdlf
that aworld existed beyond my broken mind. Our latest sesson had ended better than most. No panic.

No raving. No begging.

Once I'd stepped ingde the house and closed off the world again, Dassine pointed to a cup of tea
gtting on the table. “'Y ou shouldn’t go out on days like this. | don't like you getting so cold.”

I shook my head, refusng the tea and his worries in one efficient motion. In two heartbesats, | would
be adeep and wouldn't care.

My bedchamber was a amdl, unadorned room that adjoined Dassing' s workroom. Itswals and floor
were bare, constructed of thick stone that diminated dl vagary of noise or dimate that might disturb its
utter monotony. Despite its congtruction, the chamber was neither cave nor prison cdl, for it was cean
and dry, and had a large, unbarred window of thick but exceptiondly clear glass, a bed and a washing
table, and no door at dl, only an empty opening to the cluttered workroom. The bed was comfortable,
though | was never dlowed afull night to enjoy it.

Dassne would rouse me after only a few hours rest, day or night, and lead me sumbling into this
chilly, untidy jumble of books and tables, pots and jars he cdled his lectorium. He would remove my
robe and seat me, shivering and naked, within a circle of tdl candlesticks. Always he would ask for my
consent to go on, and like the skeletd villagers of Pernat, | would tdl him | was ready to seek my visons
once again. Then he would begin a low chanting—quiet, rhythmic, peaceful, ssemingly benign—until the
candle flames grew tdler than my head and roared with the thunder of a hundred waterfdls. By that time
| could encompass no sensation but the light. It forced its way into my eyes, my head, and my lungs. It
seeped through the very pores of my skin until | thought my body must glow with it.

Very quickly, then, would come to birth another day that had been hidden from me. In Dassine's light
| saw again the face of my mother as she sang me to deep, her intricate compositions of word and
meody taking physica shape and weaving themsaves into my childish dreams. In that light | heard once
more the voice of my father whom | loved, watched him gt in his hal of judtice, ruling with benevolence
and honor those who would burn him dive if they knew what he was—a sorcerer of uncommon power.
In that candldight | learned again the art of heding from my mentor, Cedine, and fdt again the fiery kiss of
my knife as | shared my life' s gift with the sick and the dying. There | heard the reports of the daughter of
my family and my people and the devagtation of my home. There | reread the books that | loved and
those that bored me | suffered the indignities of childhood and the reveations of youth, and |
rediscovered my love of archeology, reacquiring my knowledge of the culture and history and art of
peoples that were not my people, but whom my ancestors had embraced as their own.

Hours and days and weeks | lived in the light of Dassine's candles. And when the light died away at
last and my mind limped back to his dm study, Dassine would tel me how long | had been awvay—four
hours, perhaps, or five of present time.

After he had put the candles away and given me my robe, he would share food and drink that had
been set on atray in the middle of his scuffed pine table. The med was wholesome and plentiful, but
adways plain. I'd eat what | could, and then I'd wak in Dassne€'s garden to bask in the sun or the
darlight and inhae the sweetness of the open air. Inevitably | would begin to ponder what | had learned .
... until my questions drove me to the edge of the precipice. Then Dassine would send me to deep and, a
few hours later, wake me to begin it dl again.

I had no idea how long | had been with Dassine. Time had logt its pristine smplicity, and every sunrise
ggnded afurther distortion. Somewhere in the months and weeks just past was a beginning ... an eternity



of stupefied confuson while Dassne laid a foundation in my head so that he could speak with me of
D’ Arnath’s Bridge between the worlds and what my actions to prevent its destruction had done to me.
He spoke now only in the vaguest generdities, saying that the truth of my experiences must come from
ingde mydf as| reived them.

On this very early morning—the bright, windy cold morning when the world had hed itsdf together
for once— the Heder watched from the doorway to the lectorium as | shed my robe and burrowed into
the mound of rumpled pillows and blankets. My eyes were dready closed when | fdt a blanket drawn up
over my bare shoulder and a hand laid on my hair. “ Sleep wel, my lord.”

“D’Nathell! Wake! You must be up. The hounds are baying, and we mug ride with them a while”
Dassine shook me awake with unaccustomed vigor.

It was unusud for him to cal me by that name—mine, yes, but not the one | had come to bdieve was
closest to me. If I'd not been so groggy, | might have wondered more a his use of it, but it had been just
after dawn when | had last collgpsed on the bed. The light told me it was ill early morning, and cramps
and diffness told me that I’ d not even had time to change position.

“Have mercy, old man,” | groaned and buried my head in the bedclothes. “Can’'t you give me an
hour’s peace?”’
“Not this morning. We have vidtors, and you mugt see them.”

“Tel them to come back.” | could mugter no enthusasm, even for such a glorious varidion in our
regimen as a vigtor.

As fa as my own gght or hearing witnessed, no other beings existed in the universe, though |
suspected that someone ese shared the house with us. On the table in the lectorium | often found two
glasses andling of brandy that I'd not been dlowed to taste. And | could not imegine the testy Heder
meking soup or filling my washing pitcher with tepid water.

“The Preceptors of Gondai have come to wait upon their Prince. I’ ve put them off for more than three
months, and if | don't produce you, they’ll cause trouble. | can't spare the energy to fight them, so you
mus get up and present yoursdf.”

“The Preceptors . . . Exeget, Ustele, the others?” The urgency of his words prodded me to function at
some minimd level. | sat up, trying to stir some blood into my limbs.

“Yes, you blithering boy. They st in my libray a this very moment in dl their varieties of
sdf-importance and deception. | told them you were deeping, but they said they would await Your
Grace' s pleasure. So if you would like another hour’s degp before we begin work again, rouse yoursdf,
et to the library, and get rid of the bastards. W€ ve no time to ddly with them.”

“What will | say? | know nothing more than a twelve-year-old.” My faithin Dassine's assurances that
dl I now remembered was truth took anill turn. What if the memories he had indilled were only wild
fictions and not the unmasked remnants of my own experiences? But a glance at the sagging flesh around
his eyes reminded me that he dept no more than I. | couldn't swear that his mysterious game was the
only hope of the world as he ingsted, but | believed that he did nothing from cruelty or indifference. | had
to trust him.

“You will say as little as possible. They're here to veify that I'm not grooming some impostor to
supplant the line of D’ Arnath.”

| couldn’t help but be skepticd. “And how am | to prove that? | doubt | can reassure them by tdling
the story of my life—lives”

Dassine jabbed a my chest with his powerful fingers. “You are D’ Nathell, the true Her of D’ Arnath.
You can pass the Gate-wards, walk the Bridge, and control the chaos of the Breach between the worlds.



The blood in your veinsisthat of our Princes for the last thousand years, and no one—no one—can deny
or disprove it. It’'s true that you've had experiences others cannot understand, and we cannot tdl these
fossls about them quite yet, but | swear to you by dl that lives that you are the rigntful Prince of Avonar.”

It was impossible to doubt Dassine.

“Then they'll want to know what I'm doing here with you dl these months, which, lest you've
forgotten, you've never explained.”

“They have no right to question you. Y ou are their sovereign.”

Ah, yes. It didn’t matter that in my life in the mundane world, my younger brother, Christophe, had
inherited the gift of Command from my beloved father, the Baron Mandille. In my life herein the world of
Gondai—in this Avonar of sorcery and magic—I, D’ Nathell, the third son of Prince D’ Marte, had been
named Her of D’Arnath when my father and two older brothers had been dain in quick succession.
When my name had been cdled by the Preceptorate—the council of seven sorcerers who advised the
Her and controlled the successon—I could scarcely write the letters that comprised it, because no one
had ever thought that a third son, so wild, and so much younger than the others, would ever be needed to
ruemy devastated land.

My memories of D’ Nathell’s life ended abruptly on the day | turned twelve, the day my hands were
anointed and | came into my inheritance. On that day these same Preceptors waiting for me now had
decided that | must essay D’ Arnath’s enchanted Bridge and attempt to repair the wesakness caused by
years of war and neglect and the corrupting chaos of the Breach between the worlds.

Gonda and the mundane world—the humen world—had existed sde by sde since Vasin gave
shape to nothingness at the beginning of time. Dar’ Nethi sorcery and human passion created a ddlicate
baance in the universe that no one quite understood. At the time of the Catastrophe, when the Breach
came into being and separated the two worlds, upsetting this balance, we Dar’ Nethi found ourselves
diminished, left without power enough to redam our devastated land. And so our king, D’ Arnath, built
his Bridge of enchantment to span the Breach, hoping to restore the baance. The long war with the
Lords and the corruption of the Breach threatened to ruin the Bridge, and only by the power and labor of
D’ Arnath and his Heirs had it endured a thousand years.

But a twelve | had not known what to do to preserve the Bridge. Dassne told me that my attempt
had damaged me so dreadfully that further memories of D’Nathell’s life were impossble. When these
Preceptors had last spoken to me, | had been a crass, amord youth, one whose life was consumed in a
passion for war. They would not know me as | redly was, Dassine said. It was my other life—Karon's
life—thet had transformed me.

My head started to ache with the contradictions and convolutions, and | pressed nmy fig againg my
forehead to keep it from splitting.

“Stop!” said Dassine sharply. “This is not the time to think. The Preceptors are not your kindly
grandparents. Y ou must be clear-headed.”

“ Empty-headed?’

“If that' s the only way. Prepare yoursdf. I'll return for you shortly. I'll bring seffria”

| dragged mysdlf back from the precipice without looking over it. “Make it Strong, Dassne”
He tugged a my hair. “You'll do wdl.”

There was not much preparation to make. | wished | could fit my entire head into the amdl basin of
water on the stand in my room, but splashing the grit from my eyes would have to do. And | had nothing
to wear but my white robe. From my firg days with him, Dassne had forbidden me to use sorcery to
obtain anything beyond his meager provison. Neither of us could afford to squander power, he said, and



intruth, | rarely had enough to conjure a candle flame. By thetime | knew that | was the ruler of Avonar
with the authority to command comforts to be brought to me, | was beyond caring.

Dassine reappeared dmog immediatdy with saffria | downed it in one long, hot gulp, hoping its
pungent sweetness would find its way to those of my extremities that had Hill not come to the concluson
that they mugt function. With no more conversation—uwe had spent more words that morning than during
an entire week of our usud busness— he led me down a long hdlway. Tantdizing tdltdes of ealy
moming sneaked into the cool, shadowed passage through a series of open doorways. birdsong, dust
motes dancing in beams of gold light, the scents of mint and damp earth. 1t would be so much more
pleasant to follow them than to go where Dassine led.

| stood behind him as he pulled open a wide door. “You are grealy favored this morning,” he
announced. “The Prince has agreed to a brief audience. My friends and colleagues, His Grace D’ Nathell,
Heir of the Royd House of D’ Arnath, Prince of Avonar, sovereign and liege of Dar'-Nethi and Dulcé.
May Vasin Shaper and Creator grant im wisdom as he walks the Way.”

Now for the test. | waked through the doorway, fighting that part of me which inssted | did not
beong here, that words of royd homage did not gpply to me. | tried to focus on this world and its
customs and to convince mysdf | had a place in it. Conviction is everything in a ruler, the father | had
loved once told me.

Seven people stood up as | entered the wide, ary room: four men, two women, and one—not a
child, but a dight, dark-haired, olive-skinned man, who hovered in the background. A Dulcé. One of the
drange race that cohabited this world, a people with an agtonishing capacity for knowledge and
adonishing limitationsin its use.

The sx that were not Dulcé arranged themsdves in an expectant and diverse hdf-circle in the center
of a scuffed wood floor. One of the sx was shorter than average, another enormoudy fat, one
cadaverous, two in the fine tunics and breeches of men of rank, the others in robes of the type worn by
scholars, varioudy brightly colored, dull, shabby, or fine They, with Dassne as thar seventh, were the
Dar’ Nethi Preceptorate. Though | knew these Sx only with the unshaded colorations of a child's mind, |
knew what was required to greet them properly. The rituds of kingly politeness had been battered into
me by the well-dressed man on the far left, a puffy, bading man with full lips and deep-set eyes. He
looked soft but was not. My back ached with the memory of his beatings, and my spirit shriveled with the
echo of his sdf-righteousness.

| had been an angry nine-year-old when courtiers dragged me away from the grimy comfort of a
palace guard firepit and took me to the Precept House, the large, austere building that housed the
medting chamber of the Preceptorate and served as the residence of its head. On that nignt Master
Exeget had announced that, as my father and brothers were dl dead, | was to be raised up to be Heir,
ignorart, filthy beast that | was, no better than a dog, fed on the scraps from the soldiers on the walls.

No one had told me that D’ Seto, my lagt living brother, a dozen years older than me, and the most
dashing, talented, and skillful of princes, had been dan by the Zhid. He was the only one of the family
who had ever had a kind word for me, and dl my awkward, childish driving, played out in dleyway
throne rooms and stableyard sword fights, had been to be like him. Exeget did not grant me even the
smple courtesy of bdieving that | might grieve for my brother. Instead he spent an hour tdling me how
unlike D’ Seto | was. | hated Exeget from that moment, for he made me believe it. There was no judtice in
auniverse that infused the blood of kingsin such as me, he said, while condemning nobler spirits to lesser
roles. Only srict discipline and rigorous training might improve me, and so | was not to return to the
palace, but livewith imin the Precept House. He had crammed his red face into mine and sworn that if
his efforts failled and | was not made worthy of my inheritance, | would not live to disgrace it.

And so, on thismorning as the Preceptors gathered to inspect me, | could not look at Exeget without
loathing. | began my greetings at the other end of the line, hoping to find the right words to say by the



time | got to him. Moving from one of the Preceptors to the next, | turned my pams upward as a symbol
of humility and service. Eachinturn laid his or her hands on mine, pdms down, accepting whet | offered,
kneding before mein honor of my office. As| raised them up, one by one, each greeted mein his or her
own way.

The giant Gar’ Dena, a powerful, prosperous worker of gems, wheezed and grinned, for | gave him
more than a princely touch to help raise his bulk from his genuflection. 1 hoped no more sorcery would be
needed, for the smple assistance had used up my smal reserve of power. Once standing at hisfull height,
dwarfing everyone in the room, Gar’ Dena sraightened his red slk tunic, blotted his massve forehead
with a kerchief the 9ze of a sal, and hooked his thumbs into an elaborately jewded bdt. “Ce na
davonet, Giré D’Arnath!” All honor to you, Her of D’Arnath. This traditionad greeting, which he
pronounced in an ear-shattering bellow, was deeply respectful. Cheered by his generous spirit, | moved
down the row.

Ce Aret, an ancient, wizened womean with the face and humor of a brick, poked at my cheek with a
sharp finger and snorted, whether in disodief or generd disgpprova | didn’t know. | gripped her finger
and returned it to her firmly, which didn’t seem to please her at dl. Ce Aret had taken on hersdf the duty
of ferreting out those who secretly aided our enemies. Everyone feared her.

Udede was dmog as old as Ce' Aret, but his quick and incigve probe of my thoughts belied any
impresson | might have had of diminished faculties Touching my mind without consent was an
unthinkable offense, an invason of my privacy that would permit me to summarily dismiss him from the
Preceptorate, if not banish im from Avonar . . . assuming | was accepted as the true Prince. No onein
the room, save perhaps the Dulcé, would have failed to regigter it. If | wished to retain any semblance of
respect from the others, | could not ignore such an attempt.

“This day’s grace | will give you, Ustele, because you were my grandfather’s mentor. But no more.
Age grants you no privilege to violate your Prince, because age has clearly not dimmed your gifts The
Wastes await those who take such liberties Be warned.” To my rdief, my voice neither croaked nor
wavered.

The old man curled hislip, but withdrew. Dassine' s satisfaction wafted through the air from behind me
like scented smoke. In truth, my thoughts were in such confuson, no one could have learned anything
from them.

Y’ Dan, athin, dry stick of a man, would not rise when | touched his shoulder. He shook his harless
brown skull vigoroudy, chewed on a bony knuckle, and refused to look mein the eye. “My lord’—he
dropped his voice to awhisper so that | had to bend close to his mouth to hear— “listen, my lord. | beg
you ligen.” He wanted me to read his thoughts.

| nodded, uneasy, for this was an act | had not been capable of performing as D’Natheil, and that
custom had been drictly forbidden in my other life But the Preceptorate had been told that whatever |
hed done to restore the Bridge had changed me, so | Ift off worrying and opened my mind to him.

... murder ... conspiracy . . . treachery . . . your forgiveness, my lord. . . . we did not know
you . . . our faith lost. . . the Zhid among us ... we thought it was the only way. . . . Searing,
consuming guilt. Impossible to sort out the flood of incoherent confession that accompanied it. Who had
been murdered? My father perhaps or my brothers? What was the conspiracy of which he spoke?

Confused and wary, | put my finger to his dlent lips, tdling hm to stop. “Ancther time” | said. “I'll
hear you in private.” Sometime when | knew what he was talking about.

Madydar looked more like a figwife than a Preceptor of Gondai. Rawboned and red-cheeked, her
gray hair tangled, she stood amog as tdl as I. The soft-hued stripes of her billowing robe kept subtly
shifting ther colors, confusng the eye. Madyadar had been an Examiner when | was a boy, one who
supervised Dar’ Nethi mentoring relationships such as mine with Exeget. Though | had counted no one as



afriend in those days, she had fought a running battle with Exeget over my care. That lent her a bit of
grace in my sght, though, in truth, the course she had espoused was no more dignified than Exeget’s,
only less violent. She had declared that the only humane path was to teach me enough of duty, manners,
and cleanliness that | could father a new Heir as soon as possible.

When she stood up after her genuflection, she probed me, not illiatly with her mind as Ustele had
done, but with warm, rough hands that quickly and firmly traced every contour of my face.

“l hope | have exceeded your expectations, Mistress Madydar,” | said to her. | started to add, “even
though I’ ve produced no son.” But in a moment’s unsettling clarity, | redized that | didn’t know whether
| had fathered any children. |—Karon—was forty-two years old, so Dassne had told me. Twenty of
those years were Hill missng. The thought was disconcerting, one | could ill afford in my present
gtuation. | closed my eyes for a moment, afraid the world might disintegrate.

Madyaar drew me back. “You are no longer the boy | examined for so many years, my lord.”
My eyes flew open. She had a curious amile on her face.
“My bruisestdl methat | am.”

She cast her eyes dightly to her right where Exeget was studioudy gazing out of the window. “1 don't
doubt that. Childhood bruises ging long after their discolor has faded. Though | would like to avoid
contributing to Dassine's inflated opinion of himsdf, you seem changed for the better. Whether it is the
old devil’s kill in teaching or merdly the fact that he saved your life until you matured on your own, the
ar isquiet about you now, whereas before it was a constant tumult. Y ou bear many burdens that you did
not when we saw you last, and you carry them with a srength that is different from that you displayed as
ayouth. And you have gray in your hair, Your Grace.”

“Yearswill do that.” No sooner had | said the words than | knew I'd made a mistake. The tenson in
the room drew tighter, and the dozen caculating eyes fixed on me widened.

“Trug” sad a puzzed Madydar. “But you mug tdl us how a few months can work such an
dteration.”

Although | remembered nothing of D’ Nathell’ s life Snce | was twelve, Dassine had told me that it had
only been afew months snce I—D’ Nathell, a prince of some twenty-odd years of age—had been sent
onto the Bridge a second time, crossing into the mundane world on a misson | could not remember.
These people had witnessed my departure. But the detalls of that journey were embedded in the lost
years of one life and buried under twenty missng years of another. Spirits of night . . . what had
happened to me?

My tongue sumbled onward. “I’ve worked hard at improving mysdf and continue to do so.” Without
further word, | moved on to Exeget.

Permit no questioning. Keep silent. Satisfy them. Get rid of them. These commands burst into my
head asif | had thought them mysdf. Concentrate, fool . That command was my own.

“Our hopes and good wishes are with you, my lord Prince’—Madydar spoke quiglly to my
back—"and, of course, the wisdom of Vagin.”

| nodded, hoping | hadn’t offended her.

By animmense act of will | did not flinch when Exeget laid his perfectly manicured hands on mine |
knew he watched for it, hoped for a hint of cowering to demondtrate that he had power over me. For the
greater part of the three years I’d spent in his custody, | had devoted my entire being to making sure he
never received such a demondiration. | had never feared him, only despised him, but his hands had been
heavy. Neither cold nor warm, neither soft nor hard, no roughness or other mark of age maring ther
gmooth perfection. He took grest pride in his hands, and had aways required a servant to bathe and care



for them after he beat me. In those vile years he had damed that he could dlow no one ese to take on
the onerous task of my discipling, as only a parent or mentor was permitted to chagtise a child of my
rank. But his gpologetic disclamers had not deceived me. He had enjoyed it immensdy.

| confess | Ieft im knedling longer than the others, not so much to prove | could, but for the smple
fact that | didn’t want to touch him again. Perhaps he fdt the same. | had scarcely brushed his shoulder
when he popped to his fedt.

“We rgoice, my lord, in the happy outcome of your journey.” A nice sentiment, belied by his
demeanor that expressed little of rgjoicing and much of suspicion and arrogance.

| kept my mouth closed and my expression blank.

He spoke as much to the others as to me. “Magter Dassne says that your ordeal in the mundane
world has been a great dtrain, requiring a period of withdrawa from your duties, duties you've scarcely
begun. Will you require ten more years in Dassne's care before your people have the bendfit of your
srvice?’

“I'll do whatever | think best, Master Exeget,” | said. To speak in cdm generdities with a sraight
face is much easier when one is absolutely ignorant. An advantage in a confrontation such as this. It's
difficult for barbs and subtle indnuations to find their mark when the expected mark is missng.

“Whatever you think best? Please tdl us, my lord Prince, what is it you think best? For more than
three months we have sought your counsd and have been rudely put off by our brother, Dassine. For ten
years before your journey, you faled to seek any counsd but that of this same man, and we were not
alowed to speak with you unsupervised. You had no experience before you left us and have had no
experience since your return. What assurance can you give us tha your idess of what is best have any
foundation in redity? Why does Dassine keep you hidden?’

Ce Aret and Ustdle had not moved a step, yet | fdt them close ranks, flanking Exeget like guardian
soirits. “The Heir of D’ Arnath is the servant of his people, yet he does not even know his people, nor do
his people know him,” croaked Ce€ Aret. “As Madydar says, you are much changed. | wish to
understand it.”

“Perhgps Dassine has hidden him dl these years so we would not know him,” said Ustele. “Can any
of us say thet thisis, in fact, D' Nathell 7’

The room fdl deadly slent. Expectant. | knew | should say something. What sovereign would permit
such an accusation? But my head fdt like porridge, leaving me unable to summon a sngle word of sense.

“Magter Ustele, what dander do you speak?” To my astonishment it was Exeget who took up my
cause, donning the very mantle of reason. “Who ese would this be but our own Prince? True, his body
hes aged, and his manner isnot o ... limited ... asit was. But he has fought a battle on the Bridge—done
this hedling that has preserved and strengthened the Bridge and given us hope. Such enchantments could
urdy change aman.”

“Asaboy he was touched by the Lords. We dl knew it,” snapped Ce Aret. “Never did this prince
demondtrate any gift of his family. He killed without mercy and did not care if the vicim was Zhid or
Dar’Nethi or Dulcg”

“And where was it the beadily child findly found some &finity?’ asked Ustde. “With our brother
Dassine who had just returned from three years—three yeard—in Zhev’ Na. Dassine, the only Dar’ Nethi
ever to return from captivity. Dassine, who then proclaimed wild theories that contradicted dl our beliefs,
sying that our determination to fight the Lords and their minions was somehow misguided, that training
our Prince in warfare was an ‘aberration.” And when he could not convince us to follow his way of
weakness, of surrender, he took the Heir and hid him away. What more perfect plot could there be then
for the Lords of Zhev’'Nato corrupt our Prince?’



The others talked and shouted dl at once: denids, affirmations, and accusations of treason.

“Impossiblel” shouted Exeget, slencing them dl. “D’Natheil has done that for which we have prayed
for eight hundred years! The Gates are open. He has walked the Bridge, heded the damage done by the
Lords and the chaos of the Breach. We have fdt life flow between the worlds. He has foiled the plots of
the Lords that would have destroyed the Bridge. All we ask is to understand it. His duty is to lead us to
thefind defeat of the Lords of Zhev’' Na and their demon Zhid. We only want to hear how and when that
will come about.”

| couldn’t understand why Exeget was defending me. Their arguments had me haf convinced.

“Weve dl heard the rumors of what passed in the other world,” sad Ce Aret. “That D’Nathell
alowed three Zhid warriors to live, daming to have returned their souls to them. That the only ones dain
inthat battle were the loyd Dulcé Baglos and a noble swordsman from the other world. Has anyone seen
these Zhid who were hedled? Was D’ Nathell successful? Perhaps the victory a the Gate resulted from
the sacrifice of another of the Exiles and not D’Nathell at al. Perhaps the Prince faled at his real
task—nhis traitorous task—of destroying the Bridge.”

The accusation hung in the air like smoke on a windless day. Gar' Dend's broad face was colorless,
his eyes shocked. “Tdl them these things are not true, my lord,” he said softly. Exeget spread his ams
wide, waiting for my answer. Madyadar’'s face was like stone. Even Y’Dan’'s head popped up. They
weredl walting. . . .

Permit no questioning. Keep silent. Dassine stood just behind me. Though his fury beat upon my
back like the summer sun, he held his tongue. No one spoke doud. Yet from every one of the
Preceptors came a smilar pressure, the throbbing power that was so much more than spoken anger or
demanding trugt, the battering indstence that | speak, that | explain, that | condemn mysdf with truth or
expose mysdf with lies or judify the faith some held in the blood that filled my vens. These seven were
the mogt powerful of dl Dar’ Nethi sorcerers. | fdt mysdf crumbling like the wal of a besieged citadd. |
hed to end it.

“Magter Exeget, I'll not explan mysdf to you ...” | began, wrapping my arms about my chest as if
they might keep me from flying apart.
“You see!” said Ce Aret, shaking her finger at me. “Dassne has made us a tyrant!”

“.. . untl I have completed my time of recovery with Master Dassine. Then | will appear before the
Preceptorate to be examined. If you find that | am indeed who | dam to be, and you judge me worthy of
my heritage, then | will serve you as | have sworn to do, falowing the Way of the Dar'Nethi as haly
Vagin has freed us to do. If you find me wanting in truth or honor or ability, then you may do with me as
you will.”

Dassne exploded. “My lord, they have no right! Y ou are the anointed Heir of D’ Arnath!”

| turned on him, summoning My convictions as a flimsy shidd againg his wrath. “They have every
right, Dassine. They—and you are one of them—are my people, and | will have only trust between us”

| believed whet | said, and though it might have been wise to press the point with Gar’ Dena and
Madyada and even Y’ Dan, | had no strength to argue. | had to get out of that room. I cannot say how
long until 1 am recovered fully. | ask you dl to be patient with me and to tdl . . . my people ... to be of
good heart. Now, | bid you good morning.” | turned my back on them and fled.

The Dulcé opened the door for me. | bdieved | saw a dlint of humor in his amond-shaped eyes.
Unable to shuffle my bare feet fast enough to suit me, | made my way dong the route we had come. The
gstark amplicity of my little cdll welcomed me—the barren stone that offered no variation to the eye, that
kept the ar quiet and stable and blocked out the damoring questions that had followed me down the
passage. My only evidence that | fdl onto the bed before going to deep was that | was in the bed that



afternoon when Dassine roused me to begin our work again.

CHAPTER 6

Many days passed before Dassine and | had the time to sort out what had happened a the mesting
with the Preceptors. He dlowed no dacking off in our work, and my journeys of memory were
increasingly troubling, leaving me no strength to spare for palitics.

| was rdiving the time when the Leiran conquerors had learned that sorcerers lived in Avonar—the
Avonar of the mundane world, the Vdlorean city where | was born. By virtue of my pogtion a the
Universty in Yurevan, | had escaped the subsequent massacre. But | had immediaidy abandoned my
gudies and gone into hiding, tdling my few unsuspecting mundane friends that | had tired of academe and
was off to seek my fortunein the wider world.

Rather then traveing in the spheres my colleagues might have expected, | had mdted into the poorest
of the masses haunting the greet cities of the Four Redms, taking dmaost any kind of job that would feed
me, intending to bury my former life for as long as it took for people to forget me. | dared not use the
most minuscule act of sorcery. Such self-denid was physicdly panful as wel as mentdly distressing. Yet
| was a Hedler, and inevitably | would come across those who needed my gift. | could not refuse them.
So | stayed nowhere long, wandering in the farthest reaches of Lere and Valleor, Kerotea and Iskeran,
and into the strange wild lands beyond. It had been afearful time, and | could not shake an ever-present
foreboding when | returned to Dassine' s candldit lectorium.

During dl these days, Dassne fumed. He snorted a any hint of weskness on my part, and his
lectorium looked asif it had been ransacked by looters. We had never conversed much, but our slence
hed dways been deep and comfortable. After the Preceptors’ vist, the very air was angry.

To define my rdaionship with Dassine was impossible. He never asked what | had experienced inmy
journeys, though he dways seemed to know whether they had been pleasant or especidly difficult. |
wondered whether he could “ligen” as | relived my lives. Or perhaps he knew everything dready. For
my part, | could predict his actions with phenomenad accuracy, from the way he closed a book or the
moment he picked to rub his game leg when the weather was damp, to the very words he would use to
wake me. His moods colored my days. The vague impressons | had of him from my memories of
D’Natheil’ s childhood did not explain our familiarity.

Exeget’s assertion that | had lived with Dassne for ten years before my second foray onto the Bridge
intrigued me. Dassine had told me that my firg failed attempt to walk the Bridge when | was twelve had
left me incapable of andytical thought or human sympathy. If that were true, and it was only after that
incident thet | lived with Dassine, then why did | fed such close kinship with him? Had | known himin my
other life as wdl?

I had long sworn not to damn mysdlf to indpient madness by asking such questions, and now | had to
add the Preceptors accusations to my lig of negging myderies. But the days passed, and Dassne
continued to dam our plates of soup and bread on his table, kick the well-fed cats that wandered in and
out of the study, and throw his candlesticks into a hegp instead of packing them away carefully when we
were done,

“Get up. The world won't wait on you forever.”

| did my toes out from under the blanket, trying to keep my eyes closed and my head on the pillow
for as long as possible. But just as one foot touched the stone floor, a hand whisked the blankets off,
exposng my bare flesh to the cool ar, and yanked the pillow out from under my head, letting my head
flop most uncomfortably. The stars outside my window told me it was sometime in the midnight hours. |
had to find out what was bothering Dassine.



| fumbled for my robe and dogged into the lectorium. After my journeys | was often incagpable of
gpeech, and he would brook no delays when he was ready to begin, so | had to act quickly. “Dassne—"

“So, are you ready?” He mumbled and swore under his breeth as he placed the candlesticks in the
crce.

“Dassne, I'm sorry if | disgppointed you with the Preceptors. Was it my offer to let them examine
me? | could see no other way to put them off.”

“You had no need to put them off.” Had he been a bear from the frozen northlands of Leire, he could
not have growled so expertly. From alacquered box, he selected a new candle as thick as my wrig and
ground it into one of the tall candlesticks.

“But you know quite well that | had no idea of what they were taking about. How ese could |
answer ther charges?’

“| told you they had no right to question you. Y ou should have lisened to me ... trusted me” The last
two words burst out of him as if unbidden, laden with bitterness.

“Isthat what dl thisis about? Gods, Dassine, |’ ve trusted you with my life, my sanity, with the future
of two worlds, if what you tdl me is true. | do everything you wish, though it makes no sense, and |
accept it when you tdl me that it will dl fit together someday. I’ve met no one in either of my lives that |
would trust in such afashion. No one. Not my parents or my brothers or any friend. | can't even explan
why, except that | seem to be incgpable of doubting you. But despite my irrationd behavior toward you,
| cannot demand blind obedience from others. | will not, cannot, rule that way. You mus know that as
you know everything else about me. How can you ask it?’

He scowled and stopped his fussng, sagging into a chair by his junk-laden worktable. He drummed
his wide fingers on the table for a bit, then said vehemently, “Then you should have kept slent.”

“Perhaps you should have told me more.”

“I'll not distort your past by interpreting it for you. You must become yoursdlf again, not a verson of
yoursdf crafted by Dassne. Believe me when | say it is not easy to withhold the answers you seek. |
have quite hedthy opinions about many things, and it would gratify meif you were to come to share them.
| believe you will . . . but | will not plant them in you now.” He hammered one finger on the table
repestedly to emphasize his point.

“Then you can't be angry when | do what | think is right, even if you don’'t agree.”
“Pssshh.” He averted his eyes.

| pressed the dight advantage. “If | accept that | am truly D’Nathell, as you've sworn to me, then
what harm is there in an examination? Even Exeget, as much as | detest him, would not go so far as to
digtort the findings of an examination by the Preceptorate. They'll learn that | am who you say | am, and
they’'Il decide whether or not my mind is whole enough to lead them. It might do me good to have that
reassurance.”

Dassine pushed a pile of books from his table onto the floor and reached into a battered cabinet
behind him, pulling out a green flask. He thumped it on the table and rummeaged in a pile of water-stained
manuscripts, dirty plates, ink pots, sonquey tiles, and candle stubs to come up with a pewter mug. When
he uncorked the flask, the woody scent of old brandy made my mouth water. He poured a dollop into his
mug, but didn’t offer me a drop.

I mugt have looked disappointed, for he said, “You need dl your faculties,” and dammed the cork
back into the flask. “If you think you've deferred our work by this yammering, you're wrong. When
we ve made a little more progress . . . closer to the end of dl this'—he waved the mug a the cirdle of
candles that had started to burn of their own accord—*1’ll explain the redities of life to you, a litle more



about your friends on the Preceptorate, and why it would behoove you to stay as far away from them as
possible”

“Oneof them. . . Y’Dan tried to tdl me about conspiracies .. . . murder. | didn’'t understand it.”

“Y ou have no concept of the twistings and turnings of deception. Just today I’ ve discovered that | am
not the master at such that | believed. But for now”—he dammed the empty mug on the table and
shoved the flask back into the cabinet—"we have work to do.”

| berated mysdf for wagting my limited strength in the belief that | might change Dassine's mind about
anything. But as he hobbled around behind me to finish his preparations, he used my shoulder for a
handhold. Something in hisfirm grip told meit hadn’t been such a waste after dl.

In afew moments he was ready, and he took my robe and motioned me into the circle. | took up my
postion seated on the cool stone. As he began his chanting, | would have sworn he was grinning a me,
though it was impossible to see through thering of fire.

That night | journeyed back to the universty city of Yurevan to study archaeology, the passon | had
discovered in my three years of wandering. | lived just outsde the univergty town with Ferrante, a
professor and friend who was the only living person who knew the secret of my power. Jugt & the end of
my night's vison, he introduced me to a friend of his, a fascinaing men of far-reeching intdlect, deep
perceptions, and irresgtible charm. His name was Martin, Earl of Gault, a Leiran noble, but far different
from the common run of his warlike people.

When | returned from that fragment of time | had lived again, | sat in Dassin€' s garden, wetching the
dawn light paint the faded dyanthia blooms with a brief reminder of summer, and | found mysdf
enveloped in overwhdming and inexplicable sorrow. Such things as Preceptorate politics seemed as
remote as the fading tars. Dassine did not have to fetch me to send me to bed as was the usud case, for
on that morming | wanted nothing more than to lose mysdf in unthinking oblivion.

Not long after this—in terms of my remembered life, Sx or seven months, so perhaps a fortnight of
current time— Dassine said he needed to do an errand in the mundane world, and that he would alow
me to vigt his friend, Lady Seriana, while he was occupied. | was ddighted at the prospect of any
change, but made the mistake of asking Dassne if the lady was someone | knew. He tried to avoid the
question and then to lie about it, but my mind was not so dulled as to mistake the answer.

“Yes, yes. All right,” he grumbled. “She knows of you. Has met you. Yes.” In his infuriging way, he
would say no more.

The lady was not what | expected any womean friend of Dassine' sto be. Not just intdligent, but witty
and overflowing with life. Beautiful—not soldly in the way of those on whom my young man’'s eyes had
lingered, though she was indeed far. Every word she spoke was reflected in some variance of her
expresson—a teasing tilt of her lips a spark of mischief in her eye, the soft crease of grieving on her
brow. | began to think of ways to draw more words from her, just to observe the animation of her face,
the richness of a spirit that opened itsdf to the world in so genuine and generous a fashion.

From the fird moment of our conversation, | knew she had been no casud choice, no acquaintance
who just happened to be avallable to converse with me while Dassine went about his business. | knew
things about her with a surety | could not gpply to mysdf, and fdt asif | were just on the verge of
knowing more. But when | reached for memory | found mysdf once again at the precipice. The universe
Flit apart as had become its disconcerting habit— on one fragment stood the lady, on another the
lambina tree, Dassine on another, and between each fragment the terrifying darkness. To my shame, pain
and dread overwhemed me, and | could not even bid the lady farewell.

When next Dassine hauled me from my bed to begin my ordeal once more, | did not beg him to erase
wha he had returned to me, but indead | asked if he could return something of the woman,
Seriana—Seri she cdled hersdf. She was so substantid, so red. If | knew something of her place in my



higtory, then | might be able to veer away from the precipice when the terror came on me the next time.
My jaller did not scoff or ridicule me as he often did when | pleaded for some variance in his discipline.
He only shook his head and said, “ Soon, my son. Soon you will know it dl.”

CHAPTER 7
Seri
| sat for along timein my mother’s garden. To interpret what had passed was like trying to andyze a
streak of lightning. Already the event itsdf was fading, leaving only the bright afterimage. | tried to hold

onto the moment of his laughter, the sound of his voice, and the look in his eyes as he made the tree
bloom for me, and to ignore the disturbing ending of hisvist.

Many wild dreams had grown unbidden in the past months. Though | had succeeded in dismissng
most of them, one had lingered. Somewhere beyond my disbdief I'd held a secret hope that | might see
Karon's face again. Clearly, that was not to be. His face was Prince D’Nathell’s. Though aged by more
then fifteen yearsin our few months together the previous summer, sculpted by his struggle to fuse body
and soul, his appearance had changed no further snce he had vanished through the Gatefire with
Dassne four months before.

Y et how could | be disgppointed? Dassine had said | was not yet a part of his memory, and such was
dearly not the case. He understood my fear of the dark and knew what would ease my sadness. As we
walked through the arbor, his manner had been o like Karon's that | could never have guessed he was
not the man | married. He would remember me.

On the previous night | had told Ndlia that | was not feding wdl, and under no circumstances was |
to be disturbed until noon & the earliest, but my subterfuge now seemed a bit foolish. As | locked the
garden and walked through the herb and vegetable beds toward the kitchen door, it was not even
mid-morning.

| pushed open the door to the kitchen and stepped into bedlam. Ndlia was directing two white-faced
saving girls to carry jugs of hot water upstairs as soon as they were ready, and another girl to take a
dtack of clean towels to the mistress room. When the housekeeper caught sght of me, she hurried
toward me. “Oh, my lady, I've just sent Nancy to wake you. Though you said not to disturb, 1 knew
you' d want to be told. It’'s the duchess. Lady Verdly has sent word.”

Philomena's child. Weeks too early. “Has Ren Wedey been sent for? | climbed the servants
dtaircase dongside Ndlia

“| digpatched Francis right away, but—"

“... but it will be an entire day before he can be here. Has anyone on the gaff had experience as a
midwife?’

“Only Mad Lucy, the young duke' s old nurse”

“She dill lives here at the castle? Somehow 1I'd thought . . .

“Aye, Duke Tomes let her stay as she'd nowhere ese to go. But her mind's long gone. She's done
naught but St and rock in her chair for nigh on five years now.”

“Perhaps if we talked to her, even if she's feeble in the mind, she might be able to help. Even when
they can’t remember whether they’ ve eaten dinner, old people can often remember what's important to
them—how to make bread or play a game or ddiver achild.”

“No use. She's amute, you know. Evenif she’d a thought to share, she couldn’'t do it.”



“Then we mud send to Graysteve for a midwife”

Ndlia puffed with effort as we passed through a door to the firg floor passage. “But the duchess will
have naught to do with anyone from the village. She says they’re common and ignorant. That's why she
hired Ren Wedey to come and stay for her last weeks, though, alas, it don't appear the time was st right
for him to come.”

“If the child isredly on itsway, | don't think she'll care. Send for the midwife”

“Asyou wish, my lady.”

Ndliaturned back, while | continued on to Philomena s bedchamber, only to find the door barred by
an iron-faced Lady Vedly. “You'll not come in. The duchess isin her lagt travall. We mug have a
physcian or a priest, not a witch. You may have weasded your way into this house through my niece's
kindness, but I've a clear eye yet, and | can see what you're up to. | won't have you anywhere near
her.”

“Ren Wedey has been sent for and aso a midwife from the village, but it will take time”
“I’'ve dready done dl that can be done. Her fateisin the hands of the Holy Twins”

Poor Philomena. | never imagined | could fed sorry for her. To face the loss of another child born
early with only the grim Lady Vedly to comfort her would be a dismd orded indeed. And nether the
High God Arat, retired to his ceestid palace inmythicd Cadore, nor the Twins— mde warriors as they
were—were going to be much help with a woman's labor.

“Will you tdl me her condition then, so | can inform the young duke? He ll likdy be quite distressed
by rumors. Tomorrow is Covenant Day, and we must be prepared for dl eventudities”

“I'll tdl you nothing, witch. I've advised the young duke to stay away from you until we have you
removed from this house. Y our deceptionswill be uncovered, and you will burn as you should have long
ago.” She dammed the door inmy face.

Beadtly woman. | hurried downdtairs and sent a message to Gerick, tdling him that it was possble
that his mother would ddliver her child early and reminding him that, no matter what happened, he would
be expected in the great hdl at firg light on the next day to receive his tenants. Difficult though it might be,
nothing mugt interfere with it.

For the rest of the day everyone in the house waked softly, as if an untoward disturbance of the air
might precipitate disaster. The mourning banners that ill drooped heavily on the castle doors took on an
ominous new sgnificance.

| occupied mysdf with preparations for recaiving the tenants, trying to concentrate on the ligs of
names and families that Giorge had prepared, but | chafed sordy a being barred from Philomend's
room. Though | had no idea what | might be able to do to hdp, | believed | should be there. Ndlia
brought me periodic reports, gleaned from the chambermaids. Philomend's labor had stopped after only
ashort while, but could resume at any time.

The midwife from Graysteve arrived, but Lady Verdly indsted we dismiss her sraightaway. | spoke
to the woman, a nedt, trim person of about my own age, and asked if she would be willing to stay
through the afternoon and evening, in case the duchess were to overrule her aunt’s decison. The midwife
sad she would wait as long as necessary. Infants should not be held responsible for the concerns of their
relations, she said, putting a polite face on our foolishness. | asked Ndliato see to the woman's comfort.

| received no response from Gerick. Giorge had told me that the boy had sat with Tomas every
Covenant Day since he could walk and had behaved himsdf admirably. | had to trust that he would do
S0 agan.

It was dark and cold when | rose on the next morning, and | dressed quickly. The custom was for the



family members to dressin their best, but | had nothing fine. As | pulled on the better of my two dresses,
| told mysdf that my dignity would have to be my adornment for the day. Even as| sad it, | had to laugh.
| sounded just like my mother.

| hurried down to the kitchen and pounced on Néellia as she came out of the larder. “Any word of the
duchess?’

“Thegirls say the night was quiet,” she said, as she set a wedge of cheese on a plate in the middle of a
tray filled with plates, bowls, and pots. “Lissal Take this on up.” When the girl in the white cap hoisted
the heavy tray, | was sure one moment more would see us dl splattered with fruit porridge, boiled fish,
sausage, scalding cider, and seedcakes. But the maid steadied her load and scurried away. “Lady Verdly
dept in the migress room,” Nédlia continued. “She's pushed a char up to block the door and will only
let her own girlsin. | had the midwife stay the night with me. | thought to ask you should we just send her
home. Don't seem needful to keep her from her own children when she' s not wanted here.”

“No, the duchess needs her. I'vehad anidea. . . ”

Though | bore no love for Philomena, | would not see her life golenif | could prevent it, so | gathered
Nellia, Giorge, the midwife, the captain of the household guard, and two of the footmen whom Nellia
recommended as highly loyd to Tomas, and | directed them to stand ready. As soon as we had a report
that the duchess wasiin true labor, the midwife was to be taken to her. If Lady Verdly refused to admit
the woman, then the footmen were to remove Lady Vedly from the room and confine her to her
gpartments until such time as Her Grace' s child was born or the aunt was sent for. | invoked my authority
in the absence of the duchess for the purpose of preserving Her Grace's life and that of her child. All
agreed. | |eft them waiting for Nellia's word to implement the plan. My own duties were in the greet hdll.

Comigor’s great hdl was along, narrow room, its floor area modest only in proportion to its immense
height. Its arched caling was <0 tdl that as a child | had marveled at the clouds that drifted there, and
believed that if | were ever dlowed to be in the chamber when it was dark, | might see a whole new
universe of stars. Of course the clouds had been only the lingering smoke from the ancient hearths that
gaped tdler than a man, and the hundreds of lamps and candles required to light the place.

On this morning the banqueting tables and chairs had been pushed to the sides of the room. My
footsteps echoed as | hurried across the wood floor to the far end of the hall. Giorge and his assistants
hed everything arranged: the smdl table with the flask of wine and two glasses, the two cushioned chairs
for Gerick and me, and the plainer ones for the tenant and for Giorge and his assstant who would gt
behind me and record the paymentsin their ledgers. Everything was the way the tenants would expect it
to be. Thereis great comfort in five-hundred-year expectations fulfilled.

“Is the young master on his way?’ Giorge joined me, his hands smoothing his gray velvet doublet.
Rustling and murmuring could be heard through the front doors that had been flung open, and beyond the
narrow windows of the hdl, gray shapes moved about the courtyard, samping their feet in the cold.

“I'm sure hell be here” Of course, | was not sure at dl, and | breathed at least as great a d9gh of
rdief as Giorge when Gerick hurried into the hal. My nephew was outfitted in closefitting breeches of
black satin, white hose, a wide-collared shirt of patterned green dlk, and a tight-fitting doublet of ydlow
siin, heavily embroidered in gold. His red-brown hair was shining, and his eyes could have frozen a
volcano.

“You look quite handsome thismorning, Your Grace,” | said.

Without deigning an answer, he sat down next to me, his back sraight and giff. He seemed a gresat
dedl older than ten.

“Have you spoken with your mother or Lady Verdly this moming?’ | asked. He shook his head.
“Then perhaps you'll want to know. ... | understand thet dl is wel with your mother as of yet.” | didn't
expect him to dance with joy, but was astounded when he shot me alook of such unmitigated hatred that



my skin burned with it.

| had no time to condder the cause of his current displeasure, for the firg rays of the sun angled
through the windows. The clatter and scrape of a hundred nailed boots echoed at the far end of the hdl
asalong line of sturdy, planly dressed men surged toward us through the door. | rose from my char and
motioned to Gerick to do the same.

Giorge leaned forward from behind me and whispered, “This man is—”

“Goodman Castor,” | said, nodding to the squat, toothless man who stood proudly at the front of the
line
| had asked Giorge to prompt me discreetly if | hedtated on a name, as there was no way to learn dl

the new faces in a short few months or to be sure that | could remember the old. But this man had
worked the Comigor land since my father was a boy.

| gestured toward the chair. “In the name of His Grace, the young duke, | welcome you to Comigor.
Please rest yoursdf.”

“An honor, maam,” the roughly dressed men said loudly, his eyes narrowed as he touched his
forehead and settled himsdf carefully into the wooden chair.

“Would you have a glass?’ | asked.
“Thank’ ee, ma am, but not this morning. I've work as must be done.”

“Tdl me, Goodman, how is it with your Kate? And Bon and Ceille mus be quite grown up since |
was here lagt. Do they ill switch dresses to foal everyone into thinking one is the other?”

The man's face logt its wary sobriety. “It is you, then!” He swalowed hard, and blinked. “No ... no,
md am. Cellle has done gone and got hersdf with child four times, but Bon's not chosen a man, so they
turn out quite different now. And my Kate fares well. Still hasdl her teeth.”

“I'mglad to hear it

“How is it with the young duke and his family?” The man dipped his head to Gerick, who nodded
glently. A gracious and proper response.

“We are quite robugt,” | said, “and give thanks to dl who honor uswith their service”

We taked briefly of crops and the weather, and | had Giorge write a note that Goodman Castor
could use an extra haf-bag of seed, for he was faming the portion of his son-in-law who was gone to the
war in Iskeran. The young soldier had no one ese to work his plot, for his own father was dead and his
eldest son only sx years old. When dl was duly noted, | stood up to conclude the interview. “We wish
you a hedlthy winter and a good season, Goodman Castor.”

The man rose and touched his forehead again. “And for the lord and his family, my lady.” Then he
reached into his pocket, pulled out a grimy handkerchief, and carefully unwrapped it to reved eight amdl
slver coins. Reverently, he placed them in my hand.

“Thank you, Goodman Castor,” sad Gerick, with a polite bow of respect for the senior tenant,
surprisng me amost as much as he surprised the farmer. Then the man was gone, and another stood in
his place, eyeing me anxioudy.

Many of the tenants | knew, heads of the families that had worked the Comigor land for generations,
whose children had grown up dongsde me, though our paths had never been dlowed to cross. Others
were new to the estate. A few refused to open their mouths even in response to my questions. Ther
reluctance might just have been unfamiliarity, but more than one made the flick of the fingers that was
supposed to cdl the Holy Twins atention to a bit of the evil from which they were supposed to be
guarding us. One after the other the tenants came. All morning, only a few moments apiece, and it was



necessary to greet each one asif he were the fird.
“Goodman Phindldo, | welcomeyou . . "
“...anhonor,mylady ...
“. .. nowinethismoming . .."
“... ahedthy winter, and a prosperous year . . .”
Two hoursinto the long day, a footman brought me a note written in Ndlia' s threedlike scrawl.

The duchessis full into her labors and does not fare well. The lady aunt has been removed and
the midwife brought in as you directed.

“Goodman Helyard, | welcomeyou . . "
“... anew scythe, asthe old one has been sharpened until naught but a nubbin . . .~
“.. . quiterobug, thank you . . .”

There was nothing to do. We couldn’t stop. In between tenants, | passed the note to the boy, for he
hed the right to know. His grave expresson remained unchanged after he read it, and he nodded
gracioudy to the next man. | fdt inordinatdy proud of him.

“...and for thelord and hisfamily . . .”

“With seven children, you surdy have a goat. No? Giorge, please make a note. Goodman Arthur
mus have a goat.”

“...qQuiterobust . ..
At midday, the footman returned.

The duchess has been delivered of a daughter. The child is frail. The duchess deeps and seems
well.

| passed the message to Gerick, and he reacted exactly as before.
“. .. many thanks for your good sarvice . . "
“...my sonisready to take awife. ..

“... anote, Giorge. Goodman Ferdan’'s son, Gerdd, should be next on the lig for a plot. If we reopen
the western fidds as we plan ...”

We did not stop for a midday medl. | had nagged a my mother unmercfully about how unfair it was
that the tenants got to go home after their duty was done, but we had to gt dl day with neither a drink
nor a hite. She never dignified my complaining with anything but a sngle comment. *“ Someday you will
understand, Seri, that asking a man to hold his year’ s work so that you may fill your stomach is unworthy
of onein the position you have been giveninlife” Gerick did much better than | had done at ten, looking
each man in the eye as he thanked him for his payment. Tomas had taught him wel. | amiled as |
welcomed the next man.

“. . . loathly ashamed, my lady. ‘Tis the drink what doneit ... makes me amadmen it does .. . . and the
thieves took advantage. ...”

“.. . but thisis the third year with no rent, and we have five young men waiting for land. It is time you
yielded your place to those who will work honestly.”

“But wherewill I go? My wife. . . my kindern . . "

“You should have thought of your family when you drank away your responshilities. They will not
reap the bitter harvest you have sown, but you will work your own portion no longer. You will serve



Goodman Castor who works two plots while his son-in-law is avay. He is to give you only a common
laborer’ s sustenance. Pay him heed, and he'll teach you honor and duty.”

So passed Covenant Day until the last brushed and scrubbed man departed the great hdl hours after
the last shreds of daylight had faded. The glowing Giorge directed his assistant to pack up hisledgers and
the plain sted box that now held the wherewitha to repair the forge and the west wing roof, to pay royd
tax levees, the servants, the soldiers, and the wine merchant, and to ensure the security of the young duke
and his family for another year. When he had sent the pae clerks on their way, the steward bowed

deeply.
“A good day, my lady, young master. Properly done.” High praise indeed from the taciturn steward.

The carafe of wine sparkled deep red in the light of the candles that had been set out to illuminate the
seward's business. On awhim, | poured alittle into each of the two glasses that had sat so neglected dl
through the day, and offered one to Gerick who dumped tiredly in his chair. He sat up straight, took the
glass, and put it to hislips.

“Your father would have been proud of you today,” | said, amiling.

But my words seemed to remind him of whatever it was that had worsened the State of afars
between us. With a snarl, he threw the wineglass at my fedt, shattering the glass on the floor and
Splattering my skirts with the ruby liquid. Then, he ran out of the hdl. | was beyond astonishmen.

The two notes from Ndlialay crumpled in Gerick’s chair, reminding me that | had not yet finished the
business of the day. | thanked the wide-eyed servants, who came to clean up the mess and put the hdl to
rights, and started up the stairs to see Philomena.

Before | reached the fird landing, a haried servant accosted me with a message from the
chamberlain. A vigtor was waiting in the amdl reception room, asking to see the duchess on urgent
business. Perhaps Lady Seriana could see the man. | decided to get rid of the vigtor fird, leaving me
uninterrupted time for Philomena and Gerick. | couldn’t imagine what might bring someone to Comigor
90 late of an evening, o with curiogty as wel as impatience, | hurried into the plain anteroom that was
used to receive messengers and low-ranking vistors

“Good evening, dr,” | said to the cloaked figure that stood by the fire with his back to me. “Please tdl
mewhét is your urgent business with the duchess.”

“Only if you happen to be the duchess,” said the man in a supercilious tone that one did not usudly
hear from those conggned to the amdl reception room. He turned toward me as he spoke, and my retort
died on my tongue. A handsome men of midde years, narrow face, dark, close-timmed har,
consvatively dressed in garb suitable for a soldier of middle rank with connections at court. He had let
his beard grow longer since | had seen him last, but | could not fal to recognize him. “Darzid!”

“You!” He gathered his sdf-control quickly, but | had seen astonishment, displeasure, and yes, an
undenidble streak of dismay before he donned his usud mask of detached amusement. It gave me an
unseamly jolt of pleasure to see him discomfited—even if only for a moment. “Lady Seriana. Never in dl
the vagaries of timewould | have expected to find you settled in your brother’s house. Has her ladyship
gone mad?’

Wariness kept my loathing on a tight rein. Only hours since Karon and Dassne had waked in a
Comigor garden, and now here was the man | believed the most dangerous in the Four Reams. “Her
Grace is not recaiving vigtors this evening, Captain. State your business, and I'll do what | can for you.”

| had once considered Tomeas's darkly charming guard captain no more than a clever and somewhat
amord courtier, one who found cynica amusement in hanging about the edges of power and observing
the foolish antics of those with high ambition. We had been friends as much as Darzid's nature was
capable of friendship. But | had logt interest in Darzid as | became involved with the grester mysteries of



fdling in love with a sorcerer. And then the captain’s amusements had taken a murderous turn. He had
been indrumenta in Karon's arrest, trid, and execution, and those of our dearest friends. Darzid himsdf
hed brought my dead infant to show me, observing nmy grief asif | were some dien creature with whom
he had no kinship. And on the day Karon had firg returned to this world in the body of D’Nathel,
Dazid had come hunting him in the company of three Zhid—sorcerer-warriors from the world of
Gonda. Whether he was a pawn, a dupe, or a conspirator, | wasn't sure, but he was certanly not
innocent.

He stepped close, uncomfortably close, for | could amdl anise on his bresth from the sweets he
favored. But | did not retreat. “Oh, thisis very amudng,” he said, sudying my face, “atwig in the paths
of fortune that could never have been anticipated. But my businessis quite urgent. A critica opportunity,
| might say. The lady duchess will have someone's head if it passes her by—yours, | suppose.”

“Either | deal with the matter or it will have to wait. The duchess has given birth to a daughter today.”

He amiled broadly, his cheeks flushed. “A daughter, you say. Poor Tomas. His lagt try a immortdity
comes only to another girl. And isthis one as weak as the others?’

“l don't see that as any of your business, Captain.”

“A fine thing he got a son the fird time is it not, se who would carry on the holy Comigor
traditions?’ He burst into entirdly incongruous laughter. If he had not been sanding so close, | might have
missed the unamused cold center of hiseye.

“Your urgent business, Captain? The hour islate”

He flopped on the high-backed wooden bench beside the fire, his thin, sporawling, black-clad legs
reminding me of a spider. “I’ve brought the duchess the answer to her prayers, but dearly circumstances
have changed. Perhaps my news is out of date, undesired, or unnecessary. . . . Tdl me, my lady, how
fares your nephew?’ His voice was casud, drawling, but his gaze did not waver.

“Why would the young duke be of concern to you? When my brother died, so did your relaionship
with Comigor. Tomeas forged no contract with you.”

Dazd smiled broadly. “Have no fear, my lady. I'm not here to indnuate mysdf onto the Comigor
payligt, but only to do alast favor for my late, esteemed master. Deeming me unworthy to tutor a lord's
son, the duchess asked me to make some private inquiries as to proper fostering. Indeed, | have found
someone who is both of suffident rank to satisfy the duchess's pecuniary ambitions and of sufficent
tolerance to take on the task of making a man out of your brother’s, let us say, uniqudy difficult
progeny.”

“And who might this person be?’ Asif any sdection of Darzid' s might be appropriate!

“Oh, you will ddight in this. It isa matter of such delicacy that | shouldn't tdl anyone before | inform
the duchess, but the chance to see your reaction isjust too amusing. Can you not guess who might agree
to such a responghility?’

| didn’'t answer. My skin burned where his eyes rested. | folded my armstightly, so perhaps he would
not notice my involuntary shudder.

“You will not give me the pleasure of a joust? Ah, lady, | do regret— Waéll, too bad.” He leaned
forward. “It is our king himsdf who offers” And then he sagged back againg the spindled am of the
bench, amiling hugdly.

“Evad wants to foster Gerick?’ Only the fatigue of the long day prevented my disgust from
exploding.

“Who dse? His fedings for your brother were quite fraternd, and he wants to do for him as any
brother would. I'd say that theré’'s a good chance young Gerick will get a royd bride out of the



arangement, if he can be made dvil. Ironic, is it not? Comigor linked to the Leran throne—the
connection Tomas most wanted, only a generdtion late. And heisfar too dead to appreciate it.”

It was not out of the range of bdlief; that was what was so gppaling about the idea. Evard, King of
Lere, had indeed loved Tomas, as much as a shdlow, ambitious, unscrupulous man could love anyone.
He might well be persuaded that if he were to give a home to his friend's son and groom the boy as a
suitable mate for his only child, the Princess Roxanne, then he would be ridding himsdf of two irksome
responghilities a once. And there would be no stopping it. The offer was, as Darzid sad, the answer to
Philomenda s prayers.

Dazid sat awaiting my response like the crowd before a gdlows awaits the soringing of the trap. No
use for artifice.

“Youll be delighted to hear that | have no say whatsoever in this matter, Captain. But | wouldn't
condemn the mogt deprived peasant child to life with Evard, so I'll do everything in my power to
convince the duchess that her son needs a mentor with some rudimentary concept of honor . . .”

“And woe to him who underestimates the Lady Seriana. I’ ve come near it mysdf. Very near.”

“.. . but the decison, of course, rests with my sster-in-law. She may be able to see you tomorrow,
but I won't promise anything. Are you staying nearby?’ | was not going to offer him a billet in the castle.

“I'm at the Vanguard in Graysteve and will return in the morning. The matter cannot wait. His Mgesty
expects the boy to be in resdence by tomorrow night. But then . . . perhaps the game is changed now
you're here. . . yes, | think so. ... Even the soundest strategy must respond to an unexpected play.”

“I'll have the servants bring your horse.”
Without shifting his languid posture, he gave me a smirking nod. “As you wish, my lady. As you
wish”

Sill puzzing over Darzid's pogtion in the scheme of things, | made my way upstairs to Philomena's
bedchamber. The room was dim, only a few candles dtting on the mantelpiece, casting a pae light on
Philomenawho dept soundly in the great bed, her cheeks and lips rosy and her golden har tangled on the
fluffy pillows. Lady Vedly sat a atention in a sraight chair beside the bed, but her chin had sagged
upon her black satin bosom, and she snored in a prim and ladylike manner. One could find many faultsin
the disma woman, but she was indeed a devoted companion.

| found Eleni, the midwife, in the nursery, crooning softly to awhite bundle in her arms.
“How are they?’ | asked quietly.

Ben shook her head and pulled back the wrappings so | could see the child. Never had | seen
features so smdl. My amdlest fingertip would cover her nose, my thumb her eyes. Surely even the gentle
forces that hold us to earth must crush such frailty. A golden down covered her head. She was beautiful.

“We had awet nursein, but the little one has no strength to suckle. We gave her a few drops of milk
from a spoon, but it will not sugtain her. You can aready hear the trouble in her bresthing.”

“And what of the duchess?”’

“Shell be quite wel, ma am. The babe gave her no trouble, though the older lady made her bdieve it
0. It's clear neither one of them ever carried a full-term child to birthing.”

“l don't believe Lady Verdly has any children, but the duchess has a son who is quite hedthy.”

The woman looked puzzled. “If | didn't hear it from your lips and profoundly respect your saying, I'd
Sy you are mistaken, ma am. The duchess's womb is weak and will dways give way beforetime. I've
never seen such awomb bear a child strong enough to live”

“Thankfully her son is a sturdy child,” | said. “I suppose he was from the beginning. It's good you



were here, Eleni. | thank you for your patience and ill.”

The woman opened her mouth as if to argue the point, but instead dipped her head palitdy. “We ve
sent to Graysteve for a more experienced wet nurse. Another hour should see her here. I've been told to
wait for her here, though it's past time | got back to my own brood.”

“Certainly, you should go home. Pick up your payment from Nellia and get some supper before you
leave. Tdl her to send up the nurse when she arrives. I'll watch the child until then.”

The infant didn’'t weigh anything. Her hand was no bigger than a kitten's paw and her tiny ringers
wrapped themsdves about one of mine. | walked her around the room, whispering to her of Tomas, and
| shed afew tears for logt lives and lost years and lost promise. Then the wet nurse arrived and took the
child, stling into the plain chair that had been left for her in a dark corner of the room.

Despite the late hour | went in search of Gerick, willing to intrude upon his anger so that he might see
his sgter while she lived and perhaps give his mother some comfort when she woke. James, his
underemployed manservant, said the young duke had stopped by his agpartments earlier and picked up
his cloak. No one had seen the boy since then. Unusud for him to retire so late.

| retrieved my cloak and alamp from my bedchamber and set out for the northwest tower. Asagirl, |
hed often sought refuge there when | was upset. All the way up the stairs and into the secret room, | was
unable to rid mysdf of avague and growing anxiety.

He was not there. A bitter wind gusted through the doorway leading to the outer steps, the roof, and
the parapet. My lamp cast eerie, dancing shadows on the curved wals. Gathering my cloak about me, |
climbed to the tower roof. Gerick wasn't there, ether, but someone had been there quite recently. An
acrid odor wafted from the firepit. | held my lamp close to see what caused such avile sndl. The smooth
sone pit was perfectly clean save for alarge, shapeless gray mass dill radiating heset. 1 saw no clue as to
the nature of the Suff until 1 searched beyond the stone ring and found a tiny am of blue-painted metd.
The soldiers. Somehow Gerick had dragged wood up here and battled the wind to set a fire, dl so he
could mdt every one of my father's lead soldiers. | didn’t know whether to scream or to weep.

CHAPTER 8

| would leave the next morning. Neither screaming nor weeping would be of any use, but removing
mysdf from Gerick’s life might. Even if | had to wak to Graysteve and hire a farm hack to carry me, |
would not stay and watch, a child destroy himsdf and his home on account of me. Nothing | had done in
the past four months seemed at dl important. Philomena s baby would die. Gerick desperately needed a
firm, kind hand to lead him away from his hatred and isolation. | could help none of them.

Rummaging about my room, | furioudy stuffed my things into my traveing bag. What had happened
to make the child so angry? For the last few weeks we had lived without warmth, but with tolerance at
least. Our Long Night celebration had left me with great hopes. What had changed? | was filled with
foreboding that no rational congderation could dispd. Nothing made sense.

| woke in the middle of the night, huddied on top of the coverlet, dill in my Covenant Day garb. My
lamp had long since burned ouit. | pulled the blankets around me, Ietting the darkness drag me back into
wild and fearful dreams.

The furnishings of my room lay shrouded in gray when my frantic begting on the door of some
dreamworld prison faded into an inggent hammering on the quite red door of my bedchamber. “My
lady, please. Ndlia says you must come right away.” The terrified whisper drew me indantly awake.
“Please, my lady, answer me. It's terrible. I'm sorry to wake you, but Nellia says to. Won't you please
open the door?’



“Nancy? I'm here. One moment.” The knocking continued as | fumbled at the latch.
The sarving girl was white and trembling. “Néllia says please to come right away.”
“Isit the young duke? The duchess?’

Nancy shook her head until her white cap threastened to take off on its own. “No, my lady. Her
ladyship is dill adeep. A message has come tha the physician will arrive this morning, but this other
busness. . . it's too awnful, and we don't know what to do.” She crammed a reddened knuckle in her
mouth and closed her eyes, forcing hersdf to patience while she waited for me.

No further enlightenment was going to come from Nancy. | dipped on my shoes and let her lead me
through a maze of passages into the servants quarters, ahive of amdl, plan rooms on the upper floor of
the south wing. We turned into a short passageway, lit by a Sngle grimy window, and found a distraught
Ndliawringing her handsin front of a door that stood dightly gjar.

“Oh, my Lady Seri. | didn't know what to do. With the duchess so ddicate and dl... to take such
terrible news ... and the scandd of it as soon as word gets around . . . But it can't be dismissed, and |
don't know what to do.” Ten years worth of new wrinkles crowded Nellia s aready weathered cheeks.

| wrapped my arms about her shaking shoulders and hushed her like a babe. “Ndlia, take a bresth
and tdl me. What isit? Why are we here?’

“It's Mad Lucy. Nancy was bringing her breskfast as she does every day. . . .” Nelias words
drowned in a sob.

“The feebleminded nurse? Is this her room?’ | fdt vagudy quilty at not having redized the woman yet
lived at Comigor.

Ndlia nodded, burying her face in her hands.

I pushed the door open allittle further. The room was unlike any servant’s room |'d ever seen. Straw
was scattered about the floor, and tucked into every corner were crates and baskets. A andl table was
piled high with scraps of fabric and wood, papers, nals, and bdls of colored yarn. On one wdl were
stacked rough plank shelves loaded with dl manner of oddments. In one corner lay a palet where a
ydlowed sheet covered a shape of ominous dimensons.

“Has the old woman died, then?’ | asked. Without reason, my voice came out a whisper, though no
one was nearby to overhear.

Ndlia pressed a hand to her breast. “Not peacefully, though, my lady. Not as she should. She's done
for hersdf.”

| picked my way through the debris and kndlt beside the pallet. Ndlia remained by the door, her
spinefirmly digned with the doorpost. With great misgivings, | pulled back the shest.

She was awoman of somefifty years, not ancient as | had expected, tdl and surdily made, her skin
unwrinkled and her gray hair combed and twisted into a knot on the top of her head. She was laid out
neatly on her back, legs sraight, skirt and apron smoothed, arms Straight at her sides, but she could have
hed no blood in her. The wool blankets of the palet were soaked with it, and the color and texture of her
garments were indigtinguisheble beneath the iff and rusty coating. Ugly dash marks marred her wridts.

But shocking and terrible as these things were, they were but a whisper beside the shouts of warning
that filled my head when | saw her face. | knew her. For dmog hdf a year she had brought me food |
did not want, and she had urged me without words to edt it. She had brought me water, and when | was
too lidless to use it, she had glently washed my face and hands. She had brought me a brush in the
pocket of her shift and dyly offered it asif it were a priceess treasure, and when, in my anger, | had
thrown it againg the door of my prison, she had picked it up and gently brushed my har every day until it
was cut off in the name of penitence. They had told me her name was Maddy, and | had ignored and



despised her because | bdieved any servant chosen by my jallers mugt be a partner in ther evil. But she
hed bathed my face and moistened my lips and held my hands while | labored to ddiver my child who
could not be dlowed to live. She had wept for my son when | could not, and she had taken him from the
room as soon as she had cut the cord that was my only contact with him. All these years | had believed
they had killed her, too, the unspesking witness to ther unspeakable crimes. What was Maddy doing in
my brother’ s houss? How could he have kept her—a congtant reminder of the murder he had done?

“What are we to do?’ Ndlias quavering whisper intruded on my horrified astonishment. “Such a
thing to happen on the day when thelittle one is born so frall. 1t's too wicked a burden.”

“We mud think of it just asif her heart had faled, Ndlia” | was surprised a my own cdm voice.
“The appearance is awful, but if she was mad, then there's redly not so much difference. Just a different
part of her that has given out.”

“She was daft. Done nothing but rock in her chair and st in dl this clutter for dl these years, but |
never thought as she’ d do this to hersdf. Such a gentle soul she was with the young master.”

“She was Gerick’s nurse? You told me that, but | didn't redize ...” | didn't redize she was someone |
knew.

“Aye. She cared for him from the day he was born.”

Ndlia was crying again, and to cadm her | set her to work. | sent Nancy for a cleen blanket, and
asked Ndlia to find some rags and water so we could clean things up a bit.

“WEeIl st her to rights, and then cdl the other servants to help us take her downdairs” | said.

Nelia nodded, and we set to work replacing the bloodied blankets with fresh and putting a clean
tunic and apron on the dead woman. While Nancy and Ndlia scrubbed the floor, | wandered about the
room, looking at the things on Maddy’s shelves. They were a child's things a bdl, a writing date with
childish characters printed on it, a rag doll pieced together from scraps and stuffed with straw, a pile of
blocks, a puzzle, and a amdl game board with dried beans set on it like game pieces. She mud truly have
been in a second childhood.

“How long ago did Madd . . . Lucy become feebleminded?’ | asked Ndlia, who seemed much more
hersdf now she had something to do.

“It was when the young master was close on Sx years old, and migtress thought he was not so much
inneed of anurse. | guess it took Lucy’s spirit right away when she wasn't needed no more. She took
hersdf to rocking and moaning on the day she had to leave the nursery, and no one was able to get her to
do nothing else ever again. But when the physdan said that her mind had left her, His Grace, your
brother, wouldn't let her be sent away, as she'd no place to go but an asylum, and the child loved her
0.

“Gerick loved her?’

“Aye, indeed he did. They was dways happy together when he was a wee one, even though she
couldn’'t say no word to him. She talked with her eyes and her hands, | guess. They'd look a books
together, and he'd tdl her what was in them. She'd teach him games and take him for walks and was a
blessng to the little mite”

| was happy to hear that Gerick had known such care and affection and had been able to return it. |
ran my fingers over the date and the bdl. “He came to see her here, didn't he?’

“Wdl, | suspect as how he did—though the duchess forbade him to. She saidd Mad Lucy might harm
him, but she’ d never, no matter she had lost her mind or what.”

Did he ill vist her, I wondered, and found the answer at hand quickly. On the shdf beside some
broken knitting needles and a tin box of colored stones sat a amdl menagerie made of straw: a lion, a



cow, adeer, abear. | looked alittle further and found aflute. Crude, but a reasonable replica of the reed
flute | had shown him how to make.

So many things bothered me about dl this, but | couldn’t name them, as if sunbeams were dancing
through storm clouds, illuminating a roof here or a tree there, but just as you would turn to look &t it, the
gap would close, and gloom shroud everything once more.

Why would Maddy have taken her own life? The mdady Nelia had described seemed no violent
mania. Could those with falled reason fed the pangs of despair that precipitated sdf-murder? Had they
enough calculation left to accomplish such a horrific deed?

When Nellia and Nancy were done, Maddy looked far less fearsome. Ndlia wanted to know if we
should send for some of the men to carry the body downstairs. Though | hated the thought of it, | knew
Gerick should be told before we buried his friend.

“Ndlia, when wasiit that the young duke took on his present . . . moodiness?’

“About the same time as Lucy took ill. I’ ve oft said to mysdf as maybe he took her being dismissed
from the nursery as hard as she did. Though, snce she didn’t have to go away, and he came here to see
her, you might not think it would come to that.”

“Then thiswill be difficult for him, her dying like this”
“Aye. Poor child. Losng the two who ever loved him so close together—his papa and his Lucy.”

“Then someone will have to break the news to him before the word gets out. Keep it to yoursdf for
now. I'll let you know when you may tdl everyone and have her taken care of. And when the time is
right, the staff may have a wake for Lucy if they wish. | don't think it would be seemly to do so until dl is
settled with the duchess and her daughter.”

“l understand, my lady,” said Nelia, and she wagged her finger a Nancy, who nodded, wide-eyed.

After a brief vidt to my room to wash the deep from my eyes, | hurried to Philomena's bedchamber.
Voices from the adjoining room were arguing, quietly but vehemently.

“... dragged me away from her like | was a piece of rubbish. I’ve never been so humiliated. I'll have
thewitch arrested.” Lady Verdly.

“But what she has done, madam, for which you would have her arrested, is save your niece's life”
The rumbling bass voice was Ren Wedey's. “Her Grace's labor was of such poor effectiveness that it
could have lasted for many more hours. Having experienced hands to ddiver the child was the difference
between a tragedy and a double tragedy. If your authority had been dlowed to prevall, your niece would
be dead from it, and you would find yoursdf responsible for the death of a specid friend of King Evard.
In short, you should thank the Lady Seriana for saving you from a murder charge of your own.”

| walked in and greeted my defender. If Lady Verdly had been possessed of a wegpon, | might have
ended up in the same condition as Mad Lucy.

The physician returned my greeting with robust gravity. “Good morning, my lady. It seems my timing
was abysmd, and the very thing we hoped to prevent has occurred, but as | was just informing the good
lady here, you've saved her ladyship’slife by your good judgment in summoning the midwife”

“How are they?’ | asked.

“You know it wdl, witch,” snarled Lady Verdly. “You didn't want my precious girl to die. It would
have spoiled your evil fun, wouldn't it? Y ou want to watch her suffer.”

Ren Wedey turned his back on the seething lady. “ Thanks to you and the most excdlent midwife, the
mother is resting comfortably and will soon be on her feet, none the worse save in her sorrow. It grieves
meto say that the child has not survived the dawn. There was nothing to be done.”



“| feared as much,” | said, ignoring Lady Verdly's haughty departure.
“I"ve given the duchess a desping draught, and now | am on my way to find some breakfast.”
“l was hoping to speak with you for amoment,” | said. “I've a great boon to ask.”

“At your service.”” The physcian poked his head into Philomena's room to let the maids know where
he could be found. Then he took my arm, and we walked through the upper corridors to the galeries that
overlooked the great hdll.

| told hm of Mad Lucy and how she had been found, and that Gerick had not yet been told. “He
shouldn't have to hear such news from me” | said. “I'm too much a coward to face his wrath. I'm
worried . . "

“.. . that hell blame you.”

“With Lady Verdly's congtant harping on revenge, it seems certain.” And how could | face the child,
withholding the fact that | knew his Lucy and had ample reason to despise her?

“Perhgps it would be wel if | saw the dead woman firg, then spoke to the boy. I'll remind him of the
dangers of age and senility, and dso that his mother bore two dead children long before you were in
resdence”

“I'd be mogt grateful. It grieves me to be unable to comfort him. He is such a sad child.”
“Y ou’ ve become quite attached to him.”

“l suppose | have” Somehow, what had begun as a chdlenge had become a work of affection |
hadn’t thought possible. Y et, even after so many months, | scarcely knew the child.

Ren Wedey shook his massve head. “1 wish we'd been able to spesk with this nurse before she
chose to withdraw from life. Perhaps she could have explained the boy to usin some fashion.”

The physidan took his leave, falowing Nancy to Maddy’s room. Meanwhile | sent a message to
Gerick, requesting him to meet Ren Wedey in the amdl reception room in haf an hour.

A short time later Gerick’s young manservant sought me out with a worried look on his face. “The
duke is not in his rooms, my lady,” he said. Then, with concern overshadowing discretion, he added,
“And what's more, his bed has not been dept in this past night. | asked the guards as were on duty
through the night, and none' s seen the young master sSince yestereve.”

Thinking of my own troubled deep, and the evidence | had found of Gerick’s disturbance of mind, |
waan't surprised. “Yedterday was a very trying day for him, James. My guess is that you'll find him
curled up on a couch or char somewhere. Take two others and search hm out. We must speak with
him.”

No sooner had James left than Nancy skittered into the gdlery, saying that Ren Wedey respectfully

requested my presence in Lucy’s room. | hurried dong the way, leaving Nancy to intercept James should
he return with word of Gerick.

Ren Wedey stood contempleting the dill figure that lay on the palet in the cluttered room. His ams
were folded across his wide chest and he was twisting the end of his exuberant mustache with two thick
fingers When | camein, he whirled about, scowling.

“What isit, Sr?’ | asked.
“My lady, there is something you must know about this woman's degth. There isfoul play here”
“l don’t understand.”

“You mugt pardon the vulgar description, madam. Thereis no pleasant way to phrase it. Look & the
depth of these gashes; they pass not only through skin and sinew, but right into the bone.”



He expected me to understand, but | shook my head.
“What it meansis, she could not have done it to hersdf.”
“But she was a strong woman.”

“Look here” He picked up Maddy’ s hands and showed me her swollen joints and crooked fingers. |
had seen such in severd old servants, the painful inflammetion that robbed strong and diligent men and
women of ther livdihood. One who had shod wild horses could no longer grip the rains of a child's
pony. One who had carried the heaviest loads or sewn the finest seams could no longer lift a mug of beer
or grasp a sewing needle. “She may have had the strength to do such injury, but never could she have
goplied it with these hands.”

“Then you're saying—"
“This woman was murdered.”

| was speechless . .. and gppaled ... and my skin flushed with unreasonable pangs of guilt. If anyone
learned of my connection with Lucy—M addy—the finger of accusation would point directly at me.

“Who would do such athing? And for what possible cause?’ Ren Wedey demanded in indignetion.

“She was mute” | stammered, shamed that my firg thought had been of mysdf and not this poor
womean. “And, from what | was told, a gentle soul. It doesn’t make sense”

People were murdered because of passon: hatred, jedousy, fear. Lucy had nather physcd beauty
nor the kind of attractions or influence that could generate such emotions. People were dso murdered for
busness palitics, intrigue, secrets. She had been involved in such things, but what could she know that
could provoke murder? And why now? For ten years she had been out of sght; for five of those she had
rocked in her chair and puttered about with children’s toys.

Ren Wedey was looking a me intently. Waiting. “What am | to tdl the boy?’ His words were
precise, hisvoice cold.

“It would be difficult enough to tdl him that she did it hersdlf, but this . . .” The temptation to hide the
truth srained my conscience. What if the woman had somehow let Gerick know of her connection with
me?

“Hehasto betold,” | sad a last. “However panful it is, hiding the truth will only compound the hurt.”
Someday he would know, even if he figured it out for himsdf. “And when the duchess is wel enough,
well have to inform her dso.”

The phydgcian nodded. | thought | saw a flash of rdief cross his face. “I was hoping you would say
that.” My reputation was wicked. If even so libera-minded a soul as Ren Wedey had fdt it reason to
doubt me, | couldn’'t blame him.

By late afternoon, Gerick had not been found. With my permisson, James had Started inquiries
among the other servants, but no one had seen the boy since he had taken his cloak from his room the
previous evening. | directed the servants to sart a one end of the castle and search every nook and
cranny, ingde and out, high and low, no matter how improbable.

Meanwhile, the day dragged on, and we had to take care of Lucy. | dispaiched a gardener to
prepare a regting place in the frozen hillade beyond the family burid ground at Desfiere. As Nélig,
Nancy, and | rolled the dead woman in her blankets so the men could carry her out, Nancy picked up
something from the corner and laid it on top of the grim bundle. “She mudt've kept it Ssnce summer,”
whispered the girl. “Nice for her to have a flower, evenif it sold.”

| looked at what the girl had found and touched it, not quite beieving the evidence of my senses. It
was wrong, jarringly wrong, like so much | had seen and heard in the past two days. But like a catayt in



an dchemid’s glass, the wilted blossom drew the pieces of the puzzle together: Philomena, whose womb
could carry no children to full term ... afirepit with no trace of ash or soot, yet bearing a lump of molten
lead ... a child who would dlow no one to know him, not a tutor, not a kind physician, not even the father
heloved ... achild who lived in terror of sorcery ... awoman who was living where she had no reason to
be ... And now, alily ... in the middle of winter, alily, wilted, but not dead, its soft petals dill dinging to
the gem ... alily that had been fresh not twelve hours earlier. | knew only one person who loved Maddy
enough to give her a flower, as he had given her straw animals and a reed flute and a hundred other
childish creations. But where in the middle of winter would any child find a lily to give the woman who
hed tended him . . . from the day of hisbirth . . . ?

“Ndlia” | said in awhisper, scarcely able to bring words to my tongue. “What is Gerick’s birthday?”

The old housekeeper looked a me as if | were dflicted with Mad Lucy’s mdady. “Pardon, my
|ady?”

“The young duke ... on what day and in what year was he born?’

| knew what she was going to say as dearly as | knew my own name.

“Why, it's the twenty-ninth day of the Month of Winds, ten years ago, going on eeven in the coming
soring.”

It was asif the world | knew dissolved away, leaving some new cregtion in its place, a creation of
beauty and wonder that crumbled into horror and disaster even as | marveled at its birth. How could |
find my place in such aworld? What could | cdl truth any longer, when that which had been the darkest,
maost bitter truth of my life was now made a lie? To none of those questions could | give an answer, but |
did know who had murdered Lucy and why, and it was, indeed, because of me.

Dazid had never expected to find me here, had not believed | could ever find out. When he
discovered his miscdculaion and my laughable ignorance of the truth dtting in my hand, he took swift
action to remedy his mistake. Lucy had never been feebleminded, but brave and clever and devoted,
feigning a ruined mind in order to keep the child she loved safe. She had taught him to hide what he could
do. When she was told that she was no longer needed in the nursery, she knew better, and she did what
was hecessary to make sure she was close by to watch him, to be his friend when he dared not let
anyone close enough to discover histerrible secret.

Ten years ago on the twenty-ninth day of the Month of Winds . .. two months to the day after
Karon's burning ... the day the slent, gentle Maddy had helped me give birth to my son.

From my breast burst a cry of lamentation that would have unmanned the Guardians of the Keep,
meking them snap the chains that bound them to their sacred duty. | ran like a madwoman through the
corridors of Comigor, knowing as wel as | knew the sun would set that Gerick would not be found in
any corner of the world | knew.

CHAPTER9

Karon

The forest was dense, shady, and incredibly green. The bearded mosses hung down and tickled
my face as | fought my way through the thick underbrush. No trail lay before me, only a distant
speck of light piercing the emerald gloom. My destination . . . if | could but shove the masses of
greenery out of my way, | had no doubt that | could reach the light. Well rested, bursting with
strength, | swept aside the verdant obstacles. But as | traversed the forest, the light got no closer
and the green faded to gray. . . .



The cool brush of pine boughs hardened into cold, rough stone, the wisoy mosses into a white linen
sheet and gray wool blankets. Only the light was constant, unwavering. Through the thick glass of my
window the sun glared from the eastern sky, demanding that my eyes come open to greet the morning.

Such a strange sensation. How long had it been since my eyes had opened of their own valition, no
hand on my shoulder rattling my teeth, no sarcastic taunting? “Must | get my scraping knife? Your limbs
have attached themsdlves to this couch like barnacles to a coastd schooner.” Or, “What dream is this
that holds you? You lie here like an empty-headed cat in a sunbeam, dreaming only of your ful ssomach
while two worlds hold their breath, awaiting your pleasure.”

| stretched and sat up. My dream had not lied. | fet rested as | had not in waking memory, and | was
ravenoudy hungry. Had Dassine succumbed to pity at my lamentable state? We had been through five or
gx sessons in the cirde of candles since my collgpse in Lady Seriana's garden on the far side of the
Bridge, and from each | had emerged a ragged refugee, taking longer each time to orient mysdf in the
present.

When | was a child in Avonar, the los Avonar of the mundane world, my brothers and | had a
favorite place. A smdl river tumbled down from the snowfidds of Mount Karylis in the summer, clear
and icy. At certain places on the forested dopes, the water would be captured by great boulders forming
deep clear poals, perfect for svimming. High above one of these pools was a chute of smooth rocks,
worn away by a soring that raced down the rocks to join the river. We would dide naked down the
chute and fly through the air before plunging into the pool far below. The experience teetered on the
glorious edge of terror.

In these latest sessions of rdiving my lost memories, | had fdt as if | were on that long downward
dide again, racing dong a path that would soon leave me hanging hdplesdy in the air, ready to plunge
into icy darkness. Whatever awaited me beyond the smooth surface—the enchantments that hid my own
life from me—was terrifying, yet | could no more stop mysdf than | could have checked my careening
path down that rocky chute.

Dassine had shown no indination to let my difficulties dow my progress, and so, on the morning that
my eyes opened of themselves, | was immensdy curious as to what had caused this change of heart. Our
last sesson had ended in late morning, and | had not dalied before fdling into bed. Unless the sun's
course of life had taken as strange a turn as had my own, | had dept the clock around.

| shivered in the unusudly cold ar and put on my robe, expecting Dassine to burst in on me a any
moment, rasng his exuberant eyebrows in disdain. The water in my pitcher was frozen solid. Another
oddity. My washing water had never been anything but tepid, even on the coldest mornings. Having no
implement to crack the ice, | touched it with a bit of magic, only enough to mdt the crust, not to make the
water warm. Liquidity was sufficient.

Even the use of power was not enough to bring Dassine. The firg time | had attempted any magicad
working in his house—putting out a smdl fire from a toppled lamp—he had pounced like a fox on a
ddlying rabbit, berating me for wasting my strength on “frivolities”

As | stepped through the doorway into Dassn€'s lectorium, the ar began to vibrate with a
high-pitched keening. The old villan had put a ward on my door. Dassine and | would have to tak again
about honesty and trust. Annoyed far beyond the irritation of the noise, | searched for some way to quiet
the screech, but to my amazement | couldn’t even find the door opening. Flling the space where the
doorway should have been was a span of dingy plaster and shelves laden with books and herb canigters
and uncounted years accumulation of dust and miscdlany—ad| quite substantid. Inginct told me | should
experience a “har-on-end” sensation when encountering such an illuson, but the enchantment was so
subtle, | couldn't senseit at dl.

The noise soon died away with nothing to show for it. My wonderment at his kill and annoyance a



his cheek were snuffed out by the weight of the sllence. “Dassing” | cdled quietly. No answer.

Along with his redtrictions on use of power, dress, speech, and questioning, Dassine had forbidden
me to leave his lectorium unaccompanied. He enjoined me repeatedly not to trespass his limits, saying
that if | trusted hmindl ese, | had to trust that they were necessary. Truly, | hated to cross him, and so |
decided to wait before searching further, despite the strangeness of the morning.

The remnants of our last med sat on the worktable: a basket of bread, now cold and dry, a plate with
a few scraps of hardened cheese, not two, but three dirty soup bowls, and two mugs smdling of
brandy—"Bareil’s best” Dassne had dways cdled the contents of his green bottle. The candlesticks
were dill put away, the newest crate of tdl beeswax candles unopened on the floor beside them. The
chamber seemed no more and no less cluttered than usud. | sat at the table for a while, pushing around a
few of the red and green sonquey tiles scattered on the table. Haf of the tiles were arranged in a pattern
bounded by finger-length slver bars, asif a game had been interrupted.

A smdl wooden cabinet lay toppled on the floor, its painted doors fdlen open and severd oddments
soilled out: a gold ring, a smdl enameed box holding a set of lignid cards, used for tracing the lines of
meagicd taent through a family, and one other item that fit in no easy dassfication—a plain cirde of dull
wood about the sze of my padm. Embedded in the wood was a smdl iron ring, and within the ring was
st ahighly polished, pyramid-shaped crysd of pure black, its haght hdf the span of my hand. | righted
the cabinet and picked up the things, setting them back on the shelves. While mulling what to do next, |
idy rubbed afinger on one smooth facet of the shining crystd . . . and my body vanished, dong with the
world and evarythinginit. ...

I hung in void of pure black midnight, shot with threads of fine silver, as if someone had taken
the stars and smeared them across their dark canvas on the day of their creation. So quiet. . . 0
gill . . . though beyond the silence rang a faint chime of silver, as if the threads of light were
gpeaking . . . singing. In the farthest reaches of my vision shimmered a line of light, shifting dowly
from serene rose to glittering emerald to deep, rich blue.

“1 need to be there, | belong beyond that light. Oh gods, what is this hunger?” My nonexistent
eyes burned with tears. My incorporeal hands reached through the darkness toward the light.

How do you measure desire? Those things left behind? To leave this physical being was not an
obstacle; I'd grown to no comfort with it. To abandon my work, the memories of two lives o
dearly bought in these past months, gave me no pause. The friends and family who populated my
past were but ghosts who would be exorcised with the passage of that distant marker—the light
that now shot violet, mauve, and purple trailers to either side, up, down, right, left in this
directionless universe of darkness . . . so far away, teasing, tantalizing, luring me from all other
concern. My kingdom? “1’m a cripple, half a madman, no matter what Dassine says. Better they
find someone whole to lead them.” Like long, thin fingers, the silent bursts of color beckoned.

How do you measure desire? Those things to be endured? The void itself was colder than the
winter morning on which | had waked unbidden, but the perimeters of my being burned—not the
cold fire of the smeared stars, not the colored fire of the distant aurora, but a conflagration that
seared through the barriers of memory . . . from the boundaries of reason. Roaring, agonizing fire
... hot iron about my wrists and ankles eating its way through flesh and bone.. . . | was enveloped
in darkness, abandoned in unbounded pain and horror. The tongue | had so carelesdy wished
away cried out, yet | would endure even thisif | could but pass beyond the barrier of light. . . .

Karon, my son, do not . . . not yet. Come back. From outside the holocaust cdled a voice so fant .
.. dmaost unheard againg the roar of the fire and my own cries.

Dassine. My mentor, my heder, my jailer. | had to tdl him where | was going. If he understood about
this hunger, about the beckoning fingers of amber and blue, he wouldn’'t hold me. | didn’t belong with



Dassne. But he didn't answer my cdl, and | could not ignore his summoning. | dropped the crystd, and
the world rushed back. . . .

My robe was drenched with swesat. Shaking, chilled, | stepped back from the falen artifact that lay so
innocently on the floor. Once I'd found Dassine, | would come back for it. “Dassnel Are you here?’ |
cdled. No answer.

Two doors opened out of the lectorium. One led into the garden, the other to a short flight of steps
and the passage that took one into the man part of the rambling house. Taking the second, | wandered
down the passageways, peering into the rooms to ether sde. Dassine was nowhere in the house. |
wandered back to the lectorium, stopping in the kitchen long enough to grab a chunk of bread, a dab of
ham, and two pears from the larder. As| sat at the worktable and ate the bread and ham, | stared a the
odd device that lay on the floor and hovered so disurbingly on the peripheries of my thoughts. What
could be the purpose of such athing?

Karon. ..

| dmost missed it. The cdl was hdf audible and hdf in my mind, and its origin was behind the second
door, the door to the garden. Fool! | hadn't looked there. | yanked the door open. Tangled in his cloak,
Dassine lay huddled againg the wall, a trail of blood-streaked snow dretching behind him to the garden
gae. His lips were blue, and only the barest breath moved his chest and the bloody wound that gaped
there.

“Oh, gods, Dassine” | carried him into the study and laid him on the couch by the cold hearth. With a
word and the flick of my fingers, the pile of twigs and ash in the fireplace burst into flames, and | bundled
himin everything | could find that might warm him. He shuddered, and his eyes flew open. Blood seeped
from his chest. Too much of it.

A knife ... | needed aknife and a dtrip of linen.
“No!” The old man gripped my wrigt. “1 forbid it! | need to tdl you—"

“But | can hed you,” | said. “The power isin me” Even as | spoke | gathered power . . . from my
fear . . . from the bitter winter . . . from the pain and awe and terror of my vison. | just needed to make
thelink. . . .

“No use. No time” His voice was harsh and low, broken with srident breaths. “Ligten to me. They
have the child.”

“What child? Why—?"

“Notime. . . everything is changed. Your only task . . . find the child. Save him. Only one. . . only
one can hdp. . . .” Hiswords cameragged . . . desperate . . . “Bardl . . . your guide. . .”

“Who's done this to you?’ | would not ligen to words that rang so of findity. “Tdl me who.” And
when | knew, that one would die.

“No, no, fodl! Leaveit be. If they take . . . boy to Zhev’'Na, then . . . oh, curseitdl... notime. . . the
only way . . .” He fdtered, choking as blood bubbled out of the corner of his mouth. | thought he was
gone, but he snarled and forced the words past his clenched jaw. “If they take the boy to Zhev’'Na, give
yoursdf ... to the Preceptorate.”

] But_n

“Go defensdless. Tdl them . . . ready to be examined. Let it play out. The only way. The only way ...”
His cold hand touched my face tenderly, his voice sunk to a ferocious whisper, his eyes boring holes in
my own. “Dearest son, do not use the crysta. Not until you are whole, and you have the boy. Promise
rTe”



“Dassine—’
“Promisemel” he bellowed, grabbing my robe and rasing himsdf off the cushions.
“Yes, yes, | promise”

He jerked his head and sagged onto the cushions, his eydids heavy, the grip on my robe rdaxing. |
did not beg or argue or rage about how little I understood. He had no strength to remedy my ignorance.
But hisfinger fluttered againgt my arm, and | bent close to hear him. With a 9ghing breath, he whispered,
“Trug me” And then he breathed no more.

My friend, my mentor, my keeper. Without thought of Bridge or worlds or any of the larger
consequences of his passing, | hed the old man in my arms until the sun was high. Though keeping vigl
with the dead for haf a day was the Dar’ Nethi custom, love, not custom, compelled me to stay with him.
Dassine had willingly forfeited every last drop of his lifé's essence to give me his ingruction. No Hedler
could bring him back before he crossed the Verges.

Eventudly, | lad Dassne in his garden, hacking a the frozen ground until my arms could scarcely
rase pick or shove. When | was done, | sat beside the grave, sweat and anger hardening into ice. | tried
to recdl everything he' d said, while trying to ignore how empty the world had become.

Itissaid that those who live long in close companionship come to anticipate each other’s words and
actions, and even that one of the pair comes to resemble the other in physicd appearance. If such were
true, then surdy when | next looked in aglass, | would see wild, gray-streaked eyebrows sprouting from
my face. Only now did | redize how closdy bound our minds had been. Lacking his abundant presence,
my thoughts fdt thin and watery. Whatever else | retrieved of the years dill missng, | vowed to learn
someday how we had become so close.

So what to do? Nothing made sense. | could beieve Dassne's las words were the product of
ddirium had it been anyone but Dassine who voiced them. A mysterious child to be saved from someone
| didn’t know. Someone named Bareil to guide me. No doubt that | needed help, but who was Barell
and where was he to be found? | had heard his name before . . . yes, the brandy. “Barell’s best.” Dassine
hed spoken asif | should know him, but I’d met no onein Avonar save the Preceptors, the Six ...

No ... aseventh person had been in that room when | met the Preceptors—a Dulcé. So perhaps he
didn't mean an ordinary guide, but a madrissé. With their strange intdlectud limitations, Dulcé on their
own did naot figure in the equations of power in Gondai. But a Dulce could give a Dar’ Nethi a significant
advantage in lifé's games by placing his immense capacity for knowledge at that person’s service. When
a Dulcé bound himsdf in this rare and privileged relaionship, he was cdled a madrissé, one whose
knowledge and indghts could guide the Dar’Nethi in decison-making. Barell was likdy Dassn€'s
medrissé. He would have been the other presence | had fdt in Dassin€' s house, the note-taker, the user
of the third bowl, the one who would drink brandy with Dassine while | was enraptured with candldight
and the past. He could hold a number of answers, if only | could find him. To imagine it was a comfort.

In the matter of the crystd, | had to follow Dassine' s judgment. From the corner of my mind where |
hed pushed the unsattling experience, the fingers of light beckoned dangeroudy, causng my blood to
churn. When | was whole, Dassine had said, implying that such was dill possible. The crystd, whatever it
was, would have to wait. | had promised him.

Asfor hiscommand to give mysdf to the Preceptorate, | was confounded. For how many days had
Dassne fumed about my offer to be examined, waning me to day away from the Preceptors
multitudinous deceptions? Now he told me that circumstance might demand | surrender to the
Preceptorate while yet incomplete. Defensdess ... helpless. The world would surdy crack at ther firg
probe, and they would judge me mad ... or Zhid. Was that what he wanted? If not for his last words, |
would have dismissed it entirdly. Trugt, in this metter, was very difficult.

“| thank you for my life, old man,” | said, as | took my leave of the showy garden. “But | midike



being a pawn in a dead man’s game. However will | hold you to account for it?’

| returned to the slent house warily. The house would surdy have formidable wards, the magerful
illusion that hid my room but one example. But Dassine's enemies would themsdves be formidable, and
they would know that Dassine was severdy weskened if not dead. As | was so unsure of my own
drength, it seemed sengble to take whatever might be useful and leave Dassine's house as quickly as
possible. Then | could watch and confront the murderers on my own terms. Not friendly terms.

Rummeging about the kitchen, | located a capacious rucksack. Careful not to touch the black crysd
itsdf, | wrapped the unsdttling artifact in a amdl towd and suffed it into the bottom of the bag. | didn't
question the motive that made me make sure of it before anything else. Next | searched the room for
something | knew would never be far from Dassine' s hand. Indeed, the amdl lesther case sat on the shelf
by the door. Insdeit lay an exquisitdy sharp, pam-ength knife with a curved blade—a Heder’s knife—
and in a separate compartment, a narrow srip of linen, scarcely less fine than a spider’s web. For a
moment | fdt dmost whole. | put the case in the pack.

Next went in the flask of “Barell’s bext” and the two pears | had not eaten earlier. From the larder |
grabbed enough food for at least a day—a considerable amount since | was 4ill ravenous. Clothes were
more difficult. Dassine had given me nathing but the white wool robe. Citizens of Avonar who specidized
in the study of sorcery wore traditiond scholars garb—Iloose robes and sandds or dippers. Warriors,
tradesmen, those who tended gardens and fields, the Dulcé, and most others wore garments more like
those to which | was accustomed: shirts or tunics, breeches, leggings and boots. | didn't wish to
proclam mysdf a scholar—far from it. But | was more than two heads tdler than Dassne. His more
ordinary garments would do nothing to make me incongpicuous. Clothing would have to wait.

Money would be ussful, but | had no idea where any might be. Masses of notes and manuscripts
cluttered the house, some relevant to my Stuation, | had no doubt, but I'd no time to sort through them.
Perhaps this Barell would know what was vauable, if | could find him.

The indincts and habits | had so recently redeveloped from my memories of hiding from the law
prodded me to move, to get away from the place my enemies expected me to be. My teeth were on
edge, and despite the pdtry suppliesin the pack, | was ready to boalt.

But just as | hefted the pack, quiet footsteps sounded in the passageway from the house. | flattened
mysdf to the wal beside the doorway, redizing a the same time that | had forgotten to acquire a most
important piece of equipment—a weapon. |—Karon—had never carried a weapon, yet my hand
demanded a blade. The Hedler's knife was too smdl, and it was unthinkable to use an indrument
designed for heding to harm another person.

But | was out of time. The snegking villan tiptoed down the lectorium steps. | glimpsed a dagger in a
bloody hand. Stupid brute. | grabbed his wrigt and dragged him off balance. Remembering Dassine and
the jagged wound in his chest, | was not gentle. | wrapped one arm about his neck and twisted his arm
behind his back until his weapon clattered to the floor.

“Did you think to finish your work or smply add another to your taly? | growled in his ear.
Tightening my grip on his throat, | snatched the dagger from the floor, vowing to rip him open the same
way he had murdered Dassne.

“Hep Master Dassine . . . please” The man, smdl and light, went limp in my arms. An amateur’s
ploy. He deserved to die. But even as | poised the dagger a his belly, | noted the color of hisskin ... a
creamy brown like strong tea with milk init. Sender ova face. Dark eyes the shape of dmonds. A Dulcé
... | lowered the knife and shifted him in my arms. Black, sraight hair cut short around his ears. A trim
beard. An agdess face, hislips mortdly pale.

Hadly gods, he was the one, the seventh person in the room with the Preceptors! And his dight body
was bleeding from no less than ten stab wounds. Whoever had taken a blade to him had wanted to make



aure. | lad him on the couch Hill wet with Dassine' s blood, grabbed the legther case from the pack, and
pulled out the knife and the girip of linen.

No sorcery can blunt the pain of a Hedler’s knife. To cut your own flesh and mingle your blood with
that of your patient isthe only truly effective way to unleash your Hedler's power. And pain is part of the
working every bit as much as the words that open your mind to the light of the universe, as much as the
gathering of power that lies hidden in the recesses of your being, as much as the smdl of blood. Pan
opens the door to the heightened senses needed for putting right whet is wrong, a connection that binds
Heder to patient more intimately than any strip of white linen.

Thefirg time | had drawn a knife across my arm, on the day when | was desperate to save my dying
brother and did not know | was a Hedler, | had tried to ignore the hurt, to link mysdf with Christophe's
broken body unscathed by my own senses. Surdy a true Heder would be inured to pain, | thought,
fearing that the tears that threaetened and the cry that escaped me on that day were Sgns that | was
nothing of what | needed to be. | struggled for so long that my brother’'s soul dmogt fled beyond the
Verges before | could see the truth—that his senses were blocked to me as long as were my own. When
theingght came and | released my contral. . . only then did | share the reelm of the other, dlowed to see
the shattered bones, fed the torn tissue, and hear the ragged heartbeat that had to be put right. There was
no getting used to it, even dter so mawy years. The magnificence of the whole more than
compensates—a thousandfold is not too large a reckoning—but it is a truth that experienced Heders do
not cry out, yet nether do they amile as they begin their work.

CHAPTER 10

There is no sense of time passing when one is engaged in the art of heding. You could count
heartbeats, but there are usudly more important matters to dedl with, such as reconnecting damaged
blood vessdls or destroying the toxins that flock to the dte of a wound like ravening vultures. So when |
triggered the enchantment that would close the incison on my arm and dipped the knot that bound my
am to that of theinjured Dulcé, | didn’t know how long he had been garing & me.

“Cée na davonet, Giré D’ Arnath,” he said, quietly. All honor to you, Her of D’Arnath. “And my
gratitude for that which can never be repaid.”

“Your nameis Barall?' | asked.

He nodded tiredly. “Clearly Vasin Shaper has a place in her heart for the foolish and disobedient,
ese1'd not be here to answer to it

“You're fortunate that I’d not picked up awegpon. | was sure you were one of the murderers, come
to confirm their work ... or add meto therr taly.”

Though his voice and demeanor were steady, the Duke' s eyes filled with tears. “Then he was able to
get back here. You know what happened.”

“l know nothing that makes any sense. Only that he's dead. Tdl me who did this ... if you're able, of
course.”

Dulcé have an immense capacity for knowledge and an extraordinary ability to search, andyze, and
connect what they know into useful patterns of information. But only a smdl amount of their knowledge is
usable at any particular time, so that a Dulcé might know the names of every star in the heavens on one
day, but no more than two or three on the next, or have only the vaguest recollection of a namein one
hour, but recal the entire history of the person in the next. A Dar’ Nethi who is fortunate enough to be
linked to a Dulce in the rite of the madris can command any hit of that information to the front of the
Dulcé smind where it can be used. Because | had not been linked to Barell, | had only royd authority,
no power to control his mind.



“You'll find | have a somewhat larger threshold of knowledge than most Dulcé, my lord, and | will
most certainly provide you with dl that | am able’—the Dulcé's frown was not at dl resssuring—"but if,
as you so wisdy assume, those who killed my madrisson will want you next, then we mugt be away from
here as soon as possible. And I’ ve had to breach the house defenses to get back insde. | hope my faly
will not cost us the way.”

“l was on my way out when you came,” | said, and told him of my attempts a preparation.

He nodded thoughtfully. “There are a few things here that you must have. I'll get them.” He struggled
to get up, but | kept afirm hand on his chest.

“You've log a great ded of blood, Dulcé—a condition my skills cannot reverse. Tdl me what we
need, and I'll get it

He settled into the cushion. “As you say, my lord. Firdt, in the wooden drawer case, the lower
drawer, under the glass pipes and sharpening stones, you'll find asmdl pink stone, cold to the touch . . .
yes, that'sit. You mugt guard it carefully. | cannot emphasize it enough.”

| shoved the stone into the pack. “What €l se?’

“Money—I’ll get that on our way out. Clothes—you underestimate us, my lord. If you would open
the door of the chemis’s cabinet . .

Wi, it looked like a chemist’s cabinet—a tal wooden structure with glass doors. Through the glass
you could see shelves of jars and flasks, smdl vids of blue and purple, boxes, pipes, and brass burners.
Nothing of interest. Only, when | opened the door and looked indde, dl the pargpherndia had vanished,
and | found atidy wardrobe filled with an array of dothing that could never have fit Dassine,

“Mine?’ | sad.

“l believe they may happen to fit you properly.” When | looked askance at the redining Dulcé, a
spark in his eyes and a set of his mouth echoed the good humor | had noted in our earlier encounter. |
shed my white robe, the front of it stiff with blood, and quickly donned a nondescript brown shirt, soft
leather breeches and vest, and woolen leggings dl exactly theright Sze. As | pulled on a pair of doeskin

boots, exactly my measure and so wel made that my feet did not protest even after four shoeless months,
| said, “You have Dassing s knack for avoiding answers.”

“l have been Master Dassin€' s madrisse for thirty years. He entrusted me with his knowledge and his
purposes. If you so desire, | will submit to the madris and dlow you to command me, but | must and will
refuse you in anything that contradicts Master Dassineg's wishes as | understand them. Is my postion
clear, my lord?’ He eased the blunt edge of his words with a ddightful smile.

“Bareil, the assurance that someone knows what, in the name of dl that lives, is going on with meis
such addight that I'll cheerfully respect whatever boundaries you set.” | pulled a heavy wool cloak from
the wardrobe. “And now, perhaps we should leave this place before those who are destroying the doors
updtairs can find us”

A loud thumping reminiscent of an earthquake resounded from the upper levels of the house.

“Quickly, before we go. In the very back of the wardrobe,” said the Dulcé, grunting as he shoved his
legs off the couch.

Behind the shirts, breeches, and ceremonia robes hung a plain sword bdt. A great-sword, its Smple
hilt findy engraved, its guard a graceful sweep of vines and leaves, and a siver knife were sheathed in its
findy tooled scabbards— D’ Arnath’'s wesapons, heirlooms so precious that the safety of worlds had
depended on them for a thousand years. | buckled the sword belt beneath my cloak and helped Barell to
his feet.

The Dulcé took a moment to open the painted cabinet and rummage about on the worktable and



shelves, then clucked in frugtration, rubbing his head tiredly. “There€' s one more thing you should have,
but I can't find it. An odd little thing—"

A mongtrous crash sounded from upstairs—the front door giving way.

“l believe | have what you're looking for. And | redly think we should go.” | grabbed a short cloak
from a hook by the garden door to replace his ripped and bloody one. 1 would have him tdl me about
the crysd later.

“Indeed. This way, my lord,” he said, and while dill frowning a the jumbled mess of the study, he
turned and vanished through the study wall. | could see no evidence of where he'd gone. When | traced
my fingers dong the wdll, it was as s0lid as the floor on which | stood. | fdt like an idiot trying to figure
out how to escape through immutable stone.

“My apologies,” said agrinning Barell as he re-entered the room through the very place | had deemed
impenetrable. “ Step to the corner of the table, just so, and then turn left’—he angled his hand and jerked
his head to his left— “and left agan immediaidy. No enchantment is required.” He swiveed and
disappeared once agan.

It was as he said. | stepped to the corner of our worktable, made an immediate left turn, but instead
of banging my hip bone on the table, found mysdf in a gray stone passage. From the corner of my eye |
could dill see Dassine' s lectorium. The trampling of boots on the stair induced me to forego wonder and
meake the second left turn.

| stepped into a smdl study, crowded with a writing desk, a hanging lamp, a bookcase, and a large
leather-bound chest that Barell was aready unlocking. From the depths of the chest, the Dulcé pulled out
two smdl doth bags. He tossed one to me, and the heavy, fig-szed bag clinked pleasantly. After
relocking the chest and using the desk to haul himsdf back to his feet, he stared at the jumble of papers
and manuscripts littering the desk. He sighed deeply. “If you please, my lord . . . burn them dl.”

“Areyou sure?’
“Master Dassine could protect his work, but we cannot. Quickly, if you would.”

With so much paper to work with, fire was easy, and in a moment nothing was left but a whirling
cloud of ash and smoke.

“All of the information is indde me” said the Dulcé wryly, as he pulled open a door and nudged me
into the cold sunlight of a deserted dleyway. “If you ever hope to know what was written here, | suppose
you'll have to keep me safe”

“One of my highest priorities,” | said, kegping my voice low as he did. “Now, can you tdl me where
we are? |I'd like to see who's coming after us”

“Unfortunately we' ve no vantage that will dlow us to observe our pursuers, we've left them wdl
behind. I’ d think you might recognize this place, my lord,” he whispered chearfully, as he led me between
two buildings of pink brick and peeked about the corner into an expanse of empty courtyard, paved with
white flagstones. “We're just outsde the westernmost wdls of SRegiré Monpassai d’ Gondai—the
Pdace of the Kings of Gondai. The structure you see across the way has been the home of your family
for a leest twelve hundred years. Thisiis the very courtyard where Master Exeget’s servants found you
huddled by aburning barrel on the night you were named Heir.”

My eyes were drawn upward by the graceful, rose-colored towers beyond the white flagstones. A
banner of white and gold flew atop the tdlest tower: two lions rampant supporting an arch, topped by
two stars. The banner of D’ Arnath. Indeed, | remembered the night of which the Dulceé spoke. . . .

Bitter cold. No one had enchantments to spare to keep the fires burning, so anything that could
burn was dragged out, broken up, and tossed into the flames to keep the soldiers warm: crates,



tables, chairs. Three soldiers were drinking wine and telling of a bloody encounter on the walls the
previous night and how the Seeking of the Zhid had crept over the walls like a pestilence, seeping
into those who stared into the darkness too long alone. Seet pelted our faces and dribbled down
our necks. . . .

“My lord!” Bareil was shivering in the frigid breeze. “If you please, we must move on. | know a hiding
place close by. We can degp and eat safely, and you can decide our next step.”

“Lead on.” | shuddered and pushed the memories aside. Like a stargazer who witnesses his firg
eclipse, or astudent of history who stands atop a ridge weatching hisfirg battle, | was beginning to believe
there might actudly be some truth to dl 1'd learned in the past months.

We hurried across the courtyard and down a short flight of broken steps that descended between
two short wdls, ending at a narrow, shaded lane clogged with dead leaves and dirty dumps of snow. But
instead of following the lane to right or |eft, Barall glanced back at me, angled his hand Ieft and then left
agan, raised his eyebrows, and disappeared. | tried to remember exactly where he'd stood. Then | made
the turns and stepped into a Suffy passage that amelled like cooking bacon. Two ail lamps on the wall left
the passage no better than dim, especidly after the brilliance of mid-afternoon.

Bareill was moving carefully down the passage, past Sx or eight plain wood doors. No side passages.
No people. No ornamentation that might be expected in a palace. Perhaps these were servants quarters.
With a key pulled from his pocket, the Dulcé unlocked a door & the far end of the passage. He stood
adde for me to enter and bowed mein.

The chamber was andl and plain, holding litle more than a low bed, a sgquare table, two
straight-backed chairs, and a amdl tiled hearth with a clean brazier. On the table sat four pewter mugs
and andl brass urn, the steam rigng from it the source of the fruity, pungent aroma of <iffria tha
pervaded the room. Above the entry door was a smdl bronze mask of a Sngle head with two faces, one
mae, one femae—the common image of Vagin. Daylight, extraordinarily bright, clean, and sharp-edged,
spilled through a clean casement onto a smooth wood floor. Drawn to the window, | gazed out on a
scene of such beauty and wonder that | could explore its marvels for a year and never note haf of them.
A cityscape of white-and rose-colored spires sprawled across the steep foothills of a range of
snowcapped peaks that stood starkly white againgt a deep blue sky. Arched bridges spanned & leest five
spoarkling waterways, and smooth paved streets wound between the houses and gardens, up and down
the steep hillsdes, coming together in a broad commard spread out before me.

The grand open space was paved with the same luminous white flagstones as the amdl courtyard we
hed crossed to get here. Crowds of men, women, and children of dl stations and appearances hurried
across the commard amid winter-bare trees that glittered with frost, and fountains poised in frozen
exuberance. In the center of the space, a monumenta sculpture depicted five legping horses, the middle
one ridden by a woman, her hair and garments and the horses manes and tails flying in the imagined
wind.

Around the edges of the commard, vendors dressed in costumes of red, green, and ydlow satin
hawked sausages on sticks and drinks dipped from steaming pots, sets of colored bdls, slk birds, and
fluttering banners that twirled and spun in the ar above their heads. Two women in Slver masks sold
grdl glittering clouds the sze of one's pdm. Standing amog directly under my window, a young girl
opened her hand and released one of the clouds, scattering its sparkling dements about her head. The
music of alute and vidl drifted upward, fading only as the girl walked away. Sword-makers and armorers
spread samples of ther wares on broad tables to lure wandering warriors to their shops down the sde
lanes It was asif | gazed on some fantastical painting, brought to life by a Singer like my mother.

But my perception took another jolt as | gaped, for beyond the commard, perched on the hillsde
above the steeply doping orawl of gardens and open commard, was the same pdace | bdieved we had
just entered by a hidden door—rose-colored towers, white and gold banners flying. What's more,



though we had gone down from the courtyard and ascended no steps, we were now Stuated wel above
ground, perhaps on athird floor, overlooking what appeared to be the front gate of a modest inn.

| spun about to inquire what was going on, but Barell had sagged onto a wooden chair, leaned his
gmdl hands on his knees, and dropped his head forward. “Your pardon, my lord, but | find mysdf a hit
soggy a the knees.”

Rulling the flask of brandy from my pack and yanking the cork, | kndt in front of him. “I understand
the vintage is exceptiond,” | said. He reached for it, but his hand was sheking, so | held the flask as he
drank. “Can you tdl methis, Dulcé, did you not say we were at the west wall of the royd pdace?’

“Yes, my lord.” He took another sp from the green flask, then leaned back in the chair, Sghed, and
closed his eyes. “Thank you, my lord. Most thoughtful.”

| left the flask beside his feet and returned to the window. “So, do my eyes play tricks or is that the
same palace there beyond at least twenty acres of open ground and hdfway up a steep hillsde, its west
wall tucked securely up beside it?’

113 |t iS.”

“Then these hidden ‘doorways do not connect one space to an adjoining one as a person might
expect?’

“It would depend upon whose expectations were being satisfied, my lord. If one recdled on€e's
childhood lessons— that were evidently not well attended by certain roya children—one might recdl the
ways of portal-making. To connect one place to another is not a Smple practice, but not uncommon
ather. Master Dassine was better &t it than most. He was able to make undetectable portas that would
change direction at hiswill. | suppose they'll dl remain fixed now he's gone, and thus less secure. As
soon as | can remember the steps needed, you mus destroy the one we just used lest it lead your
enemies here” The Dulcé amiled as he looked about the room. “Master Dassne enjoyed this
house—The Guesthouse of the Three Harpers—and would often come here to play a game of sonquey
or drink saffriawith friendsin the sdlon downgairs”

| wanted to know more. Much more. The touch of the world, the breath of fresh air, and the sght of
the strange and marvelous city awakened excitement I'd not known in long months. But my hands were
gimy from the garden soil where | had buried Dassine, and Barell’s tunic was stained with blood that
should have been running through his veins and putting some color in his pae lips. | moved away from the
window and sat on the floor by the Duke' s feet. “Tdl me what happened, Baral.”

He sghed and closed his eyes, the pleasure draning from his face. “Master Dassine received a
message yesterday morning, just after he had put you to deep. | can recite the message for you, if you
wish. ...

“Please”

“It said, ‘I have learned news of the most dreadful import. Our time has run out, and we are forced to
ded with each other. The Third lives and has obtained the prize he dways wanted. Come to the
observatory sculpture garden at sunset.” ”

“And that was dl? Who sent it? What does it mean?’

“That was dl. Though the message carried no sgnaure, | believe Master Dassine knew who sent it.
He did not tdl me. Something in the substance of the message caused him to cast aside any misgivings, as
if it had confirmed his worst expectations.”

“What expectations?’

In some way the Dulcé' s words were made more worrisome by the cam sobriety with which he
delivered them. “My master feared this unnatural quiet. Night after night he would worry at it. He has



watched the Zhid dosdy snce you were a boy, ligened to rumors and speculations and the changes in
the world, charted Zhid movements and their preparations, trying to undersand the Lords who
manipulate them. Over the past few years he has seen disurbing signs that he did not understand. | am
unable to tdl you of these particular concerns now, athough, when you are ready, you may ask me again
and learn of them. Y ou understand?’ He opened his eyes to make sure of my answer.

“| understand.” How strange it must be to have more knowledge than can be touched with one's own
mind, to know that another person must command your intellect to make it truly useful. Did it bother him?
Perhaps when | knew him better, | could ask.

Bardl continued. “ “We have become complacent, Master Dassine has sad ever snce your victory
a the Bridge. “We go about our lives as if the past thousand years have not happened. Why were the
Zhid pulled back from battle? The Bridge is strong and the Gates are open, but the Zhid are not
diminished. . . " Barel It off and sat saring at the blank walls of the room asif continuing Dassne's
monologues within himsdf.

“And s0 he went to this medting?’

“Y es. Though he expected to be gone adightly longer span then he usudly Ieft you, you were unlikdy
to wake before his return. As was usud when leaving the house, he commanded me to stay with you.
There was dways a risk that something would happen to him. That’swhy he stored the knowledge of his
purposes and methods in me, so | could hdp you if the worst befdl. Last night he commanded me
doubly”—the Dulcé closed his eyes again— “but | disobeyed, and the worst befell.”

“You followed him.”

The Dulcé nodded. “The open nature of the sculpture gardens forced me to remain at a distance, o |
could not hear what was said or get a close look a the one who awaited my master at the gppointed
time They talked for perhaps hdf an hour urtil the murderers attacked. When Master Dassine fdll, 1, like
afool, drew my sword and ran to his defense. Nowhere is there a Dulcé less likdy to win swordfame
than I, and | knew my duty lay here. . . but | could not abandon him.”

“I'll not argue with your choice. Did he put up no defense?’

“The assassins bore swords and knives, not enchantments. Master Dassine distracted their swords
and snagged their feet with confusion, but there were too many of them. | noticed only one thing as | fdl.
The one who had cdled him there remained standing.”

“Who wasiit?’

“| could not see aface, only that the person wore a blue Preceptor’ s robe with a gold stripe down the
gdeof it”

“Wha happened next?’

“l was afraid the murderers would discover that | yet lived, so | crawled under a bench, hoping to
regain some strength, but | fdl out of sense. Later in the night | became aware of people with torches,

hunting Master Dassine. One searcher said, ‘I'll not believe Dassne is dead uniil | see his body. You
mugt find him. | will destroy whoever isresponsible for this.” ”

“And who was it?’

“The Preceptor Madydar. | tried to cal out to her for help, but no one could hear me. Some time
later, others came to search the gardens—in sedth, my lord. Quiet voices, hooded lamps. Master
Exeget led this second party—I recognized his voice—and he was furious that Master Dassne was
nowhere to be found. | remained hidden urtil they were gone. | trusted no one to hdp, so it took me a
long time to get back to the house. Too long, it seems.”

“And did you see what Master Exeget wore?’



For along moment Barell did not answer. “His robe was blue, my lord, with a gold stripe down the
gdeof it”

Bardl's tetimony only confirmed my suspicions. From the moment Barell had implicated a
Preceptor, | had believed Exeget guilty. Madydar must have got wind of the attack and come to ad
Dassine, giving Exeget no time to make sure of his old adversary. | would give Exeget a hearing before |
passed judgment, but if he was responsible, | would kill him. Dassine could not have intended me to give
mysdf to his murderer.

So then, what of Dassine's mystery? “ Dassine told me that aboy has been taken,” | said. “ Abducted
by the Zhid, | presume. He said that if they took the boy to Zhev’'Na, then | was to surrender mysdf to
the Preceptorate for examination. Do you know what he was taking about?’

“Not at present, my lord. If | possess this knowledge and you wish to command me to speak it, we
mud perform the madris”

“If you' rewilling, it would be a great service,” | said.

The Dulcé grinned. “I’'m honored that you would consider my sentiments in the matter, Your Grace,
but as you have surdly concluded and | know for certain, Master Dassine intended us to be joined. My
guessistha if we do not, he will fly back from beyond the Verges to hound us until we do so0.”

“So I’'m not the only one he bullied into obedience?’

“Oh no, my lord, far from it ... though | think perhaps with you he enjoyed it more ... you being his
prince and al.”

At that we both burst into ddicious laughter laced with grief, and raisng the green flask, we drank to
the memory of our demanding master.

CHAPTER 11

Thefirg time | participated in the madris, it had been a hurried business. The Dulcé Bdtar and | and
the seven Preceptors stood in the Chamber of the Gate next to the curtain of roaring white fire. All of
tweve years old, | had feared nothing in my life until 1 understood that | was to step through that wall of
flame into the Breach between the worlds, balanced on a thread of enchantment. My mouth had gone dry
and my somach had churned, my terror so ovewhdming that | could not attend to the rite that was
taking place.

The memory dill confused me, for sometimes | envisoned Bdtar, a solemn young Dulcé, who, though
he was not a mote tdler than me, had been lean and hard with powerful shoulders that emphasized my
boyish stringiness. But sometimes Bdtar wore another face, a rounder, older one, that burst into laughter,
tears, worry, or ddight with the ease and frequency of achild. | towered over him. It made me wonder if
| had actudly linked with a different madrisse—perhaps before my latest attempt to repair the
Bridge—the one | could not yet remember. | could retrieve no name to go with the second face.

Exeget had performed my madris rite with Batar, for | had not possessed the power required. With
Barel, of course, | was on my own. But he told me what to do, practicing the words with me until 1 had
them right. “Give me a moment to prepare mysdf, my lord, and then you may begin.”

Barall kndt on the plank floor of the tidy chamber, hed his hands pams up and open in front of his
breast, and fixed his gaze on something in the vianity of the door latch. Gradudly his eyes lost their focus,
and the light of awareness faded from his face. When his withdrawa from conscious activity seemed
complete, | placed my hands on ether side of his head, as he had ingtructed me, and touched his mind.
He had made himsdf completely quiescent and completely open.



“Kantalo tassaye, Barell. . . .”I began. Softly | touch thee.

To leave hismind so exposed was an incredible act of trug, for at that moment | could have filled him
with anything: fantasies, deusions that bore the stamp of truth, sensations of pain or pleasure, desires that
could induce hm to murder or madness. | could revise his whole identity, his whole emotiond bearing.
But insteed, | reached into the space he had left clear and uncluttered for me, and | carefully touched the
centers of knowledge and memory, the places of indinct and reasoning, imprinting on each of them a
trace of mysaf—a connection that would dlow me to command their functioning.

Only one step of the madris did | skip, that part which would place my mark on hiswill, giving me the
power to compe his obedience. He had not asked me to forego it, truging that | would not command
him when he wished otherwise. Perhaps he knew me better than | knew mysdf, for | could not say thet |
would never press him againg his wishes. Better to leave the connection unmade, even if it left our bond
incomplete.

For my part of the bonding rite, | Smply gave the Dulcé a slent command to draw whatever he
pleased from my own head. A sorry lot of miscdlany that would be. The sensation was odd and
unsettling, something like a thousand spiders scurrying across the skin with pricking bristles on their
feet—only it was dl ingde my head. When it was done, | touched Barell’s face to rouse him, helped him
to his feet, and we clasped hands.

“Wdl done, my lord ... my madrisson,” he said, smiling. “You are more than your memories. No
memory can teach you to be so generous with your gifting or so careful in your mind's touch. | am
honored and humbled to be your madrissé”

| tried to think of something equaly kind to say, but he seemed to have used up dl the eloquence in
the room. “Thank you, Barell. The honor ismine”

Though | was anxious to question Barell, | encouraged him to deep for awhile. He took no time at dl
to accept the offer. The madris is a draining ritud for a Dulcé, and he had stood at the brink of desth a
few short hours earlier.

“One morething,” he said, as he moved to the bed, his eydids dready hdf closed. “You mus destroy
the porta that connects this place with Master Dassine' s house and the palace courtyard, lest someone
follow us here. Command me, and | can tdl you how to accomplish it.”

And so | did. By the time | had stepped down the passage to the spot where we had entered,
fumbled my way through the destructive enchantment Barell had given me, and returned to the sunny little
room, the Dulcé was deeply adeep.

| spent the ensling hours in the most dementd fashion— eating and wishing | could not think.
Dassne, the child, the murderer . . . Severd times that afternoon | came close to the precipice and had to
tiptoe backward.

What was | to do about Exeget? If my old mentor had killed Dassine, then he would die for it. Yet
such conviction in a matter of lifetaking disgusted me. As | had rdived the past in these months with
Dassne, coming of age in the mundane world, traveling its poorest places and learning of suffering and
the art of hedling, | had come to the concluson that for a Heder to take alife was unforgivable. And to
do it for so crass a purpose as vengeance doubly condemned the act. But neither could | support mercy
inthis case.

The Lords had begun this war. A thousand years ago Notole, Parven, and Ziddari, three close
friends, dl of them powerful Dar’ Nethi sorcerers, had discovered a new method of gathering power for
sorcery, more efficient, they said, than the dow accumulation of experience, the acceptance and savoring
of lifethat we cdled the Dar’ Nethi Way. They had devised away to borrow the life essence from plants
or trees or animas, and once they had used it to build their power, to return the essence to its source,
leaving the source richer, more beautiful, more complete than it had been before. In joy, excitement, and



deserved pride in their tdents, they cdamed that with such an increase in our abilities, we Dar’ Nethi
would be adle to hed the sorrows of the universe.

But our king and his Preceptors, as wdl as many other wise men and women, judged that such
practice was a dangerous and risky perversion, a temptation too eedly distorted. All of nature was
baance light and dark, summer and winter, land and sea, intdlect and passion, even as our god Vasin
was both mde and femde, Creator and Shaper. If the return of essence enriched the source, then
something e'se must be diminished—and thus the balance of the world disrupted. Every enchantment had
its price, and King D’ Arnath forbade them to continue until we understood the cost of what they did.

Disappointed, but not ready to forego ther greatest accomplishment, the three proceeded in secret,
planning a monumenta working designed to convince everyone of the innocence and rightness of ther
idees—using themsdves as the objects of their enchantment. But, as the wise had predicted, it dl went
wrong. Catastrophe. Oh, the three had indeed become immensdy powerful, even immortd, so the stories
said—Lords, they cdled themsdves. But they had not returned anything of beauty to the world. They
hed left themsalves, our beauteous land, and the universe itsdf corrupt and broken. Untold thousands of
our people who had been in the path of their destruction had been transformed into soulless Zhid. All the
relms of Gondai had been destroyed in the Catastrophe or the war that followed, only the High King
D’ Arnath’ s royd city and the nearby Vdes of Eidolon enduring, surrounded by a desert wasteland.

How could it be wrong to destroy the Lords or the tools they used to draw the rest of us into ther
corruption? If Exeget had killed Dassine, then he would kill others, and | was sworn to protect the
people of both worlds. The argument left my skull ready to crack.

At dusk, | woke Bareil. Odd to be on the shaking end of it, rather than the shaken. “The sun is taking
itsdf off, Dulcé” | said, “and | think we mugt do the same.”

“You've let me deep too long.”

“I've just recently been reminded of how blessed it isto get afull measure.”
“So what to do, my lord?’

“l mugt find out about this child.”

| shared out bread and cold chicken from the pack, and filled two cups with hot, pungent saffria from
the amdl urn gtting on the table. As we ate, | commanded Barell, “ Detan detu, madrisse. Tdl me of the
child that islogt.” Such were the proper words to unlock the knowledge of a Dulcé,

He considered for a moment. “I’'m sorry, my lord, but | know nothing of a child that islogt.”

“Abducted, then. Any abducted child?” One had to be very specific when trying to access
information that was not a the front of the Dulcé's mind. “Or any connection of an abducted child with
me or with my family?’

“There have been many cases of children abducted by the Zhid, but nothing to disinguish one from
another.” Deep in thought, he pulled a bite of meet from the chicken leg. “Throughout history the Zhid
have tried to abduct royd children as they do other Dar’ Nethi children. None of those attempts have
been successful. In the years before Master Exeget took you under his protection, there were three
attempits to abduct you. | know of no specific connection of any abducted child with you or your family.”

| came at the problem from a different tack. “Tdl me of the place cdled Zhev’'Na”

Bardl lad down his bread and set his cup asde. “ Since the Catastrophe, we have cdled the ruined
lands Ce Uroth—the Wastes—or, as those who serve the Lords say, the Barrens. Zhev'Na is the
gronghold of the Lords in the heart of Ce Uroth. Dassine believed it was one of the great houses ruined
by the Catastrophe, but even if that is true, no one knows which one or where to find it.”



So Dassine knew, or feared, that the Lords had taken this mysterious child. But Barell had dready
told me that he knew nothing of any child taken by the Zhid.

“Do we know why the Zhid capture children?’

“To gted an enemy’ s children has a profoundly demordizing effect. It destroys his hope for the future
and often will make him act rashly. In addition, Master Dassine surmised that children are especidly
susceptible to the corruption of the Lords. Some Zhid commanders are Dar’ Nethi who were captured as
children and raised in Zhev’ Na under the tutelage of the Three. Only when they came of age, their minds
twigted by the life they had led, were they made Zhid—the most wicked of dl their commanders. And, of
course, the Zhid can no longer produce children of their own, a condition that manifested itsdf in the early
centuries of the war. The enchantments of the Lords are in opposition to creation—to life—s0 Master
Dassne explained it.”

As the daylight faded, lingering in the pearly glow given off by the paving stones of the city, | tried a
hundred more questions, sdeways, backward, aranging and rearranging them to dicit any scrap of
informetion about one particular unlucky boy. To no avall. Dassine had made no references to any living
child save the child | had been.

The luminous commard outside the window emptied and fdl quiet. Barell told me that even with the
more peaceful times of the past few months, people were not accustomed to going about fredy at night.
The Seeking of the Zhid— the cregping invason of the soul that led to despair—had dways been
strongest in the dark hours. Watchers yet manned the walls at night, but had neither seen any dgn of the
Zhid nor fdt their Seeking since | had returned from the mundane world after doing . . . whatever | had
done there.

“Stars of night, what does he expect of me?’ | flopped onto the rumpled bedcovers, burying my face
and my confusion. Dassine had said Barell was the one who could help me. He must have thought it
would be easy, or he would have dipped in some further word of ingruction, even in his lagt distress. |
rolled to my back. “Detan detu, madrissé. Tdl me the ways Master Dassine gave you to hdp me
Anything more than the expected things like answering questions and leading me around the city.”

Bareil nodded. “Master Dassine has dlowed me to know the reasons for your present condition, and
the means he has used to cause it and to remedly it. He has permitted me to know what things it might do
you harm to know before you remember them properly, and what things would be of more benefit than
harm. He has given me the purposes and indructions for the use of the device which we collected—the
pink stone—and the second device which you must dlow me to hold safe until the time is right for me to
explan its higory. He has entrusted me with the knowledge of ghifting the exit point of the Bridge and
severd other such matters which may be spoken only in your presence, €se my tongue will become mute
for the duration of my life He has entrusted me with the complete story of his sojourn in the Wastes,
which he has told to no other living person, and how you must use his knowledge to chart your course for
the future. He has entrusted me with the knowledge of those men and women that he misrusts and those
whom he trugts. Shdl | go on?’

“Starsof night, Barall . . "
“My medrisson honored me with such confidence as no one has ever given a Dulcé”

“Do either of these devices—the pink stone or the other one—have anything to do with achild or any
of the matters we have discussed?’

“Not that | can see, my lord. It seems| can be no help to you in the matter of the child.”

Saing a the smoke-stained plaster of the cdling, | thought back to Dassne's words yet agan,
reciting each one exactly as he had burned it into my head. Holy stars! | sat up. How could one man be
S0 unendingly thickheaded? | had been misstating them dl dong. Only one can help, he had said. Barell.
.. your guide. But he hadn’'t sad that Barell and the person who could help were one and the same.



“Dulcé who in Avonar did Dassine trust?’
“Trus? No one, my lord, save mysdf. He often said it.”
“None of the Preceptors?’

“Most especidly none of the Preceptors. He has long suspected that one or more of his colleagues is
atool of the Lords.”

That would explain a great ded. “Outside Avonar, then. Did he trust anyone outsde of Avonar that
might have knowledge of this matter?’

“l know of only one person that he trusted unreservedly, my lord, or whom he told anything of his
work with you.”

“Who was that?’

“Lady Seriana” The Dulcé looked away and closed his mouth tight. Dangerous ground that, and
Baral knew it. She had undone me once.

“Sheis across the Bridge.”

“Yes my lord.”

“Isit possible that she might have knowledge of this mystery?”

“It is possible, though | have no direct information that saysit to be true.”

“And you know of no one dse who might?’

“The Preceptors might. It ismy presumption that Master Exeget might.”

“Y ou mean that Dassine may have learned of the abduction from Exeget before the attack?’

“| was told nathing of this matter, my lord. Though I'm sure there are maiters which Master Dassne
did not discuss with me, | believe he would have made sure | knew anything of vitd importance to you ...
if he had the opportunity.”

“But why would Exeget give him such important information and then have him killed?’

“| agree that such actions make no sense at dl. Perhaps Master Exeget was taunting Master Dassine,
| don't know.”

There was a great deal more | wanted to learn from Barell, but more than anything, | wanted to act. |
had thought and questioned, lived in memory and dreams and confusion for so long that | was about to
burgt from the desire to ride, to run, to fight, to stretch my muscles for anything more than essing the
cramps of too-short deegping.

So. Two choices. We could find Exeget and force answers from him, or we could seek out the Lady
Seriana and discover if she knew anything of the mystery. My earlier conflict about the merits and justice
of revenge induced me to choose the latter. Confronting the lady might damage my mind a bit, but | could
not rid mysdf of the disturbing suspicion that confronting Exeget, with the image of the dying Dassne 4ill
S0 clear inmy head, might do considerable damage to my soul.

“The Bridge, then,” | said. “I will speak to the lady firg.”
Barail bowed. “Command me, Lord.”
“Detan detu, madrissé. Tdl mewhat | must do to cross the Bridge and find the Lady Seriana.”

“Hirg, you will need the pink stone. . . .” In a quiet monologue, Barell told me the words to raise the
light of the stone, tdlling the lady we were on the way, and then how to reverse the enchantment so thét |
could set the exit point of the Bridge to the place where she was to be found. When he had schooled me
enough, he maotioned me to the door. | took our pack from him and followed.



We Ieft the guesthouse in a more conventiona manner than we had entered it, down the stairs and
through a large room—a sdon, Barall had cdled it—that was quite different from the common rooms of
inns in the Four Redms. This was a oft-lit, quiet place with many smdl groups of men and women
engaged in livdy discussions or gorytdling, or testing ther skills & sonquey—a game of srategy played
with square tiles of red and green, finger-length bars of dlver, and a dollop of sorcery. At another table,
two men and a woman bent their heads over a pattern of exquistey painted lignid cards, representing
Speakers, Sngers, Tree Ddvers, and others of the hundred Dar’ Nethi talents. The woman was pregnarnt,
likdy caculating the prospects of her coming child's magicd gifts. A burly man served out mugs of sffria
and de, and laughter rolled through the room from here to there like summer showers. No fights No filth.
No grizzled veterans building the edifice of their vaor larger with each tankard. No contests of manhood
proving only that the gtink of ae, swest, piss, and vomit was the price of good humor. Steady-burning
lamps hung about the room, and their light had nothing to do with fire. In fact, there was no smoke at dl,
save the marvelous emanations of a roasting pig, generoudy dripping its fat into the firepit in one corner of
the room. If | could have borne the thought of gtting dill another moment, | would have indsted on a
plae of it.

Barall pulled up the hood of his cloak and looked nether right nor Ieft as we waked through the
room. Having been the madrissé of a Preceptor for thirty years, perhaps he would be recognized. 1, on
the other hand, had less occason to worry; few people had ever lad eyes on the present Heir of
D’Amath, or so | understood. But | pulled up my hood, too, asif in preparation for stepping into the cold
night.

“We mug take the long way around and come up behind the palace,” Barell said, as soon as we
werein the street. “It is not time for you to walk in the front gate.”

We passed like shadows through the soft glow of the city, hurrying past wonder after wonder: tiny
ydlow frogt flowers with petds like crysta, blooming in awindow box; a faint bluish eddy in the ar over
awdl, where you could hold your freezing fingers and have them pleasantly warmed; an unfrozen pond
whose dark waters reflected the complete bowl of the heavens, but nothing else, no structure, no tree,
not even my own face as | peered into it.

“My lord, please” sad Barel, tugging a my arm. “We mug get out of the streets. Those who wish
you harm will be watching.”

On we sped, crossing a didrict that had been reduced to skeletd towers and blackened rubble,
where only vermin and wild cats could find refuge. We climbed narrow lanes that wound steeply up the
hill past the palace, past Sghts that spoke of the long years of war: deserted houses, ruined shops and
bathhouses, neglected gardens, crumbling bridges and dry pools. Even the intact bathhouses were closed
and locked. What had once been a favorite recregtion for Dar’ Nethi had fdlen out of favor. Many
people fdt it unseemly to enjoy the pleasures of recreationa bathing when thousands of our brothers and
ggers were endaved so crudly in the desert Wastes.

We padded through a university, its cloistered wakways broken up by weeds, its lavns and gardens
long overgrown, entangling fdlen statuary and broken stone benches in an impenetrable blanket of briars.
At one end of a weed-choked quadrangle stood a ruined observatory. The domed roof that had once
housed seeing devices used to study the heavens had caved in long ago, and many of the intricate
cavings of heavenly objects that banded its wals were damaged beyond repair. The overgrown
sculpture garden, the Ste of Dassing' s murder, lay quiet.

Bareil said the palace was defended againgt hidden portals, so we would have to enter by one of its
five gates. Almost an hour after leaving the inn, we stood across a courtyard from two dender towers
that sheltered a sSngle thick wooden gate into the palace precincts. This courtyard, tucked away behind
the palace, dmogt hacked out of the rock of the mountainsde, was not one of the commonly used
entries, Barell told me, but one used for prisoners being brought to the paace for trid or the royd



family’s persond vigtors who wished to be discreet. No guard wasin Sght.

“This gate is sealed except when it is needed,” said Baral. “Guards are unnecessary except under a
direct assault.”

“Then how are we to get in?’

He amiled up a me, and whispered, “This is your house, my lord. The locks and sedls will know
yw.”

| hadn’'t considered that | could just walk in. | was not geding into a place where | had no legitimeate
busness. If | wanted, | could droll through the front doors of this place and prodam mysdf
home—though | didn’t think that would be clever.

We dipped around the shadowed edges of the courtyard and came to the grest wooden door
banded with stedl. When | laid my hand on the thick latch, barbs of enchantment pricked my arm dl the
way to the shoulder.

“Press down as you would on any door handle” said Barell. “It should open to your hand.”
| did s0. Nothing happened.

The Dulcé frowned. “I don’'t understand. No one could change the locks without your permisson,
and you used this gate many times when you were a boy.”

True ... In my firg nine years, no one had ever redly cared where | was or what | did, but fussy
courtiers and tutors would forever attempt to ingratiate themseaves with my father by reporting on my
ignorance and undisciplined behavior. So | had sneaked away from them, down the narrow dair through
kitchens and barracks and through the open doorway into the cluttered courtyard that lay on the other
gde of this very gate, knowing that everything | wanted awated me just beyond it freedom and
adventure, weapons, combat, fear, blood, and deeth . . . war. Out on the wdls of Avonar my friends the
soldiers stared over the walls at the midy gray wadl that was the Zhid encampment, gulped from flasks of
de and laughed. | had wanted to laugh a fear and blood and desth. No one in the palace would teach
me how, but my friends, the soldiers, had. Y es, this was my door, inmy house.

| pressed down again. This time the brass handle moved smoothly and quietly, and the massve gate
swvung open without the dightest pressure from my hand.

Now | led Bareil. Across the courtyard, through the labyrinthine way to the stair behind the kitchens.
Only afew voices echoed through the passages—guards and servants who cared for the palace itsdf and
functionaries who performed the hard daly work of governing. No royaty had lived in the paace since
I”d been taken to Exeget when | was nine,

Our degtination was not the living quarters | had so rardy graced, but the Chamber of the Gate,
buried deep in the roots of the mountain undernegth the palace. Downward and inwards, through minor
gdleries and guest quarters, past amories and long-slent balrooms, into the ancient heart of the palace,
burrowed deep into the rock. The stone of these corridors had not been cut and laid by any mason, even
one who could cut with hissnging or polish with a brush of his hand. Rether the walls were néative stone
that had been shaped and smoothed until the sworls of jasper and lapis shone of ther own colored light.
My steps accelerated.

I thought we' d made a wrong turn when the passage we traversed ended in a blank wall. But before |
could turn to Barell, the stone shifted—a mightily unsettling sght—and revealed a door of age-darkened
wood that swung open a my touch. | had forgotten the door wards. Beyond the door lay the circular
chamber of white and rose, its cdling logt in white frost plumes. Only when | stepped through the door
could | see the Gate—a towering curtain of white flame, rippling, shifting, shimmering, reaching
exuberantly for the heights in the uncertain light. Cold fire thet left the room frigid and sparkling like the
clearest of winter mornings. Rumbling fire, exploding geysers of flaming brilliance that created congtantly



shifting patterns. Though the fire didn't terrify me as it had when | was twelve, it dill took my breath
away. This was the legaecy of my ancestors, one endpoint of a link that spanned the universe itsdf. My
soul swelled and thrilled and wept dl a once with the glory of it.

Barall gave me the rose-colored stone. As he had ingructed, | roused it to glowing life, cregting a
poal of warmth in the hollow of my hand. Then, with will and power, | shaped the path of the Bridge that
lay beyond the Gate, so that it would lead me to the stone that matched the one | held.

“Shdl | await your return, my lord? No one will dter the Gate path while | live”

| had to leave the pink stone behind to keep the return path open. If anyone removed it from the
chamber or reworked my enchantment, then | would have to travel to the Exiles Gate—the mundane
world's counterpart of this, the Heir's Gate—in order to return to Avonar. That might be a journey of
many days, depending on where the Lady Seriana was to be found. But | dared not get separated from
Barall and the information he carried.

| shook my head, unable to speak while | held the enchantment in my mind. Mationing him to leave
the stone and day close, | stepped through the curtain of fire and onto the Bridge that was my sngular
inheritance.

CHAPTER 12
Seri

Gerick was my son. Karon's son. My heart sumbled on the words, yet of their truth | had no doubt.
There was no other answer to the puzzle he was.

Had Tomas known it? Surely not. Law and custom had convinced him that my child hed to die for the
safety of our king and hisrealm, and Darzid had convinced him that his own knife mugt do the deed. Not
even the knowledge of his own child' s frallty would have persuaded hm to spare a sorcerer’s child. Yet,
| wondered . . . Had there been somewhere within my brother a mote of suspicion, a seed of doubt that
never made its way to the light of his waking mind, but blossomed into the incessant nightmares and
overpowering dread that made him beg me to return to Comigor? Never could he have permitted that
seed to grow into the light, for it would have told him that the babe he had murdered was his own. If my
fear and grief had left me any tears, | would have wept for Tomas.

On the evening of my discovery, | paced the library, waiting for news. The cabinets that had housed
the lead soldiers gaped a mein reproach.

Every servant and soldier of Comigor had been cdled to the hunt. Troops of guardsmen scoured the
Montevid road, inquiring for Darzid or the boy at every private or public house dl the way to the capitd.
Other soldiers and servants followed every road, trall, and footpath that came anywhere near the castle.
Giorge and his assstants were querying the tenants. | had done everything it was possible to do. Now |
hed to wait—until the last man came back and told me he’'d found nothing. | knew it would be so. | had
no idea of Darzid's cagpabilities, but every indinct screamed that they would be enough to hide Gerick
from one who had no taent but that of her own prideful imaginings. Where would he take a sorcerer’s
child? Dassine had said that Zhid could not cross the Bridge without the complicity of powerful sorcerers
in Avonar . . . but Zhid had crossed the Bridge last summer, and Darzid had been hunting with them.
What if Zhid could take Gerick across the Bridge?

| dammed the door of the soldiers cabinet so hard one glass pane shattered.

| had dreaded tdling Philomena When | had gone to her room that afternoon, I"'d found her Stting up
in bed, amaid brushing her hair. Her fingers toyed idly with the gray sk bag in which I'd brought her the



lock of Tomas's hair. All evidence of her dead infant had been stripped from the room. Not the least
trace remained of that short, sweet life, and | wondered if anyone had given the little gil a word of
farewd| as she was laid in the frozen earth. “I’'m so sorry about your daughter, Philomena,” | said.

“Gerick has run away, hasn't he?’ she said cadmly, not taking her eyes from the gray slk that was
wound about her fingers.

| could not understand her composure. “How did you know?’

“The servants say men are searching the house. I’ ve not dept as much as everyone thinks”
“No one has seen him since last evening. I’ ve sent—"

“Is he dead?’

“We ve no reason to bdieve it. | won't bdieve it.” Worse . . . The stone that settled in my stomach
whenever | thought of him grew colder, heavier. Some things were worse than degth.

Philomenawrinkled her brow asif trying to decide on white wine or red with dinner. “It's not as if he
was ever vey affectionate. He didn't like playing cards or dice with me, and | never knew what ese to
do with him. Boys are so beastly. They like fighting and dirt and nesty things”

“He s not dead, Philomena. | believe Captain Darzid has taken him. Many people know the captain;
he's easy to identify. Do you know of any place he might take Gerick? Did he ever mention any town or
dty or person to which he might go?’

“I never ligened to Captain Dazid. He was boring.” She looked up, her far brow in an
unaccustomed wrinkle. “Some say you are responsible for these terrible things Auntie says it. But others
whisper that the gods make me pay for my husband' s sn—because he killed your child and helped King
Evard burn your hushand—and that’ swhy dl of them are taken from me. Do you think that’s true?’

“Don’'t ask me to explain the workings of fate. Life is incomprehensble enough without beieving we
have to pay for someone else' s faultsin addition to our own.”

“Ren Wedey says you saved vy life”
“l only fetched the midwife”

“Did you want me to live so that | would know that dl my children are gone—so | would suffer? |
don’'t undergtand you at dl.” She Sghed and tossed the gray slk bag onto the floor. “You'll come read to
me tonight?”

| was ready to scream, Are you mad, stupid woman? My son—mine—has been stolen away by a
smooth-tongued villain, and | don’t know where in this god-cursed universe they' ve gone. Y,
what ese had | to do but wait? Loang mysdf in fantasy for an hour might be the very thing to save my
reason. | bit my tongue. “I'll be here at the usud time”

“Do whatever you need to find him,” she said as | |eft the room.
“You can be sure | will.” But how and where?

And s0 | had dispatched more searchers and a message to Evard, and when evening came, | read to
Philomena until she fdl into the image of peaceful deep. Since then | had waited, gripping the
rose-colored stone that hung around my neck as if sheer force of will might bring it to life and send my
plea to Avonar dong the paths of its enchantment. Our child had been abandoned a his birth— by his
dead father's idedlism and his living mother’s bitterness and sdf-pity. He had grown up in fear, not
underganding what he was. If 1 had to wak the Bridge mysdf to fetch help for him, I would do it.
Somehow.



Judt after dawn afootman came to mein the library, saying that a stable lad was causng trouble. “It's
the cripple. 1 caught him snesking through the kitchens and threw him out. Then | caught him again,
coming through the windows of the wash house. | told him Giorge would have him flogged, but he indsts
he has to see the Lady Seri—pardon the liberty, ma am, but that's how he put it—as he had information
you would want to know. | didn’t want to bother you with it, but Allard said that with the hunt and dl—"

“Bring him to the housekeeper’s room.” Any distraction was welcome.
“Yes my lady. Asyou say.”

The footman dragged Paulo into the little office next to the kitchen, holding him at arm’s length by the
neck of hisshirt. “Here heis my lady. I'll say close by.”

“No need.” | closed the door firmly, then laid on the table a packet of ham and bread 1'd fetched
from the larder. Paulo’s eyes brightened, and he reached for it. But | laid a hand on the packet and said,
“Hrg a question, my friend. What's so urgent that you risked punishment to get in here?’

Paulo crammed his dirty hands in his pockets. “Just wanted to tdl you she's on the way.”
“She?” Paulo never liked to use four words when two would do.

“You know. Sheriff’s friend what saved him and me last summer.”

“Kelea? Keleais on her way here?’

He nodded and eyed the packet of food under my hand. Paulo had every intention of making up for
thirteen lean years living with a drunken grandmother. | pushed the bundle toward him, ill not
undergtanding.

“But why? | mean, whet brings her thisway?’
Suffing the bread in his mouth, he mumbled. “Told her you needed her.”

“You told her. . . .” Needed Kdlea? Of course ... she was absolutely the one person in this world
that | needed, and | hadn’t even thought of it. Kdlea, the last survivor of Karon's Avonar, newborn the
week before the massacre, was a Finder. Herbs, logt objects, people . . . given the proper maerids to
create alink with the thing or person she sought, she could locate dmost anything.

Thefirg spark of hope glimmered in my head. “ She’' s coming to search for Gerick?”’
Paulo nodded. “Be here tonight.”
“Thet's the best news I’ ve heard in two days. But how, in the name of heaven, did she know?’

He gave me the same long-suffering Sgh he used whenever | asked how he knew that a horse wanted
to run faster or graze in the next dearing rather than the one we werein. “I told her.”

“I think you'll have to explain that.”

He took the bread from his mouth, but not too far. “When | come here, she said that every oncein a
while she' d tdk to me, tdl me about the horses and Sheriff and dl. You know, like she can, that way we
can't say nothing about?” Dar’ Nethi—J Ettanne, as Karon's people had called themsdves in this
world—had rarely used their aaility to read thoughts and speak in the mind, aware of the potentid to
abuse such power, epecialy when living in aworld where no one else could do it.

“Mind-spesking? | didn’t think she knew how.” Or cared to know.

“Wdl, she learned it of that woman’—he leaned close and dropped his voice even lower—*the
swvordwoman.”

The “swordwoman” was one of the three Zhid who had pursued us to the Bridge in the summer.
After his battle with Tomas, Karon had heded the three of them, returned or reawakened the souls they



hed logt in ther transformation. | believed that their heding had been the very act that had strengthened
the Bridge and kept the Gates open. Karon had been too weak to take them back across the Bridge to
Avonar, and, indeed, they had had little reason to hurry. Their own families and friends had died centuries
before, and they were unlikdy to find welcome among the other Dar’ Nethi whose family and friends they
had daughtered or endaved. So the three had taken up residence in Dunfarie under Kelea's and
Graeme Rowan’s protection.

“Keleataught me how to talk back to her when she was with meinmy head,” said Paulo. “Jugt think
redl hard about her and what | want to say and nothin' dse at dl for aslong asit takes. Thought my head
might burst while we were working a it, but | learned how. The swordwoman says not many
non-meagica folk can do it so wel asme” Therest of the bread and a good measure of ham cut off any
further discussion.

“Paulo, | knew it was a good day when you came here.”

The boy wiped his mouth on hisdeeve and jerked his head at the door. “Best go now. Got work to
do.”

“Yes. Not asngle word to anyone about these things. Y ou know that?’
He gave me a bready grin, pulled open the door, and disappeared through the hot kitchen.

My revived hopes were quickly swdlowed by grim redlity. Throughout the day—the second since
Gerick’s disappearance—searchers returned empty-handed. | sent them out again, tdling them to go
farther, ask again, be more thorough, more careful, more ruthless. Even for a Dar’ Nethi Finder, the trall
was growing cold.

| wandered down to the library and curled up in the window seat where | had firg laid eyes on my
son. For hdf the day | stared a a book of which | could repeat no word. The bright winter sun glared
through the window glass. . . .

A rapid tapping startled me awake. Someone had built up the fire and thrown a shawl over me to
ward off the evening chill. My book had dipped to the floor. The ingstent tapping came again from the
direction of the library door. “My lady? Someone' s asking to see you.” It was Ndlia “A young woman.
Says she' s expected.”

“Bring her right away”—I jumped to my feet, fuly awake in an ingant—"“and hot wine . . . and
supper. Whatever there is. She's come along way.”

The amdl, wiry young woman who strode into the room a fewv moments later could dmost pass for a
youth with her breeches, russet shirt, lesther vest, and the sword at her belt. Her black, sraight hair hung
only to her shoulders. “Here dmost before you thought of me, right?’ she said, displaying the quirky amile
people saw so rarely.

All my grief and guilt and terror, so dosdly held for two long days, was unleashed by Kellea s arival.
| embraced her thin shoulders fiercdly and enguifed her in a storm of tears. The poor girl . . . shy,
uncomfortable with people, especidly awkward with anyone who knew of her tdents . . . Knowing how
such behavior would unnerve her, | swore like a sailor even as | wept.

“What isit? Has the boy been found dead or something?’ Kdlea said, shifting avkwardly as | gained
command of mysdf and pulled away. “I know he's your brother’s child, but—"

“He snot Tomas's son, Kdlea. ...” | drew her close to the fire, speaking low as | told her everything,
built up the case again, one point a atime, hoping she could tel me that my fears were overblown.

But when the story was told, she shook her head. “Oh, Seri . . . and you've no way to contact
anyone across the damnable Bridge.”

“It could be ayear until | hear from Dassine again.”



“You don't think this Darzid means to arrest the boy, take him to Montevid ... to execute hm?’

That had been my fird terror—that my child might suffer the same horror as Karon had. But | had
persuaded mysdf that atrid was the least likdy result.

“Without subgtantid proof Evard would never harm a child he believed to be Tomas's son. And how
would Darzid explan switching the two infants without condemning himsdf for condoning sorcery?
Darzid must have done the switch; he brought the dead infant to me himsdf. He has preserved Gerick’s
lifedl these years, knowing what he is. Why would he harm him now?”

Why? Why? Darzid' s matives had dways been a mystery. His deeds had taken him wel beyond the
common reasoning of greed and ambition. In the days of our friendship he had confided in me his dreams
of a“horrific and fantastica” nature and professed a growing conviction that somehow he did not belong
in his own life. In my months of imprisonment between Karon's death and Gerick’s birth, Darzid had
badgered me to tdl him of sorcerers, to explan Karon and his people, daming that “something had
changed in the world” in the hour Karon died . . . which of course it had. But | hadn’'t understood the
world back then, and had no concept that Karon’s death had opened the Gates to D’ Arnath’s Bridge,
renewing an enchanted link designed to restore the baance of the universe. How had Darzid perceived
such athing? The glesful hunter and persecutor of sorcerers had demonstrated no sympathy, no kinship,
and mogt importantly, no knowledge that might imply that he himsdf could be one of the Dar’ Nethi
Exiles | refused to countenance any such possibility. So what was he?

“Sounds like we' ve no time to waste,” said Kellea. “Bring me something that belongs to the boy, and
I'll try to pick up histrall. Meanwhile, if you don’t mind, I’'m going to dig into this little feast. Didn’'t stop
much on the way.”

| hurried updtairs, leaving the young woman dapping butter and cheese on the toast Nelia had
brought in. Gerick’s room was perfectly arranged: bed, wardrobe, washing cupboard, a set of eaborate
chess pieces meticuloudy digned on an otherwise bare shdlf. | searched the wardrobe and a samdl writing
case, looking for some article that might hold enough of Gerick’s ownership to trigger a Finder’s magic.
Clothing did not usudly work well, Kellea had told me. For most people, too little of the sdf was
invested in them. The dust on the chess pieces hinted they’d rardly been used. | settled for a par of
fendng gloves, thinking of Gerick’s intense desire to master the sword. Clearly his life had been lived
elsawhere—in Lucy’'s room, | guessed, where he fdt safe. Ingpired by the thought, | hurried to Lucy’s
room and snatched up the reed flute he had made for his nurse.

Kellea tried the gloves fird as they were Gerick’s own possession, but eventudly she threw them
adde and reached for the flute. Closing her eyes, she ran her fingers over the hollow reed, around the
ends and over the holes. Then, she lad the flute on the table, and, mationing me to be patient, she sat on
astool beside the fire, propping her elbows on her knees and her chin on her clasped hands as she stared
a nothing. Jugt as | concluded that time had come to a hdt, she jumped to her feet. “They're heading
wes.”

CHAPTER 13

West. | scribbled a message for Philomena, saying I'd received word of Gerick and was taking two
companions to investigate. While Ndlia helped Kdlea pack food from the larder, and Paulo readied the
horses, | changed into riding clothes, found us blankets and supplies, and rummaged through Gerick’s
wardrobe for a heavy cloak and thick gloves for Paulo. | dared not bring soldiers dong: Kellea was
risking her life by usng sorcery in the Four Realms.

Within two hours of Kellea's declaration, Paulo, Kellea, and | rode into the night.
The moon was full and newly risen, its blue-white light so bright on the snow that we cast long



shadows ahead of ourselves. Only thering of hoofbesats on the frozen road and the occasiond howl of a
wolf broke the slence. We rode hard. By the time the moon shadows had shifted to lie long on the road
behind us, the barren heath had yielded to more subgtantid hills, dotted with pine and oak scrub. Ahead
of uslay a dark line that looked like the edge of the world—the Forest of Tennebar, an immendty of
trees that stretched to north and south, and well beyond the rugged borderlands to the west, deep into
Vdleor.

Why Valeor? | could not shake the nagging suspicion that Darzid was taking Gerick to the Zhid. Y,
asfa as| knew, the only way to take Gerick to Gondal was across D’ Arnath's Bridge. And the Exiles
Gate—the fiery chamber where my brother had died and Karon had restored the Bridge—lay not in
Vdleor, but in the high mountains of southwestern Leire, many days journey from here. Were more of
the empty-eyed warriors hiding in the wretched places of this world, feeding off of our misery?

Our heads were nodding, and we were about to lose the light of the setting moon, so we hdted a the
edge of Tennebar. The trees gave us some protection from the bitter wind that gusted from the north.

Kedlea had taken the lagt watch. She woke Paulo and me shortly after dawn. Within moments we
headed into the forest, eating bread and cheese as we rode. Tennebar stretched for leagues in every
direction, its vast expanse scored by wide logging trals, as its tdl, sraght pines were much prized for
building. The sun glittered on the frosty branches. Rabbits and foxes, startled by our passng, scampered
across the sparkling snow, dmost invisblein their winter white fur.

By midday we were dimbing the firgt dopes of the Cerran Brae, the low range of forested peaks that
formed the natural boundary between Lare and Valeor. As the way grew steeper, the road split. A wide
wagon road angled south to cross the Cerran Brae by way of Cer Feil—the South Pass. From there one
could descend into the vdley of the Uker River and travedl south to Yurevan or Xerema or agle
northwest across the Valorean Spine to Vanesta. The northern fork was a more direct route to Vanesta,
but less traveled, for Cer Dis—the North Pass—was narrow and steep, reputed to be a haven for
bandits. Traders generdly stayed with the safer, if longer, southern route.

Kellea dismounted and walked afew steps dong each branch of the road. For each way, shefound a
spot bare of snow, crouched down, and picked up a handful of damp dirt from the road, letting it fal
through her fingers. When she returned and remounted, she led us north toward Cer Dis.

Night fdl. We forged onward, able to follow the narrowing track for awhile in the dappled moonlight.
But as the way became steeper, Paulo worried about the horses' footing in the inky shadows, so, despite
my chafing, we made camp. Clouds rolled in, smothering the moon and stars. Late that night, at the end
of my watch, it began to snow.

The next day was a blur of misary. The light never advanced beyond dawn gray, and the ar grew
colder as we climbed higher. We led the horses up the steep switchbacks, each turn looking exactly the
same as the one before, each made more treacherous by the lightly fdling snow. Every time we saw a
break in the trees on the forested ridge above us and thought thet at last we were nearing the end of the
ascent, we would find yet another step in the contour of the land, another dope to be traversed.

By mid-afternoon we were above the tree line, dimbing a rocky defile that did little to shdter us from
the bitter wind and singing snow. The light, such asit was, was going. We were exhausted, but we dared
not stop. | wasn't sure we could survive a night in such an exposed place, and | cursed my supidity at
setting out, two women and a boy on an unfamiliar road in the middle of winter.

Paulo was in the lead. He had sharp eyes for the trail and for anything that might be difficult for the
horses. | kept my eyes on the too-large, douch-brimmed hat he'd inherited from Graeme Rowan. It
bobbed up and down with the boy’ s twiding gait.

About the time the light failed, | redlized that Paulo was disgppearing downhill. The burning musclesin
my legs rgoiced, and | mustered a few words of encouragement for my horse who had plodded dong



gamdy throughout the gruding day. If we could just get down into the trees, find grazing for the horses,
build a shelter, make afire. . .

Any assumptions that the downhill path would be easier were quickly swept aside. The track was
steep, narrow, and icy. We descended another series of switchbacks, scarcely able to see for the snow
and the sdttling gloom. Darzid, Gerick, the search, everything receded in importance. The whole world
was reduced to the next step. . . . One foot in front of the other. . . don't dip, don't stumble, don’'t
imagine what lies down the impossible, dark dope at the end of each steep traverse. Shift the reins
to the other hand so your fingers don’'t get numb and drop them altogether. . . .

A ydp fromin front of me broke my concentration. The douch-brimmed hat vanished into the murk.
Paulo’s horse stopped dead in the track.

“Paulol” | yeled over the blustering wind. No answer. | picked my way carefully around Paulo’'s
horse and the packhorse. It was fortunate | took care, for we had come to a set of snow-covered steps
that Sgnded the end of one descent and the reversal of direction that would begin another. It appeared
that at least one of the steps had been afdse one, carved of snow ingtead of rock. Side marks led right
off the edge into the dark unknown below the trall.

“Paulo!” | screamed again. In amoment’siul inthe gde, | believed | heard a soft moaning just below
me and to the Ieft.

“Holy gods . . .” Kdlea had crept up behind me. “He s down there.”

Without taking my eyes from the spot where | thought I’d heard him, | told her to get arope . . . and
to watch her step. She was back in moments.

“One of us hasto go down,” | said. “Is there anything to tie the rope to?’

“Only hishorse”

“Can you steady the beast and hold the ropeif I go down? Y ou're likdy the stronger.”
“| think s0.”

We tied the rope to the horse and to my wais. | forced my frozen fingers to remember the salors
knots my friend Jacopo hed tried so hard to teach me. When dl was as secure as | could make it, | told
Keleato start paying out the rope allittle at a time. She murmured to the horse about what a good boy
Paulo was and how important it was to hold fast.

| told mysdf the same and stepped backward over the edge. My boot found no purchase on the
steep dope, leaving me sprawling face fird in the snowy embankment. Shaking, | hed on tight until | was
sure the rope was taut and the knots around my waist snug. When my heart was out of my throat and my
voice would come out in more than a croak, | started cdling for Paulo. “Hold on,” | said. “I’'m coming.
Make anoise so | can find you.”

The next step down. Better. | found rock. If only | had alittle light. | could scarcely see the darker
patches where rock and dirt protruded from the snow. Esimating the angle of Paulo’s dide, | tried to
day to one sde of his path. | cdled again, but heard only the wind and the rush of fear in my ears. Down
another step. The upper part of the embankment was incredibly steep. | dipped again and got a mouthful
of dirt and snow. Was this what it was like to be blind, every step fraught with terror, sscomach lurching,
not knowing if your destination was within a finger’ s breadth or ten leagues away? How could Paulo have
aurvived such afdl? This could be the very edge of the world for dl | could see.

Kelleaydled something that was snatched away by the wind.

| stretched for a foothold. Stepped down again, trying to be sure of it. Where was he? “Paulo, help
mefind you.”



To your right! screamed Kelleg, directly into my head.

I moved to the right. Gods, where did the earth go? | flaled about in panic when my hand and foot
found only a pitch-black void instead of a solid hillsde. No, it was just that a piece of the dope had
dumped away, leaving a scooped-out bowl of snow. A darker patch lay on the far sde of it, and | heard
the faint moan once again.

Alittle farther . ..

The snowy shef angled outward. | eased onto it, digging in the uphill edge of my boot to make decent
footing, scarcely daring to let down my weight in fear it would give way. | crept toward the sprawled
figure, unable to determine his pogdtion, until | redized that one of his feet was pointed a a totdly
impossble angle. Oh, curse it all. . . . Even insensble he was holding on, his fingers dug into the snow
and the dirt. Probably better if he could stay adeep. He wouldn't want to fed what it was going to be like
to get him up the embankment.

Caefully 1 scrabbled into the snow at the back of the shdlf, trying to make a spot that was fairly leve,
not at dl happy to discover that the outdoping snow lay over out-doping rock. The snow would have to
hold mein. | settled mysdf into the spot; then, hating every moment of it, | untied the rope.

“WEe re going to haul you up, Paulo. Hold on. It's going to be dl right. ...” Carefully . . . carefully |
knotted the rope about Paulo as snugly as possible. No way to immohbilize his leg until we got him up.
Then, | gave three hard tugs on the rope. At the firs cregping movement, Paulo screamed in agony.
Sowly, Kellea, | begged slently.

I’ve known nothing that's taken so long as it did to drag Paulo up that embankment. After the firgt
scream he never cried out, but | could hear his muffled sobs for a long while. When he at last fdl quigt, |
prayed that he wasn't dead. In fat€' s crudest perversty, the broken leg was not the one that was dready
crooked, the one that gave the dumsy twig to his wak and made the children of Dunfarie cal him
donkey.

He s up. Watch for the rope. Soon the rope dangled in front of the ledge. Unfortunatdly it was just
out of reach. Gingerly | shifted forward, outward, until | could grab it and tie it about me. Three tugs and
| started to dimb, scrabbling upward and eating a good ded of dirt and snow as | went. | didn't redly
care, aslong as the rope hed.

When | crawled over the edge of the path, | lay in the snow panting beside a mationless Paulo. Kellea
sat beside me, her head bowed. “We ve got to get him downhill and get a fire going,” she said, nudging
my aching shoulder.

| nodded, and we sumbled to our feet. Together we bundled the limp Paulo in blankets, usng our
rope to bind one of them tightly about his leg to hold it as dill as possible. Then we lad the boy across
the saddle and tied him to his horse. Kellea took the lead as we crept down the trall.

The next hour passed in a misery of snow and cold, wind and exhaustion. When Kelea made an
abrupt hat and scrabbled about in the snowy hillade on our right, | could do nothing but stand huddled in
my cloak, numb, dull, too tired even to ask what she could possbly be doing. To my astonishment, she,
her horse, the packhorse, and the spare mount we'd brought for Gerick disappeared aoruptly in a
direction that couldn’t possibly be right. But | forced my frozen feet to follow . . . into a cave, deeper and
wider than | could reach with my arms, and wonderfully out of the wind. | vowed never again to travel
without a Dar’ Nethi Finder.

We lifted Paulo down firg. Then, while | fdt my way carefully with hands and feet, leading the horses
alittle deeper into the cave where they couldn't step on us, Kellea worked a dating a fire. She had
never learned how to manage it with sorcery. From the mumbled oaths as she worked her balky flint, |
guessed that fire-making would be the next thing she learned from the Dar’ Nethi swordwoman.



Carrying blankets and what extra clothes | could grab from our packs in the blackness, | crept my
way back to Paulo. |1 bundled hm up and wrapped my arms around him, trying to share what little
warmth | had, willing Kdled s flashing sparks to catch whatever she had found to burn. When the firg
sckly flame split the darkness, long before it provided any warmth, | sobbed slently in gratitude.

The cave looked like a way dation for bandits. All manner of odd things lay about: broken crates, a
few barrels, a spilled bag of blue-dyed yarn, chewed by generations of vermin. The blackened fire pit lay
near the mouth of the cave, filthy with haf-charred anima bones and unrecognizable muck. But a good
supply of dry firewood was stacked besideit.

Paulo was awake and shivering uncontrollably, eyes glazed with misary, lips bloody from holding
back his cries. His skin was pde and dammy. “We Il soon have you warm,” | said, as Kellea ripped
twigs from the larger pieces to feed her hungry flames. Fumbling with a waterskin and my handkerchief, |
wiped the dirt and blood from the boy’ s mouth.

As soon as the fire was blazing, | turned to Paulo’'s injuries. Kdlea kndt beside me, sroking his
forehead while | cut away his muddy breeches and leggings. | tried not to let my voice reflect the grim
dght | was uncovering. “About time we got you some new clothes, Paulo.” Oh, gods have mercy. . . .

“I’ve brought afew things” Kdlea said quigtly over my shoulder. “I'd best get them.”

Keled's herbs weren't going to do much for Paulo. His lower left leg was broken in a least two
places that | could see, possibly one more from the way he moaned when | touched his swollen knee. A
shard of bone protruded through mangled flesh and snew above his ankle, and he was bleeding
profusdly. At the least we had to straighten the breaks and stop the bleeding. Y et, even if we could keep
the injury from killing him with sepsis or blood loss, | doubted the limb would ever be usable.

Kédlea unrolled a smdl leather bundle containing a number of paper packets and smdl tin boxes.
Tearing open a packet, she crushed severd dark green leavesin her pam, transferred them to Paulo's
tongue, then gave him a sp of wine to wash them down. “This|l make you deepy, s0 it won't hurt so
vary much. WEIl give it a little time to work before we see to your leg. Same as we did for Graeme
when he was hurt. Y ou remember.”

He nodded ever so dightly.

| tried to blot away some of the blood from his ankle, but when | so much as touched the grotesque
wound, he sucked in his breath and his face went even whiter. Little whimpering moans caught a the
back of his throat. “Ah, Paulo, | know it's awful. But we have to press on it a bit to stop the bleeding.
Can't have you legking dl over the blankets.”

While Kellea stoked thefire to roaring and put a pot of water on to bail, | held the ragged remnant of
Paulo's breeches on his wound. First we cleaned the wound with wine and boiled oak bark from
Kellea s packet and forced the bone back insde, and then | held his upper body while Kellea pulled and
twiged his poor limb into some semblance of dignment. Gripping my arms, he buried his face in my
breast and did his best not to scream. But he couldn’t manage it. His racking sobs tore me to the heart.
After awhile he fdl insensble again and we finished the horrid task as best we could. From a smdl tin,
Kedlea extracted an aily ydlow paste and spread it onto his torn flesh, then bandaged and splinted his leg
with pieces of a broken crate, binding it with lengths of our rope. So pitifully little we could do.

Kelleawas dmod as pae as the boy when she was done. “It's far from graight, but | just can’'t get it
to move any more” she said. “We'd have to use rope and pulleys to make it right, but even then I'm
afrad we'd just do more damage. I'm no surgeon.”

| threw Kellea's cloak over her shoulders as she dribbled willowbark tea into Paulo’'s mouth. Then |
moved the horses farther into the deep cave and unsaddied them, giving them a cursory wipe-down with
apiece of sacking Paulo kept for that purpose. We couldn’t afford to have them die on us. | dared give
them only hdf aration of grain from Paulo’s emergency supplies. Who knew how long we' d be here? By



the time | had done what | could for the beasts and hauled the rest of our supplies close, Kdlea had
fdlen adeep.

All through the night we took turns watching Paulo and feeding the fire. | forgave the bandits their
crimes in thanks for the wood. Paulo shivered and moaned quigtly, and | gave him more of the
willowbark tea. What on earth were we to do?

At some time, | fdl adeep without waking Kellea. When my shoulder was touched lightly, guilt set me
gpologizing even before | could unglue my eydlids. “Is he dl right? | didn’t mean to fdl adeep.” | fought
my bone-weariness to St up, but my dream refused to be banished with the opening of my eyes. Paulo
lay beside me, his cold hand gripping mine. His face was pinched and pae, but bore a trace of his old
grin as he gazed up at the one who kndt on the other sde of him.

“Thiswill hurt for a moment,” said the newcomer, his voice quiet, weaving a cocoon of peace and
reassurance, “but nothing as to what you've done aready. Then I'll be with you, and we'll take care of it.
All right?’

Paulo nodded, a slver knife flashed in the firdight, and Karon’s words of heding scattered embers of
enchantment like fireflies through the cave.

CHAPTER 14

A Dulcé had shaken me awake. “My lady,” he whispered. “Would you be kind enough to step
outside where we could speak? | would most appreciate it. The Prince has said it will take him a goodly
timeto care for the boy.”

“Yes. .. yes Of course” Thiscould not be adreamif | was sammering so foolishly. “Of course I'll
gpeak with you.”

Kellea s blankets lay empty, no Sgn of her in the cave. | wrapped my cloak tight, dragged my eyes
reluctantly from Karon, who was hinding his bleading arm to Paulo’s, and stepped into the dawn light.
Kellea wasn't outside ether. The only tracks in the snow were the sun-melted muddle of our foot-and
hoof-prints from the previous night.

The Dulcé followed me out of the cave.

“l didn't even fed it change,” | said in wonder, pulling the pink stone from my tunic and dasping it in
my hand to savor itslingering warmth. “We had a difficult evening.”

“So it would appear.” The bearded man's eyes glinted with good humor. “And, in our great hurry, we
maost rudely gave you little warning.”

Recovering some measure of politeness, | said, “You seem to know me, but I've not had the
plessure. . .

“My nameis Bareil,” he said, bowing in the way of the Dulcé, with one am extended and one behind
his back. “Dulcé, as you see. Guide to Master Dassine for thirty years and now privileged to perform that
sarvice for Prince D’ Nethell.”

“Whereis Dassine? I’ ve news of such urgency . . ."
His amile dimmed. “Master Dassne is dead, my lady. Two days ago a the hand of unknown

assasaNs.”
“No! But what of the Prince ... hisrecovery ... hisfuture. . . 7’

“I'll tl you dl thet | may, but if you please, a question first. What's happened here? The boy indde .
.. whoishe?



“His name is Paulo. He was leading us down the mountain last night. Logt his footing and fel. We
didn't know—"

“The peasant boy who accompanied you and the Prince to the Bridge las summer.” The certain
eagerness that had sparked Barell’ s question sagged into disappointment. It put my hackles up.

“A brave and honorable boy, who was as responsible for saving the Bridge as anyone. If you know
his name, then you know—"

“Please, madam”—Barel flushed and held out his handsin an eoguent apology—*I am quite familiar
with the merits of the boy Paulo and honor him as | do dl who aided us in that great victory. But | will
confess that | was hoping— Ah, the Prince mugt explain.”

Biting my tongue, | stepped away from the cave mouth to the edge of the path. Fink and orange
harbingers of the sun spilled over the peaks we had crossed, tinting the snow-blanketed landscape dl the
colors of flame. Beow us, much closer than the forever distance of my night's imaginings, were the
trees—pine and fir of deep green, nocked on thismorning in snow, colored rose and cora. But my heart
was behind mein the cave, and | could not keep slent, no matter the moment's irritation. “How does he
manage with Dassne dead?”’

Barall stepped up beside me, his ams folded under his cloak. His low voice bore everything of
kindness. “You must understand, my lady, that a madrissé may not discuss his madrisson or his
medrisson’s business with anyone, no matter how close. It is a violaion of the absolute trust that must
exis between them.”

“| understand that.” Of course, understanding did nothing to hedl resentment.

“Magter Dassine had a unique confidence in you, Lady Seriana. Because | must enlig your ad in
carying out his last wishes, | will stretch my oath so far as to say this if you question the dtate of the
Prince' s heart, then he grieves sordly; if you question hiswill and courage, they are undiminished. But if
you question the State of his recovery, it isnot complete, and so | must ask you— The Preceptor Dassine
entrusted me with the knowledge of his purposes and his plan for D’ Natheil, so | mugt beg you to abide
by dl that he required of you.”

“If it is necessary.”

“Quite necessary. To look dosdly into the unresolved contradictions of his past or to strain too hard
to understand those things dill hidden is very difficult for the Prince.”

“Yes | saw it

“Magter Dassne believed thet, even if he falled to pursue his course with the Prince, eventudly the
memories of the Prince s life as the man born in this world would return. They might be in differing order,
however, or, due to the influence of present-day events or D’ Nathell’ s life that is dso his, they might spur
different emotions and interpretations. Such was not my master’s desire. He tried to submerge the Prince
inhis past by isolating him from everything, anything, that could distract him or burden his senses. And he
gave my lord little time to andyze or react to his recovered memories. Master Dassne believed it
imperative that nothing prevent the Prince from becoming the person that he was ... as you knew him.
Thisisdill possible. | bear the knowledge, and there are those in Avonar who have the ill, to complete
Master Dassine' s plan. But the terrible events of the past few days and the misson that Master Dassine
lad out for the Prince before he died . . . those mugt take precedence.”

The sun warmed my face even as a sharp wind gusted off the snow, chilling my back. “I can't judge
the importance of your misson, but | bring news of such sgnificance that | would bdieve it was my
willing it so that brought you here. Yet from what you say | shouldn't tdl Karon ... D’Natheil. My news
involveshim so deeply and is connected with the most painful part of his past . . . and perhaps with the
future as wdl.”



Why? Why? Why would the Zhid and thair masters, the Lords of Zhev’' Na, want Gerick? A possible
answer had come to mein the long night’s journey, forgotten for atimein the horror of Paulo’s injury,
now recaptured in the darity of the morning.

Barall's amdl face crinkled into a frown. “Would you please consder trusing me with your
information? Though we have just met, | fed asif I know you very wel. I've been privy to dl of Master
Dassne s work in these past ten years. My only desireisto complete it and serve the Prince as | may.”

| saw no choice. | could not risk harming Karon with what | knew. And beyond that, Barell had
dready impressed me as imminently trustworthy.

“All right, then,” | said, “tdl me what would be the reault if the Zhid gained possession of achild ... a
child who isthe son of your prince?’ | had seen it often, my own king taking hostage the children of his
enemies,

“The legitimate son of the Har of D’ Arnath? The eldest living son?’

“Wdl, yes” Eldedt, younges ... a hostage was a hostage.

The Dulcé did not turn pale, or cry out, or do any of those things we associate with uttermost dismay.
He just became absolutdly ill, the pleasant animation of his exotic festures wiped out in an indant.
“Madam, if the boy had not yet come of age, it would be a day of such woe for my world and yours that
there has been no day to compare with it ance the day of the Catastrophe itsdf. Have you reason to
bdieve such an event has occurred?’

“It' swhy you find usin such desperate circumstances” | said. Then | told him everything.

“The Third lives and has obtained the prize he has dways wanted. ...” he murmured to himsdf.
“Would | had died with my lae master before | heard such ill news. A child dive beyond dl
understanding, the reprieve of a life we mourned, a tde that should bring only rgoicing. And yet— The
circumstances are so extraordinary, the father’s soul now living in the Prince’ s flesh. Bt if the Prince and
the boy were to pass the test of parentage . . .

“No ‘test of parentage’ is needed. I’'m certain Gerick is Karon's child. He can work sorcer—"

“No, no, my lady. | do not doubt you. Don't you see? Matters are far worse than you believe. If the
boy is proven before the Preceptors of Gondai as the legitimate eldest son of the Heir, child of his flesh
and spirit—no matter what circumstances have caused it to be true—then that boy will become the
Her' s legitimate successor—the next Heir of D’ Arnath.”

Gerick the next Herr . . .

Barell shook his head. “You have seen truly. We dare not tdl the Prince. Master Dassne's drictures
were clear. Your husband must not know this child is his own until he has relived the path to his own
desth.”

“Then tdl me how | am to convince the Prince that this rescue is of paramount importance, if | can't
tdl him the victim is his own son?’

“That will perhaps be easer than you think. Ah"—he glanced up, sheking his head and raisng one
hand asif to refuse temptation—"1 speak too fredy. I'm truly sorry that I’'m unable to discuss the matter
with you further. You mus speak with the Prince and decide for yoursdf what to tdl him of the child.
Master Dassine had great faith in your judgment.”

“| fed asif | don’t know anything any more.”

When Bardl amiled, it was with dl of himsdf. Master Dassine had a knack of leaving people in
impossible Stuations. “But only because the universe itsdf isin an impossible stuation. He enjoyed doing
battle with the universe— the only opponent he ever found chadlenging. And in you, madam, he was



convinced he had found hisworthiest dly.”

The Dulcé excused himsdlf, saying he would go in to check on D’ Natheil’s progress with the “most
excdlent boy.” Restless, shaken, | dimbed up on a rock that promised a good vantage. Still no sgn of
Kelea The crumpled ridges of the Cerran Brae ran southward, ther faces dill shadowed, a contrast to
the bright plains that stretched to the western horizon. The northern prospect was dominated by a sngle
peak, its massive, forested shoulders topped by a snowy crest. Nestled & its feet was a frost-shrouded
valey, plumes of pink-tinged mig rigng from it asif the fires of the netherworld burned below itsvall.

Out of my chaotic thoughts emerged one dreadful comfort. The Lords would want Gerick dive.

After perhaps three quarters of an hour the Dulcé popped out of the cave. “The heding is done.
Perhaps we should eat while you speak with the Prince. He will need sustenance, and my guess is that
you and your companions would not be averse to a hot med.” He offered me a hand down from my
perch.

“Are you a cook, too, then?’ | asked, remembering the fira Dulcé I'd met—a charming, pitiful
betrayer who thought murder and an ancient sword could have his city.

A shadow crossed his face, quickly smiled away. “Alas, no. Poor foolish Baglos was a chef without
peer, even in Avonar where there are many fine cooks. This company will have no such pleasure from
me, though | am not immodest to say that the brandy | lay down is considered to be a unique pleasure.
We have a bit with us, if you should have need of adrop. . .

“Not now. Last night | might have traded my horse for it.” | followed him into the cave.

Paulo dept peacefully next to the snapping fire. His chest rose and fdl, dow and deep, and the color
in his thin face was a hedthy brown. Mogt incredibly, he had rolled over on one sde, his fig tucked
under his chin, and his legs— both legs—curled up under his blankets. The bloody rags and splints lay in
apile near hisfedt.

Karon sat on the ground beside the boy, his arms about his knees and his chin dropped to his chest
as if he were degping. But he looked up as Barell and | waked in, and the marvdous amile that had
aways been the 9gn of Karon's true nature illuminated his tired face. “You invited me back to vist you,
my lady, but you didn’'t say you would find an even colder spot to meet and provide a chdlenge such as
I’ve not seenin avery long time.”

“How's that, my lord?’ said the Dulcé. “I thought the saving of my own life had been your farest
d]dle,m”
“Ah, Dulcé, afew pinpricks such as you had cannot begin to compare.”

“l thought you timed your return vigt extremely wdl, Sr,” | sad, trying not to stare. “But | cannot
quite shake the conviction that you are only a convenient fantasy.”

“I'm sure thet if | were your fantasy, | would be able to legp up from this frigid floor and greet a lady
properly, and then work some marvelous feat of sorcery to transport usdl to southern Iskeran where it's
wam.” He rubbed his head vigoroudy with his fingertips, touding the hair that had come loose from itstie
a the back of his neck. “1 make a most inadequate fantasy, my lady. Y ou should conjure another.”

“How is Paulo?’ | asked, offering him a waterskin.

“Once wefill his ssomach, he should be able to resume your journey with no difficulty,” said Karon,
accepting the water gratefully. He drank deeply and wiped his mouth on the back of his hand.

“You've saved hislife or a least his limb, which is much the same. |—dl his friends—are grateful
beyond words.”

“l believe I’ve only begun to repay him.” After a quick glance a me and an dmost imperceptible



shake of his head, dl pleasantry vanished from his face. “My debts are innumerable. Barell told you of
Dassneg?’

“A grievousloss” | said.
He nodded. “Did he aso tdl you of the task Dassine set us?’

“He sad only that you have business with me beyond bringing this dreadful news.” | held patience and
let him speak fird.

“We're searching for news of an abducted child. . . .” He told me his gtory, then, of Dassne's
murder, of the note, and the Headler’ s dying words of a child that mugt be rescued from the Zhid. “. . . so
you see, even though it makes no sense, | mug discover what | can. Barel tells me that Dassine trusted
you beyond any other, and so | begin with you.”

This could be no coincidence. My mind raced. What should | tdl him? Ingtinct indsted | daim that
Gerick was a descendant of D’ Arnath’s line who had been placed in my world for his own protection.
Or perhaps that he was smply a Dar’ Nethi child who had shown immense power. Anything to convince
him that Gerick was the boy he sought. Karon had so many holes in his redlity anyway, so what if one
was filled with untruth or exaggeration.

But my heart forbade me to lie to him. Once, in the years of our marriage, | had kept a terrible secret
from Karon, glossing over it with misdirection. | could Hill fed his hurt on the day he'd learned the truth,
wounded not so much by the secret itsdlf, but by the barrier the lie had built between us.

Gerick had grown up as the son of my brother, and | didn't know why he had been taken. Tha was
truth. | had no evidence that Darzid or the Zhid knew that Karon and D’ Natheil were one and the same,
and despite my convictions, | had no direct proof that Gerick was our son. Best stay with what | knew
and say nothing beyond it. Keep slent where truth would not serve.

And s0 | told Karon the story of my brother’s child who had disappeared from his home four nights
previous. Treading carefully, | told him, too, of my brother’s mysterious aide who had disappeared on
the very same night as Gerick. Though | could not mention Darzid's role in his own arrest, | explained
about Darzid's drange fancies and how he was a known hunter of sorcerers, yet had been seen
consorting with the Zhid in the year jugt past. “. . . and so with no hard evidence, I’'ve come to bdieve
that Darzid is more than he seems and is surdly in league with the Zhid.”

“Why would the Zhid want a child of your world?’ Karon asked. “Y ou say your brother was a noble,
and a worthy swordsman, and a close dly of your king, but he was not Dar’Nethi. | can't see why
Dassne would consider this particular abduction to be so much more worrisome than any other.”

And this, of course, was where the difficulty lay. Barell came to my rescue. “My lord, | wonder. . . .
You remember when | told you of the Zhid's ddight in taking children, rasing them in Zhev’'Na, and
thereby creeting their most formidable captains?’

Karon dipped his head, his brows knit in puzzlement.

“What if they have decided that with this child, the noble son of this world's most potent warrior, they
could do something the same? Create a Zhid warrior of the mundane world to command the Zhid hosts if
they were to find some way to transport Zhid across the Bridge? Such would be a terrible blow to those
of thisworld who would try to resst.”

And how much worse it would be if that commander held the power of the Heir. . . .

Karon nodded dightly. “Could that be what was written in the note, ‘the Third lives and has the prize
he has dways wanted 7’

Barell was dow in responding to Karon's question, and Karon glanced up a him sharply. “Detan
detu, madrissé. Do you know the meaning of this phrase?’



But the Dulcé did not retreat a Karon's show of impatience. “1 cannot answer you, my lord. Forgive
rre”

Before Karon could reply, someone burst through the curtain of blinding sunlight at the mouth of the
cave.

“We ve got to get out of here. They’re com— Fires of Annadis D’ Natheil!”
Karon was on hisfeet, dready poised to strike, sword in one hand, slver dagger in the other.
“Hold, my lord!” | cried. “She's our friend. Your friend. Kedlea, what isit?’

The Dar’Nethi gil kept her eyes on the unwavering blades and her hands wel away from her own
weapons. “Bandits. Five or Sx, & least, hdfway down from the summit. They'll be here in hdf an hour,
and from what | saw, they’re not anyone we would like to meet. They fdl on a pair of travelers up the
pass. Stole the poor sods' clothes and boots and chased them naked through the snow. Played them for
sport, wounding them a little worse each time, then letting them loose again urtil they butchered them.
Earth’s bones, | never saw such savagery. If I'd not been done.. . ”

“I'll get the horses,” | said.

“But perhaps I've got hep now,” sad Kdlea, ginmning at Karon and lowering her hands as he
lowered his weapon. “The Prince and | could rid the world of the beasts. And we wouldn't have to move
Paulo.”

“The Prince has heded Paulo,” | said. “If we can make it down to the trees, the bandits won't find
us” We had no time for this. No resources to spare.

“Weke the boy and get you gone—dl of you” Karon's quiet sdf-assurance—or was it
D’ Nathell’ s2—implied the discusson was ended. “I'll take care of the vermin and join you down the
road.”

“Indeed you will not,” | said. “Dassne gave you a task to do.” No purposeless gesture was going to
endanger the life of my child.

“Such brutes must not be alowed to enjoy the fruits of their crimes”

He stepped toward Kellea and the cave mouth, but | dodged into his path, blocking the exit. “Thisis
not your business,” | said. “If you set out to right every wrong in this land, you'll be as old as D’ Arnath
before you' ve even begun.”

“But | can take care of thisone” he said, trying to step past me.
| didn’t budge. “Y our responghilities are far more important than petty vengeance.”

Anger flared in his blue eyes. “My responghilities are with me every moment. | must do what | think
isright.”

Like lightning in a dry forest, his words sparked such a blaze of anger in me that | lost dl caution.
“You mug do what is most important. The child you were sent to save is two days journey ahead of

us, perhaps more than that by now. His safety is your responsbility. Nothing else. You will not abandon
himto hisfate, not thistime”

“Madam, please . . . haveacare. . . .” Baral stepped in between Karon and me.

But caution had deserted me. “As for the rest of us, Kdlea mugt lead you to the child, and Barel
holds the keys to your reason. They cannot be put at risk. Paulo and | are the only ones who can be
spared to ad you, and I'll carry Paulo down this mountain on my back before I'll dlow you to sacrifice
another life to your mord certainties. We will go down now. All of us”

Karon stared a me, as white and dill asif I'd stabbed him. His sword dipped from his hand into the



dirt. I crouched down to the scatter of pots and blankets beside Paulo. Hands sheking, | wadded up the
blood-soaked rags, rolled up blankets, emptied and stacked pots and cups, cramming everything into the
scuffed leather bags and panniers.

After an interminable silence, the others moved as wdl. Kelea shook Paulo’s shoulder with hushed
urgency and helped the groggy boy pull on her spare woal leggings the two of them whispering,
marveing at the pae white scars on his sraight leg. As | poked at the refuse in some ridiculous attempt to
cover the evidence of our stay, the two of them saddled the horses in the back of the cave.

| glanced over a Karon again. He stood rigid, scarcely breathing, his bloodless hands clenched and
pressed to his forehead, eyes squeezed shut. What had | done?

Baraell murmured to Karon, one hand on Karon's shoulder and the other gesturing to the fire and the
cave. Moments passed. With guilty satisfaction, | watched Karon start moving again. He retrieved his
weapon and sheathed it, and then began to work with the fire, dousing its flames with a mation of his
hand, leaving it cold and dead, unable to bear witness to our presence. A cold wind swirled through the
cave, disperang the smoke and the scent of the horses, masking our footsteps with cold ash and sand
and a duding of snow. The blessed Dulcé stayed close to him, murmuring in his ear, having no eye or
word for anyone else.

After only a quarter of an hour, we were riding on the steep, downward tral, Baral in the saddle
behind Paulo, Kdllea leading the packhorse, Karon at the back, riding the extra mount we'd brought for
Gerick. Every litle while | sensed a brush of enchantment; behind us the snow on the trail appeared
undisturbed. As the tense slence continued, a frowning Paulo |ooked from one of us to the other.

| couldn’t think of anything to say. No words could soften the ging of the ones dready spoken. But
I’d done only what was necessary. If it was too much for his fragile mind, best to know it now.

Once on the gentler trailsin the sheltering trees, we picked up speed, riding at a brisk walk for severd
hours through the frosty woodland, making good time on a decent hard-packed road that headed
northwest dong the side of a gently doping ridge. The sun was wel past the zenith when we came to a
sunny, snow-patched meadow, and Kelea caled a hdt. “We should rest the horses” she sad. “We've
hed no Sgn of pursuit, so | think we're out of danger. And there' s a crossroads up ahead; | need to take
my bearings”

Though | could not bear the thought of dowing, | knew the wisdom of preserving both horses and
riders.

“I'll see to the horses,” Paulo said, dropping from the saddle eesly and reeching for my reins.

“You should rest for awhile” | said, teking his reins ingtead. “Well care for your horses this time”
With a little persuasion, Paulo sat on alog and alowed me to provide hm with enough cheese and
oatcakes for three men. While Barell collected the animas and led them to the water, Karon strode
down through the muddy snowfidd and leefless tangle of vines and willow thicket toward the stream,
stretched out on asunny rock, and closed his eyes without a word to anyone.

“How are you feding?’ | asked, when Paulo had dowed hisintake to a reasonable pace.

The boy’ s eyes shone as he stretched both legs out in front of hm and stared a them as if they were
forged of gold. “He put it dl back straght. Don't hurt a bit. And he fixed the other one, too, as has never
been right snce | was born. | thought | was done for, and now I’'m whole. | don’'t even have the right
things to say about how it iswith me”

His brow clouded as he looked down by the stream where Karon lay on the rock. “But he didn’t
remember Sunlight. | told him as | had been taking good care of him since he Ieft. Never thought he'd
forget that horse. Horse didn’t forget him, not by along ways.” The boy glanced up a me. “Didn’t think
he' d forget you neither.”



| sat on the log beside Paulo, pulled an gpple from my pocket and stared at it, discovering that my
own appetite had entirdy disappeared. Suffing the apple away again, | tried to explain that, dthough the
Prince had findly remembered a great number of things that he couldn’t when he was with us before, it
unfortunately meant he no longer recaled anything about our journey together. “If he asks you questions
about it, you can answer him. But it would be best not to volunteer too much. 1t makes his head hurt.”

“Guessit would,” said the boy thoughtfully, “having things goin‘ in and out dl the time. It's easer with
people like me” He tapped his head. “Not much doin’ in here. But then | don’'t have to bother with
nothing but my bdly and my horses. If Sheriff’d just quit fussng at me about learning to read, | could do
without my noggin atogether.”

| couldn’t help but laugh. Paulo dways had awonderfully pragmatic perspective.

CHAPTER 15
Karon

| knew our destination. From the moment | followed the lady and the Dulcé out of the cave and saw
Karylis baring its hoary white chest to the blue of the northern sky, | knew it. Karylis, where | had
learned to hunt, to dimb, and to hed, the mountain that spread its mighty arms and embraced the fertile
valey where | was born.

Hundreds of years in the past, my people—Dar’'Nethi sorcerers exiled from a world they had
forgotten and condemned as outlaws in this worl d—sought out places where they could begin a new life
Three families, induding that from which | am descended, came to Karylis with its sweet air, rich soil, and
clear rivers, and from thar settlement grew a city of grace and beauty that they cdled Avonar. No man
or woman of them could remember why they revered that name, only thet it was a part of each one of
them, so precious that it came to every tongue unbidden. They had long lost their memories of the other
Avonar, the royd dty of the world called Gondai, whence their ancestors had been sent here to mantain
D’ Arnath's Bridge.

We were never very many. Of the thousands who lived in Avonar when | was a youth, probably
fewer than three hundred were sorcerers, but you could not walk through the streets without seeing the
wonders our people had created there: the gardens that bloomed long after frost, graceful roads and
bridges that did not age or crumble, a society of generous people who lived in mutud respect and
avilized discourse.

| had been away a the Univerdty on the day my city died. Reports sad the vdley had been
completdy surrounded by Leran troops just after dawn, and tha by nightfdl every sorcerer—man,
womean, and child—had been identified by informers, tortured, and burned. Every other resdent had
been put to the sword. My father, the lord of the city, had been the last to die. The Lerans would have
meade sure that he witnessed the completeness of thar victory. At midnight they had torched the city, so
that as far away as Vanesta, people could see Avonar’s doom written in the heavens.

I had not gone back after the massacre. Even for a Dar’ Nethi there are limits on the sorrow that can
be inhded with the bregth of life. | wanted to carry with me the image of a living city, not the funerd pyre
of everyone | loved.

| had embraced the grief of that terrible loss as was the way of our people, and yet, | think | aways
knew that someday | would have to look on Avonar again. From what | could remember of my lifein this
world, | had never yet done so.

Only one thing would draw a Zhid sympeathizer like this Darzid to the ruins of my home. Was it
possible he had learned the secret revealed to me just before | left for the Universty? My father had said
we were going hunting that day, but I’d found it odd that he invited me done, without any of my brothers



who enjoyed it more. . . .

The soft folds of Karylis's foothills were draped in mist. The trail was new to me, and | found
myself increasingly reluctant to penetrate the sweet-scented vale. “ There's nothing here, Father,”
| said. * We' ve seen no sign of any game, large or small. There are a hundred more likely trails.”

“Not for what we hunt today,” he said, riding onward, his strong back and broad shoulders
commanding me to follow, even as my hands itched to tighten the reins and turn back.

The white-trunked birches were scattered over the grassy sopes, the glades open and smoothly
green, and as the morning waxed, the sun banished the mist into the rocky grottos that stood as
reminders that it was Karylis's domain we traveled. The mountain itself was hidden by trees and
swelling ground. A sheen of dewdrops lay on the grass and quivering leaves.

“WEll leave the horses here,” said my father, when we came to a stream of deep blue-green
that emerged from a towering granite wall.

“We shouldn’'t be here,” | said as we dismounted, whispering as if my voice might divert some
unwanted attention our way. “ What is this place?”

My father laid his hands on my head, saying, “ Be easy, my son. We've come to a place most
precious and most secret. Only the one who bears the sign of the sovereign can know of it. . . no,
do not protest. | am not rebelling against the Way laid down for us. Though of all my sons, |
would entrust our future to you, | know that the thread of your life draws you along another path.
Christophe is young yet, but he'll be a fine lord, and I'll bring him here when it's time. But you,
Karon . . . you cherish our history and our Way as no one else, and | cannot but think that this is a
place you should know.”

At his touch my reluctance vanished, and we climbed alongside the stream until we came to
two massive dabs of granite embedded in the hillsde. They leaned together, leaving a triangular
shadow of indeterminate depth between them. Power pulsed from the shadow, throbbing in my
blood like the noonday sun in high summer.

“What isit?” | asked.

“It is our birthplace, one could say. From this place, some four hundred and fifty years ago,
stepped three families seeking a new life.”

“ The portal from the stronghold! But | thought all the portals were destroyed.”

Somewhere, in a place far from this hillsde, lay the fortress where our people had held out in
times of trouble. In the time of the Rebellion, when the extermination laws were passed, even the
fortress had not been safe enough. Imminent discovery had forced our people to scatter, leaving
behind a mystery, so our legends told us, something precious and holy that had existed since
before our oldest memory. Though drawn to the secrets of the stronghold since | was a boy, | had
assumed the portal destroyed.

My father traced the cracks and seams of the great stone with his strong fingers. “ Those who
remained in the stronghold said this portal was a link to the holy mystery and hoped that someday
we would be able to practice our arts openly again and discover its true purpose. And o, to my
distant great-grandsire they entrusted the words with which it could be opened, words in a
language we didn’t know, a secret to be guarded until times would change. We' ve waited all these
years, scribed the words in stone so that time and faulty memory would not alter them—I’ll show
you where they're hidden. But, of course, times have not changed.”

| stuck my hand into the opening and felt nothing out of the ordinary. “ Have you never been
tempted to venture the passage, Father? To discover whether anything remains of the
stronghold? Perhaps we could unravel the mystery, learn more of the past, make things better. ...



“Yes, | ventured it once, as did my father and his” He shook his head. “We found only this
cleft in the rock. Perhaps our power was not enough. Or perhaps there is nothing to find any
more. But you . . . who knows? You should try, | think.” He whispered the words in my ear, and
his hand on my back urged me forward.

And so | stepped into the small alcove of granite. To an observer who could not sense the
power of enchantment, the place would have been unremarkable, save perhaps for the fee of the
air. While springtime lay a soft breath on the vale outside, within the alcove it was winter. Or
perhaps the cold frost was only my first reaction to an enchantment that was not meant for me.
As | walked the narrow passage that led me deep into the rock and ran my hands over the rough
surfaces of the walls, speaking the words my father had whispered, the scars on my left arm
began to sting as if newly incised. The longer | stayed, the more a bitter frost spread from my arm
to the rest of me. Enchantment was everywhere, thrumming, pounding, swelling, filling my veins
asif | had twice the blood of a normal man. So close . . . | summoned my power, drawn from life
and healing and the beauties of the mountains and the morning . . . releasng it into the
enchantment. So close.. . . | could fed the walls thinning. So close. . .

But something wasn’t right. The enchantment would not yield, and soon | was shivering so
violently that | couldn’t think. | ran back up the passage and into the daylight. “We're missing
something,” | said, my teeth clattering like a woodpecker’s beak on dead wood. “We need to
learn what the words mean.”

Quickly my father bundled me in his cloak and built a fire.

“I'm all right,” | said, “except that | fee like I've spent the night naked on Karylis in
midwinter.” | had no feeling in my left arm—or so | thought. When my father ran his fingers over
my scars, | cried out, for his touch felt like hot iron. My left arm stayed numb and lifeless for
almost a week . . . numb and lifdlessand so cold . . .

| sat up abruptly. | must have fdlen adeep as | lay in the winter sunlight. Idly, | rubbed my left am
where it had gone numb and looked about for my companions.

The boy Paulo was communing with the horses that grazed on a few patches of brown grass exposed
on the stream bank. When he noticed my eye on him, he grinned a me and performed a hopping dance
step, aspin, and an awkward bow. | could not remember ever recaiving so winning a thanks. 1 grinned
back at him.

The boy had been in tremendous pain when | joined with him, and in such a case, the rdationship of
Heder and patient can be very intimate. His fears were exposed for me to share: the terror that he would
be more a cripple than he was dready, more of a burden on the friends he so admired, beside which
dying was of no matter a dl. Yet he demonstrated an absolute trust in me. And as | worked and his pain
eased, his thoughts kept returning to a horse cdled Sunlight ... as if | might know the beast. This boy
knew me.

The girl, Kelleg, a Dar’ Nethi girl, born in Avonar jugt before it fel—what a wonder that was—she
had recognized me, too, and the Lady Seriana . . . The lady had cdled me Aeren when she looked on
methat fird timein her garden.

Dassine had told me that Aeren was another of my names, but that it was only an dias, not a third life
to be remembered. | was graeful for that. The name was connected with my recent hisory—my
mysterious second journey to the Bridge. Perhaps dl three of them knew me from that time.

Lady Seriana . . . earth and sky, who was she? On this morning, when she was so angry with me,
jagged rents had again appeared in the span of my vison. Through the terrifying gaps of darkness had
poured such an oppression of guilt and sorrow that | would have done dmaost anything to escape it. But
for Barell nudging me to action, | might never have moved again. No, best not think of the lady.



I lay on my sunny rock as mindless as a cat, hdf adeep when Barell came, bringing oatcakes and
wine. “Is there some other service | may offer you, my lord?” The lines of worry carved so deep on his
brow grieved me sorely.

“l can ask no more than you' ve dready done today.”

“l do only as Master Dassine indructed me. Are you fully recovered?’

“For now. You were quick.”

“Then perhaps . . . The Lady Seriana would very much like to speak with you.”

Speak with the lady? The sunlit meadow suddenly wavered before my eyes, as though | gazed
through the heat shimmer of afire. “No. Not now. Tdl her ...

How could | tdl her that | was afraid of her? Clearly she knew more than she was tdling me, yet |
hed to trust her, because Dassine did so. But whatever she knew and whatever she was drove me to the
brink of madness. Any further dong that course, and | would have to abandon the search, just to get
away from her. Then | would be left with only the disturbing task of avenging Dassine. Better she think
me a boor.

“Jud tdl her | won't spesk with her now. Perhaps later.”
“Nothing more?’
“Nothing more.”

CHAPTER 16
Seri

Though | tried to brush off Karon's refusal to speak with me as a passng pique, he didn't make it
easy. Aswe |eft the snowy meadow, he vaulted into the saddle and rode out with Kellea before 1'd even
closed up my pack. When nightfal mandated the next hdlt, | tried to sidestep our disagreement. “Though
the weather’s no warmer, a least the sky’s stayed clear,” | said, Stting down on the log next to him as
Kelea doled out our supper, “but anight in Iskeran would Hill fed better.”

“Indeed.” His porridge might have been the most ddlicate roast qual for the close attention he paid it.

| jumped up. A mistake to St too close. Even so0 near the fire, | fdt the chill. “Would you prefer de or
wine? We' ve a bit of both left.”

“Wine, if you please.” He raised his head at that, but his gaze flitted from woods to sky to muddy
earth asif | had no physca substance.

Surely thiswas D’ Nathell’ s reaction to my scolding and not Karon's. Dassine had warned me that the
lingeing echoes of the temperamenta Prince would remain with Karon forever. But | would not
gpologize. | had been right to keep him focused. We had to keep moving.

On the next morning, Paulo discovered the remnants of a camp just off the road. Kelea confirmed
that Gerick had been there. Karon said the fire was more than two days dead. Though we rode harder
after that, no one pretended optimism. The greater the gap between us and Gerick, the more difficult for
Keleato follow.

Late in the afternoon of the second day from the bandit cave, Kellea caled a hdt in order to take her
bearings. We had ridden dl day on a narrow road that was hdf overgrown with birch saplings and
tangled raspberry bushes. Carved stone distance markers, broken and toppled over wdl back in the
dense undergrowth, testified that the road had once been wel traveled and much wider. Indeed, when



we emerged from the thinning trees onto a broad dope, carpeted with winter-brown grass, the faded ruts
and indentations showed the roadway to have been more than forty paces wide, sweeping up and over
the top of a gentle ridge. A snowcapped peak was just visble beyond the hilltop, but my uncertain
geography gave no cues as to our destination, and I’d found no inscription remaining on the shattered
disance markers,

Kédlea dismounted and knelt to examine two paths that Folit off of the main track. Karon did not wait
for her direction, however, but pushed on up the hill, hating only when he reached the top.

“He s chosen theright way,” said Kellea at last, mationing us after him.

We joined Karon on the hilltop and found a view that was indeed worth a pause—the broad valey
I’d seen from the bandit cave, no fire-shot frost plumes hanging over it any longer, only heavy gray
clouds that promised snow before morning. The valey was much larger than | had imagined, a sweeping
vida of grasdands and woodlands, smdl lakes and streams. The wide-thrown arms of the mountains
were softened by leagues of ralling hillsdes clad in winter colors, on that day a hundred shades of gray
and blue. The vdley’'s beauty seemed virgind—unscarred by humen activity. But for the contrary
evidence of the road, | might have believed we were the firg to look on it.

Y et the longer we gazed, the more digurbing the quiet. No bird chirped; no insect buzzed. Nothing a
dl dripped or trickled, hopped, or scurried. And somewhere just beyond the center of the valey was a
line of demarcation, straighter than anything nature could devise. Whatever lay beyond that line was dark
and indecipherable in the gray light. Uneasy, | turned to ask the others if they knew the place. Paulo,
Kelea, and Barel were garing a Karon, who gazed unblinking on the valey, tears flowing fredy down
his cheeks. And then | knew.

By more than twenty years he had outlived his family and his birthplace. Before | could speak, he
urged his mount forward, moving dowly down the hill.

Aswe fallowed Karon into the valey, we saw remnants of human habitation: stone houses overgrown
with brambles and dark windows like hollow black eyes, a lone chimney sanding in a bramble thicket,
rotting fences, fields gone wild, roadside wels and springs so wickedly fouled that only black-and-green
dudge lay within twenty paces on any side. But these sghts were benign compared to the view as we
passed beyond the barrier we had seen from the ridgetop.

A desolation of frozen mud, no remnant of twig or leaf or stubble saying that anything had ever grown
inthese fidds. A few stunted thistles poking through the crumbled highroad seemed to be the only living
things within a hdf a leegue of the city. Charred and broken towers stood starkly outlined againg the
heavy clouds. Bare white wdls rose from the center of the wastdland like the bleached bones of some
ancient beast. Everything dead. Everything destroyed. And lest one retain some hope that some remnant
of life had escaped their wrath, the destroyers had set tal poles to flank the gate towers, and upon each
one had strung a hundred heads or more—now reduced to bare skulls.

“Demonfire” Paulo muttered under his breath.

Karon hdted just outsde the wdls a the point where a fant track branched off from the main road.
His gaze remained fixed on the eydess guardians. “ Our detination is asmdl vdley in the foothills beyond
the aity,” he said softly. “I’'m sure of it. But to make use of what we find there, | must go into the city.
Take this path outsde the wdls and wait for me where it meets the main road once again. I'll join you as
soon as | can.”

“Let usride with you,” | said. “You don't have to do thisaone”
Barail spoke at the sametime. “I think | should be at your side, my lord.”

A rueful amile glanced across Karon's face. “This is my home. I'll see nothing I’'ve not imagined a
thousand times over. Power awaits me in its contemplation, just as in those things | might prefer to look



on. Oursisaperverse gift.” He clucked to his mount, but immediately pulled up again, turning to Kellea
“Come, if you wish. Thiswas your home, t00.”

Kellea wrenched her eyes from the gridy welcomers atop the poles. “My home was in Y urevan with
my grandmother. Horror holds no power for me” But her cheeks were flushed, and she would not meet
Karon's gaze.

“Don't blame yoursdf that you're not ready,” he said, “or even that you may never be. | beieve it's
taken me a very long time to come back here.” He spurred his horse toward the black gash in the wal
that would once have been the wooden gates.

The cold wind gusted across the barren fidds as the rest of us rode around the mournful ruin. | rued
my angry words that had increased the distance between Karon and me. Long ago | had promised him
that I’d go with im to Avonar when he was ready, a promise logt in the past he did not yet own.

The leaden evening settled into night as we rounded the city’s eastern flank and picked up the road
agan close to the boundary of the desolation. Once Kedlea had made sure of the way, we dismounted to
dretch our legs. After only a brief wait, an agitated Barall said he was going back. “He should not be
donein such aplace” sad the Dulcé. “Not in hisfragile Sate.”

| touched his hand before he could mount up. “Let him be, Barell. He said he could manage it. In this
...I think it's important that we trust him.”

When the time had stretched far longer, | was on the verge of contradicting my own judgment.

But just as the firg glimmer of the risng moon broke through scudding clouds beyond Karylis, the
week light outlined a dark figure riding toward us a a gdlop from the east gate of the dead city, such
urgency in his posture, |1 bade the others mount and be ready. In moments Karon shot through the
cearing where we waited, crying out, “Ride! We re racing the moon!”

Hdf a league up the road, he turned north into a narrow vale. The moon danced in and out of the
clouds as we rode, reveding smooth dopes, broken by groves of dender trees and great boulders of
granite, tumbled and stacked atop each other. As we followed the fant track, the fathless moon was
swalowed by thickening clouds. Soon snowflakes sung my cheeks. We dowed to a wak in the
uncertain light. But a burst of enchantment swept over us, and the horses surged forward, sure-footed
agan as if the way had been lit for them. After haf an hour, perhaps a little more, Karon pulled up
suddenly, dl the beasts hdlting at the same time. | had never even tightened the reins.

“Quickly,” Karon whispered as he dropped from his saddle, drawing us close as we did the same.
From his hand gleamed afaint light, reveding his face ruddy with the wind and the cold, his eyes shining.
“They're just ahead of us. The enchantment requires the proper angle of the moon, so we've a chance to
take him. But you must be prepared to follow. Leave everything behind. Paulo, unsaddle the horses and
bid them wait in this valey. They'll find grazing enough here, even in winter.” Paulo nodded and hurried
to do as he was asked, Bareil asssting him. Karon looked at Kdllea, jerking his head to our right. “Does
your sense agree with me?’

“Yes Up thehill”
“Then fallow me, quickly and quietly.”

As Paulo shoved the last saddle under a bush, tied our blankets tight over them, and patted the last
horse’'s rump, we started up a gentle dope aongside the stream, rippling and bubbling in its haf-frozen
shdl. Karon let hislight fade. Soon, from ahead of us, ydlow light nickered from a triangular opening
formed by two massve dabs of granite set into the hillsde. To the right of the doorway stood a riderless
horse, and to the other Sde was a pile of boulders.

Something about the place teased a my memory. Karon had once mentioned an incident with his
father. . ..



Karon gathered us together again, whispering, “We mug draw them out here a least as far as the
opening. It's too cramped to attack him insde—a risk to the boy. Count to ten, my lady, then cdl the
men out. Be convincing. I'll take him from the Ieft. You,” he said to Kellea, “be ready to grab the child.
Barall and Paulo, hdp us where it's needed mogt.” Without waiting to hear an acknowledgment, he
disappeared into the darkness.

When the interminable interva had passed, | stepped from the shdtering trees and stood before the
torchlit entry. “Darzid” | cdled. “Bring him out. | know who he is. You can't hide hm.” My plea
sounded futile and stupid, even to me. “Please, just come and talk to me.”

“Our time for conversation passed many years ago, Lady.” His laughter rippled from ingde the
doorway just as the moon broke through the clouds, its beams shooting straight through the opening in
the rock. The dim ydlow light indde the deft flared to eye-searing white, and every other sound was logt
inalow rumble like a buried waterfdl. Earth and sky—a Gate to the Bridge!

“Karon!” | screamed.

The Breach between the worlds was a boundless chaam of nightmare and confusion, of the corrupted
bits and pieces I&ft from the beginning of time, of horrific visons and mind-gnawing despair. Even if this
Gate was open, how could Darzid and Gerick survive the passage or pass the wards D’ Ar-nath had
created to bar easy crossng? Only the Her of D’ Arnath could pass, o | had been told. Only the most
powerful of sorcerers could control the terrors of the Breach.

“Hurry! Stay close!” Karon shouted as he leaped from the boulder pile. Sprinting across the patch of
light, he disappeared through the doorway.

With Paulo, Barell, and Kdlea, | followed him through the deft in the rock and down a brilliantly lit
passage toward awal of white flame. Karon was barely vishle beyond the blazing vell, moving rapidly
away from us. | hesitated. A few moments on the Bridge at Vittoir Eirit had amost destroyed my reason.

“Hell shidd us,” shouted Bareil over the roar of the fire. “Don't be afraid.” The Dulcé took Paulo’'s
hand in one of his; Paulo reached for Kellea; and together the three stepped through the curtain of fire
With a fervent plea to any benevolent god that might take an interest, | followed.

Fits of fire and bottomless darkness yawned beside my feet. Murmurs, growls, wailing laments, and
mongtrous roaring tore at my hearing. Shadowy figures took shape at my shoulders, one of them a
womean with rotting flesh. She flicked her tongue toward me—a tongue the length of my arm with
razor-sharp spikes.

My steps fdtered; my hand flew to my mouth. A glancein any direction reveded horror in a thousand
vaidions. From the left an ocean of blood rose up in a towering wave, threatening to engulf my three
companions.

Kellea heditated, shidding her eyes with one arm; Paulo flung his arms around her, ducking his head
into her shoulder.

“Look draight ahead!” shouted Barell, urging them onward with his smal hands. “Nothing will harm
you.”

A cobra with the girth of a tree towered over me, spreading its hood, its hiss like a finger of ice
caressing my spine. Shuddering, fighting my urge to retreat, | dragged my eyes from the vileness to ather
Sde and fixed themin front of me,

A smooth band of white light stretched before us into the gloom, and as if his arms had reached out
and enfolded me, | fdt the embrace of Karon's protection. The wave of blood fdl short. The spiked
tongue did not reach so far as my face. When a blood-chilling scream pierced the tumult, and a shrike
with awingspan wider than my arms sailed toward us through the tempest, its hooked besk ready to tear
the flesh from our bones, the scream was quickly muted, and no horror touched us.



Thejourney seemed to take an eternity. But eventudly, ragged and breathless, Barall, Kdlea, Paulo,
and | stepped through ancther fiery vel into a circular chamber of white and rose tiles. The caling was
logt in a soft white brilliance high over our heads. So familiar . . . yet | was enormoudy confused. | would
swear that we were standing in the Chamber of the Gate in the ancient mountain stronghold where Karon
hed fought the Zhid and my brother had died. Why did we remain in the humen world after traverang the
Bridge?

| whirled about in panic, only Barell’s dlencing gesture preventing my cry. Karon was nowhere in
Sght.

In the far wall, a thick wooden door clicked shut softly. The Dulceé tiptoed across the empty chamber
and pulled open the door. Digtant running footsteps echoed in the passage.

“He s gone after them,” whispered Barell, motioning us to hurry. “We mugt stay together and keep
closeif we can do so without being seen.”

The passage emptied, not onto the gdlery overlooking the cavern city of the lost stronghold, but into a
network of increasingly wider passageways—smooth stone walls, veined with vibrant yellows and blues,
softly lit by no source that we could see. Our direction was dways up, though we traversed no steps, and
| fdt no acheinmy legsto tdl me that the dope was anything but illuson.

Before very long, | heard no footsteps but our own. Barell Sghed and drew us into a sheltered
dcove. “Vagin Creator,” he said, panting, “never has my heart pounded so. But we' ve logt them in spite
of it. Can you lead us?’ he asked Kdllea

The girl shook her head in disgust. “You'd do better to ask Paulo. I've logt dl sense of the boy since
we stepped past thefire. Ther€'s. . . too much here. It's asif someone dropped a bag over my head and
guffed it with noise.”

“Wel, we can ather return to the Chamber of the Gate or proceed to ahiding place where D’ Nathell
and | have agreed to meet if ever we are separated.”

No. No. No. “No retreat,” | said, forang my voice low, but firm. “Not until Gerick is safe” Dread
weighed in my bely like an anwil.
“l agree,” sad Kdlea. “And | prefer a place that has more than one usable exit.”

The Dulcé nodded. “Very wel. Then you must do exactly as | say. All right?” Though he wrinkled his
face serioudy at Paulo, a amile danced in his dmond-shaped eyes. “This place may seem srange.”

The boy dhrugged and pulled down his hat. “I’ve been about. Seen lots of things latey nobody’d
bdieve”

“WEeIl not be remarked if we seem sure of oursdves and don’'t gawk.” The Dulcé led our ragged
group through passageways and deserted kitchens and dusty storerooms to an iron gate. Past the gate
was adimly lit, cloistered courtyard, the sheltered wakways lined by a double row of dender columns. A
few trees grew in garden beds, thick-branched evergreens with long needles, but of no variety |
recognized. Their light dusting of snow sparkled in the glow of white lanterns mounted on the cloister
wdls

| grabbed the Dulcé s arm. “Before we go further, Barell. Tdl us. Where are we?’ | needed to hear
hm say it before | could believe.

“Have you not guessed, my lady?’ He amiled. “We ve come to Gondai. Y ou wak in Avonar.”

CHAPTER 17



Gerick

| guess | have been scared my whole life When | was little, | was scared of the dark, and Lucy
aways left me a candle or stayed with me until | went to deep. And | was scared that when | grew up to
be a soldier, I'd end up with only one arm or one leg or with my eye cut out like the men that came back
from the war. But Papa told methat if | worked hard a sword training then I’ d never have to be crippled
likethat. So | decided to train harder than anyone, though | knew | would never be as good as he was.
Everyone said he was the best in the world.

Of course, | didn't redly know wheat being scared was until the night Lucy caught me making the lead
soldiers march around Papa’s library. It was terrific fun, and | wondered why Papa hadn't shown me
how to do it earlier that evening when he'd findly said | was old enough to play with them. The idea of it
came to mewhen | wasin bed. | couldn’'t deep for wanting to try it, So | crept downgtairs after Lucy had
turned down the lamp and gone to bed. Mama and Papa had guests, so nobody would bother me in the
library. Well, Lucy must’ve come back to the nursery to check on me tha night. She ran down to the
library— she was aways good at guessing what | was thinking—and she saw what | was up to.

| never saw anyone o afraid. | thought she would be pleased like she was when | learned how to
turn a somersault, or how to ride my horse without faling off, or how to write my name without getting
ink dl over. But on that night, if someone had given her a voice, she would have screamed every hit of it
away again. She backed up againg the door, looking like she wanted to run away, but instead she waved
her arms and shook her head and pointed to the soldiers.

“But Lucy, it'sdl right. Honest. Just tonight Papa told me | could use them,” | said, showing her how
| could make the slver king dimb over my leg.

But she wouldn't hear anything or even move until | let them dl drop down dill. Then she ran over
and hdd me tight until 1 thought 1 was going to be squashed. She was crying and rocking me like | was a
baby even though | was five years old.

| didn't like her to cry. Mogtly Lucy and | had the best time. She knew lots of fun thingsto do, and of
course because she was mute, she couldn’t ydl or whine like Mama. Even if she thought I'd done
something bad, she'd just show me again how to do it right and give me her “disgppointed” look. | had
never made her cry before. | told her over and over that | was sorry that 1 was out of my bed, but | just
wasn't degpy and thought it wouldn't hurt to play with the soldiers a while, snce Papa did say | was old

enough.

She acted like she didn't even hear what | said, like she was thinking of something else dtogether,
something that she didn’t like at dl, and she made me put the soldiers away and go back to the nursery
with her. We sat by the nursery fire, and with her mixed-up way of sgns and meking faces and drawing
pictures, Lucy told methat if anyone ever, ever saw me do anything like what | did with the soldiers, they
would kill me. Even Papa.

“l don't believeyou!” | yelled & her. “You are an ignorant servant!” That's what Mama dways sad
when one of the servants told her something she didn’t like. “Papa loves me more than anybody. He'd
never hurt me” | turned away from her so | couldn’t see her tdl me anything else, but she took me by the
shoulders and marched me dl the way through the castle to a room near the northwest tower. It was a
girl’s bedchamber. Everything was tidy and clean, but it smelled closed up, like no one had lived there for
along time. Dalls and little carved horses sat on a shdlf, and books and writing things lay on a desk. On
the wal was a painting of four people: a man, a woman, a boy, and a girl. 1 couldn’'t understand why
Lucy was showing me that room, urtil | caught sght of mysdf in the looking glass that hung next to the
picture. The boy in the picture could have been me, and the woman in the picture looked a lot like the
portrait of Grandmama that hung in the music room.



“Isthet boy Papa?’
Lucy nodded, and then pointed to the little girl in the picture and to the room we werein.
“That must be Papa' s sgter, Seriana, and thisis her room.”

Lucy nodded again. No one ever taked about Papa’'s sster. Whenever she was mentioned, people
looked upset and clamped their lips tight. I’d thought she must be dead and that it made people sad to
think of her. That gave me a terible idea. “Lucy, did someone kill Seriana for making the soldiers
march?’ Lucy started to cry again and bobbed her head. | didn't ask her to explan any more, and |
didn't ask her who had done the killing. | just et her hold me for a long time and told her | redly didn't
mean it when | cdled her ignorant. She showed me that she understood.

Only after Lady Verdly came to live with us when | was seven did | learn that it wasn't Papa's sister
that had been killed, but her baby, and that Papa had done it. | learned that the things | could do were
called sorcery and that sorcery was the mogt evil thing in the world. Seriana’s husband had been burned
divefor doing it. | didn’t fed wicked when | made the soldiers march around, or when | made the cats
day out of my room when they made me sneeze, or when | made the sharp thorns fdl off the draggle
bushes when | went exploring in the hills but | knew that whet Lady Verdly said had to be true, because
Papa would never kill anyone who wasn't wicked.

So Lucy hadn't been exactly right in what she told me. Some things were just too hard for her to
explan in her 9gns and pictures. Probably she thought | was too little to understand, but she got me
scared, which iswhat she was trying to do. From that firgt day she watched everything | did even closer
then before. She taught me to stay away from anyone who might guess that | could do such wicked
things and how | dways would have to think about everything | did and everything | said so they would
never know the truth about me. | certainly couldn’t stay around Papa any more. | figured that if he could
see the wickedness in a little baby, then he would be able to see it in me, too. Lucy didn't think | was
wicked, but she was not near so wise as Papa.

After that night in the library, | only fet safe when | was with Lucy. When Mama said it was time for
Lucy to be sent away, because | needed a tutor rather than a nurse, | planned to run away to wherever
they would send Lucy. | should have known she would find a way to stay with me. Lucy was my best
friend in the whole world.

| couldn’t believe it when Seriana—Seri, she said to cdl he—came to livewith us. Lady Verdly sad
she'd heard that Seri had killed Papa, and that she was a witch and had stolen Mama's senses, though
everyone knew Mama didn’'t have much sense to tedl. | didn't see how | was going to keep my secret if
Seri was around. She would be used to sorcery and would see it in me even easier than Papa. The firg
time | met her, she went right to the soldiers in the library. That scared me, even though | didn't know
who she was. | wondered if she could tdl what I’d done with them. So | decided that | had to get rid of
her right away. Lady Verdly said tha Seri had come to Comigor for revenge, and | was certain that
when she found out about me, she would make sure | was burned like her husband was.

But dl that thinking was at firgt, before | started watching her. She wasn't at dl like | expected. When
she told me about Papa dying . . . wdl, it didn’t sound like she hated him, even though she must have
thought 1 was a stupid five-year-old, who couldn't guess she was leaving out a lot of the truth. She
worked hard and treated everyone with respect, even the servants and Mama. She didn’'t seem vengeful,
and she knew dl sorts of interesting things about the weather and hisory and making things and
especidly about Comigor. Even though | didn't dare trust Seri, | dtarted to wonder if maybe Lady
Veadly had the story wrong.

When Lucy heard that Seri had come to stay & Comigor, she was dmog as scared as the night |
mede the soldiers march. | asked her if she thought Seri was come to kill me for revenge or if she would
tdl King Evard and have me burned if she found out about me. Lucy just let me know over and over that



| mugt stay away from Seri. When | talked about Seri, she would start to cry, so | couldn’t ask dl the
things | wanted. And so, as the weeks passed, | didn't tdl Lucy that | had come to think that Seri might
actudly be a good person to have as a friend. Seri might not think 1 was s0 evil as everyone ese would.
Maybe she had loved her wicked hushand and her wicked baby like Lucy loved me, even though they
were evil and deserved to be killed. Then came the day before Covenant Day, when | found out how 1'd
been fooled.

| had given up watching Seri dl the time. She knew about the spyholes and dways guessed when |
was around, though she didn’'t seem to mind very much. One day when we were both up on the secret
tower, she had told me that there were only a few places in the castle where there were no spyholes:
Papa's sudy, some of the bedchambers, the guard towers, the amdl reception room, the banquet
kitchen, and the locked garden that had been Grandmama's. | thought it might be fun to see if | could
make spyholes for those places. Then there would be something | knew about the castle that Seri didn't.
Some of the places were too hard, and | decided | oughtn’'t spy on the bedchambers, but | got up every
night when everyone was adegp and worked on the others.

On the morning before Covenant Day | got up while it was Hill dark to work on the spyhole in the
reception room. But | got deepy and decided to go back to bed. Before | reached my room, Seri came
down the gtairs, bundled up in her cloak like she was going outside. | thought that was strange, as it was
dill a least an hour before dawn and she aways took her walks in the afternoons. | followed her down
to Grandmama' s garden, and used my new spyhole to watch her. For a long time it wasn't interegting at
al. She just walked up and down the paths, but she looked excited, and at every sound she would jump
and look behind her.

Jug a dawn, | started feding hot and prickly al over, like the sun was coming up indde of me insteed
of in the sky. Then, even stranger than that, two people walked right out of the sunrise. There wasn't a
gate or adoor, or any place they could have been hiding. They wore white robes, and it was clear Seri
had been expecting them. She sat down with one of them, an older man that looked wild and strange. A
lot of what they said | didn't understand, but some things—the important things—I did.

Sai sad, “I'd never endanger either one of you. I'm only here because | came upon an opportunity
to repay my brother for dl that happened.”

Repay my brother for all that happened .... Revenge. Lady Verdly was right.

The old man said that the younger, tdler man that walked with Seri in the garden was the prince who
hed killed Papa. | couldn’t hear everything she said to the younger man, but there came a time when they
stopped in front of a dead tree, and he lifted his hand to it. Suddenly the tree leafed out and bloomed and
died agan, a whole year’s worth of living dl while | watched. | knew what evil could make such things
happen, so | knew what evil Seri had brought to my house. Lady Verdly had been right dl dong. A
sorcerer had killed Papa. That sorcerer was Seri’s friend, and she had brought him to Comigor to finish
her revenge.

| didn’'t wait to see where they dl went. Instead, | hurried insgde so | could tel somebody what was
happening. | ran to Mama's room, but Lady Verdly told me tha Mama couldn’t see anyone and that it
wasn't proper to tdl me why. That meant the baby was being born. Maybe Seri had persuaded the
sorcerers to make this baby come early so it would die like the others.

“You won't let Seri into Mama's room, will you—or any strangers?’ | said. “I know she's a witch,
just asyou've told me”

Lady Verdly used my chin to pull my face up into her old, wrinkled one. “Have you seen sgns of
evil? We |l send for the royd inquisitors and have them question her.” Her eyes burned.

| didn’'t know what to answer. The thought of roya inquistors made my stomach hurt. If they started
looking for sorcery, then they would be sure to find me. | tried redly hard not to do anything evil, but |



didn't dways know wha was evil and what was not. Some things just happened. That's why Lucy
aways watched me so close. No, | couldn’'t tdl Lady Verdly what | had seen, s0 | just sad | didn't
want Seri to hurt Mama or the new baby.

“Shell never get close, my little lambkin, and you stay away from her, too. I'm going to have her sent
away from here. Cgptain Darzid is on his way here from Montevid. The captain helped your papa
destroy that woman's evil husband and demon child. When the captain arrives, I'll tdl him about her
snesking in here with your papa not even cold in the ground. HE Il see she's taken away.”

| had never liked Captain Darzid. He was dways putting his am around my shoulders, asking what |
was doing or what | was sudying or who were my friends, and dl the time watching me. If | was
practicing in the fenaing yard, he would lean on the wal and watch, or if | was reading in the library, he
would read over my shoulder. Lots of times he would give me a particular snesking amile as if we were
specid friends. | was glad when he moved away from Comigor after Papa died.

If Darzid was coming, and Lady Verdly was going to set him looking for sorcery, | had to be ready
to bolt. It was no use wishing | was older or bigger or better at sword fighting, so that | could protect
Mama or the baby from Seri and the sorcerers. | would be doing good to protect mysdf. | planned to
run so far away that no one would ever find me. | spent the rest of that day getting some things together
ina pack: aknife that someone had logt in the fencing yard, some cold buns that | saved from breakfast,
some cheese that was set out on the sideboard for dinner, a warm shirt and gloves, and five Slver coins
that Papa had given me the lagt time we went to Montevid. | argued with mysdf about it, but findly went
to the locked case in the library and took out the green slk bag with the Comigor Sgnet ring in it. It
belonged to me now, and | might have need of it someday. | hid my pack in the cdllar.

| would have gone that very afternoon, but the next day was Covenant Day, and no matter what, |
hed to be there. Papa would expect it of me. Some things you just have to do, even if you hate them in
the worst way. | would have to St with Seri dl day, and she would pretend that she didn’t have friends
that were sorcerers, and that she hadn’'t brought them to Comigor to kill us dl. | stayed awake dl that
night so they couldn’t sneak up on me.

| didn’'t see how anyone could do things as right as Seri could, and yet be so wicked underneath. She
tried hard to take care of the tenants in the right way, just like Papa dways said we had to do, showing
them how they were important and respected. By the end of the day, | was tired and confused again. But
then Seri made a mistake. | was ready to drink a glass of wine with her, but she started taking about
Papa and how he would be proud of me. That made me think of him and how he wouldn’t ever be there
for Covenant Day again because of her and her sorcerer prince. It made me angry to know she'd
brought Papa’ s murderer to our house. | wondered if maybe the wine was poisoned, so | threw it a her
and ran away. | fdt like a coward.

When | Ieft the great hdl, | made a quick trip to my room to grab my cloak and down to the cdlar to
get my pack. | was ready to go except for one thing. | couldn’t leave without saying goodbye to Lucy. |
hoped to dipin and out of her room without anyone seeing me, but the servants  quarters were as busy
as an anthill, what with Covenant Day and the baby being born and dl. | had to hide in an empty room
until everything quieted down. Hours passed. | could have bitten a brick in haf by the time Tocano went
around turning down dl the lamps. Even then | gave it a bit more time just to be sure. | wished | could
make mysdf invisble

When | findly got to Lucy’s room, light shone out from undernegth the door. Lucy never seemed to
deep very much. Whenever | came to her, she would be rocking in her chair, facing the doorway and
amiling, asif she were just waiting for me to wak in. That night though, when | scratched on the door, |
didn't hear her chair cresking, or her tapping that would tel me to come in, or any other sound. | amost
didn't goin for fear of waking her. But | had to leave and | had to tdl her, so | pushed open the door.

I’d never seen a dead person before, but even if there hadn’t been dl the blood, | would have known



Lucy wasn't there any more. Her room had dways been friendly, full of the things we played with and
things we made, but on that night it just seemed dirty and cluttered. | sat beside her chair for a long time,
too stupid to do anything but cry. Then | findly told mysdf that she wasn't coming back, and tha the
ones who killed her were probably looking for me. That made me angry again, and | guess | went crazy
for awhile

Seri and her friends had killed Lucy. Seri had told the old man how there was only one old woman
who gave her cause to worry, and how she could “take care of her.” | wanted to hurt Seri for what she'd
done. | could think of only one way to do it, because Seri only cared about one thing—Comigor. |
wanted to burn the place down, but | couldn’t do it. | was the lord, so | was respongble for the house
and dl the people on its lands. Nothing else seemed big enough. But then | thought of a amdl thing that
Seri would hate.

From the kitchen | stole a bag and aflint and stedl. | took the bag to the library and filled it with the
lead soldiers—those beadtly things that had started the bad part of my life Then, | hauled the bag up to
Seri’ s favorite place on the secret tower so | could burn them. Lead mdts eadlly.

It was cold and windy on the roof. My fingers were aready freezing and sheking when | untied the
bag. | fdt doubly stupid when | remembered that there wasn't any wood up there ether. And someone
was sure to noticeif | started hauling wood up the stairs. But | knew how to make things hot without any
wood or ail or flint. | didn’t careif it was dangerous or evil, because there were people about who were
alot more evil than me. So | dumped the bag of soldiers in the firepit and thought about making the
soldiers hot so Seri couldn’t have them anymore. The colors started turning to black, and then the arms
and legs and faces melted. Pretty soon dl the bodies and horses and ships and wagons sagged together.
It was aglly thing to do, but it made mefed alot better.

Onemorething | had to do before | |eft the castle. Mama dways said that noble ladies should have
flowers for every specid occasion, that they loved flowers more than about anything. Lucy was finer than
any noble lady | ever knew, so | dipped down into the garden and made one of the lilies bloom for her. |
hed dready done one wicked thing that night. Another probably couldn’t make me any worse. | didn't
care any more.

My boots echoed through the passageways when | sneaked back into the castle. The whole place
was dark and quiet like the Comigor tombs on Desfier, so that | wondered if Seri and the sorcerers had
killed everyone in the place. | didn’t dare look in any other room for fear someone would be lying there
dead. | just hurried back to Lucy as fast as | could. | dragged her to her palet and straightened her out
50 she would rest more peaceful, then | kndt down beside her, smeared some of her blood on my hand,
and sad, “I swear I'll remember you forever, and when I'm a man, I'll find the ones who did this to you
and make them pay for it. On your blood and the honor of the House of Comigor, | swear it.” Then | lad
the flower on her.

“And do you know who's responsible for this reprehensible deed, Y our Grace?”’

| dmogt fdl down onto Lucy | was s0 surprised. Cegptain Darzid was standing in the corner right
behind me.

“What are you doing here?’ | asked, trying not to sound scared.

“I’ve come to see your mother, but as she's indisposed, | thought to ook in on you. You're not easy
to find. So what' s happened to this sad person?’

“Thisismy old nurse, Lucy. Shewas . . . fesbleminded. | don't know why anyone would hurt her.”

“Lucy? Darzid knelt down beside me and looked at Lucy. “Your name for the nurse ... of course.
The poor woman musgt have been terrified to see your aunt return to this house. Probably expected thisto
happen every day since. Sometimes the past will not leave us done” He acted like he wasn't even
surprised.



“But Lucy never did anything to anyone.”
“You know about your Aunt Seri? That she was married to a sorcerer.”

| didn’'t look at him. “Yes. King Evard burned him. And | know that Papa killed her baby so another
wicked sorcerer wouldn't livein the world.”

“Yes...wdl. You know agreat ded, it seems. Have you become friendly with your aunt Snce she's
come to Comigor? Gotten to know her wel?’

“No. Sheiswicked and condemned. She doesn't belong here. Papa wouldn't wish it. | don't speak
with her.”

Darzid amiled a meinthat way | hated, like he was my friend and no one dse was. “Of course, very
wise. Well, there was atime during al of that unpleasantness about her husband, when it was necessary
that your aunt be confined to the palace in Montevid. She was very wel treated. Y our father saw to that,
for he hoped she would come to see the terrible evils she had done—dlowing sorcery to exist in this
world where it had no place—mortal men taking the power that belongs to the gods adone. During those
months your aunt was given a serving sster to wait on he—’

13 LLK:y!”

“Yes. Thisvery same woman. | saw her there severd times”

“No wonder Lucy sad—"

“Sald? Was not the woman amute?” The captain drew his forehead up so tight he looked like he had
only one eyebrow.

“She could talk with sgns and pictures. She couldn’'t read or write, but she could draw redly fine. |
could dways understand her.”

“I'm sure you could. And what did she tdl you about your aunt?’

“She didn’t want to talk about Seri, and she wouldn't leave her room any more after Seri came, so |
just thought she mugt be afraid of h