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For the Ladies

Chapter One

The Mountain floated over thelong roll of field and forest. Even in summer its pesk was white with snow.
In early spring, when the grass had begun to grow greenin the valeys, its summit was locked in winter.

Therewasafire of magicinits heart, welling up from the deep roots of the earth. It bubbled like aspring
from the white fang of the peak, and rippled in waves through the vault of heaven. Thetides of time
began to swirl and shift.

In the citadel on the Mountain's knees, the master of the Schools of Peace and War woke from a
stranger dream than most. He stumbled from bed, flung open the shutters and peered up at the glow of
dawn on the snowbound dopes.
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Every spring the power rose; every spring the Mountain's Call went out, summoning young men to the
testing. Every spring and summer they came, straggling in from the far reaches of Aurdlia'sempire,
coming to claim the magic that they hoped wastheirs. White magic, stalion magic. Magic of time and the
gods.

Thisyear's Cal was different. How it was different, or what it portended, the master could not tell. The
godsin their pastures, cropping the new green grass, would not answer when he asked. The Ladiesin the
high valeys, grester than gods, chose not to acknowledge him at all.

Thiswasamysery, that silence said. Even the master of the school must wait and see, and hope that
when the answer came, it would be one that he could accept.

Vaeriahad been walking in afog for days. Sometimes she wondered if shewasill. Other times, she was
sure that shewaslosing her mind.

Therewasavoicein her head. It caled to her with the sound of wind through pines. It whispered in the
hollows of her skull. Come. Come to me.

She staggered on the path to the widow Rufo's house. Her mother's hand gripped her wrist and
wrenched her upright.

The pain helped Vaeriato focus. It was harder every day. Sometimes now she could barely see. She
had to struggle to hear what people said to her. She thought she might belosing her mind atogether,
except that there was a deep sense of Tightnessto it. She was meant to hear this call. She was meant to

go—

"Vderial" Her mother's voice cut through the fog of confusion. She blinked haf-wittedly. Shewas
standing in the widow Rufo's cottage. Her head just missed brushing the roofbeam.

"Vderia" Morag said. "Start brewing thetea.”

Vaderias hands knew what to do even when her wits were drifting away toward gods knew where. She
dipped water from the barrel by the door and poured it into the kettle, then set it to boil on the hearth.
Thefire had burned too low. She whispered aWord. The banked logs burst into flame.

The widow Rufo's breath rattled. Morag spread a paste of pungent herbs over the bony chest and
covered it with soft cloths. Herbs just as pungent steeped in the boiling water, brewing into tea. When it
was strong enough, Morag coaxed it into her sip by sip.

Vaeriasquaited by thefire. It wasfull of visons. White mountains. White clouds. Thetoss of awhite
mane, and a noble head on a proud arched neck, turning to fix her with an eye as dark as deep water.
The depths of it werefull of stars. Come, said the white god. Come to me.

"She's getting worse."

Vaderialay in the wide bed with her three younger sisters. She was the innermost, with Caias warmth on
one side and the chill of thewall on the other. Her Ssters were snoring on three different notes. They
amost drowned out the murmur of their mother's voice on the other sde of thewall.

" She can barely keep her mind on her work," Morag went on. " She started to say abirthing spell over



Edwy's burned hand this morning—thanks to Sun and Moon | caught her in time, or he'd have sprouted
acrop of new fingers."

Her father's laughter rumbled through the wal. Morag dapped him. He grunted. "There now,” hesaidin
his deep voice, roughened from years of bellowing orders on battlefields. "What was that for?"

"Y ou know perfectly well what for,"” Morag said sharply. "Our daughter islosing her mind.”

"If shewereaboy,” Titussaid, "I'd bethinking it wasthe Cdl. | saw it atime or two when | wasin the
legion. One of the youngest recruits would get up one fine spring morning with hiseyes dl strange, pick
up hiskit and walk out of the barracks, and no one with any sense would try to stop him. Our girl'sjust
about the same age as they were, and gods know she has away with animas. Horsesfollow her like
puppies. Theway she taught the goat to dance—"

"Sheisnot aboy,” saidd Morag. "Thisisasoring sickness. Therésmagicinit, she stinksof it, but itis
rD.t_ll

"What if itis?'

"It can't be," Morag said flatly. "Women aren't Cdled. She has agood deal more magic than she knows
what to do with, and it'slaid her open to some contagion off the mountains.”

Titus grunted the way he did when he was not minded to argue with hiswife, but neither was heinclined
to agree with her. "Y ou'd better cure her, then, if shesassick asthat.”

"I'll cure her," said Morag. Her tone was grim. Y ou go in the morning, husband, and talk to Aengus. She
likesthat son of hiswell enough. Theréstimeto make it adouble wedding.”

"I'm not sure—" said Titus.
"Doit," Morag said with asnap like adoor shutting.

That was dl they said that night. Vaerialay very ill, trying not to touch either Caiaor thewall. Caia
would not be pleased at dl, not after she had bragged to everyone about being thefirst of dl four ssters
to marry. Shewas ayear younger than Vaeriaand the beauty of the family. Their father had not had to
go begging for ahusband for that one. Wellin Smith had asked for her.

Aengus son Donn was unlikely to refuse Titus eldest daughter. He had been trailing after Vaeriasince
they were both in short tunics. He had an attractive face and decent conversation, and alittle magic,
which was useful in hisfather's mill. He could offer hiswife agood inheritance and acomfortable living,
even amaid if shewanted one.

It was agood match. Vaeria should be happy. Her mother would cure her of these dreams and fancies.
Shewould marry aman sherather liked, give him children and continue with her educationin
herb-hedling and earth magic. When the time came, she would inherit her mother's placein the village,
and be awisewoman.

That was the life she was born to. It was better than most young women could hopefor.

Shewasill, that was al, as her mother had said. Because it was spring and she was coming to her
sixteenth summer, and because she had listened hungrily dl her life to tories of the Cdl and the white
gods and the school on the Mountain, she had deluded hersdlf into thinking that this bout of brain fever
was something more. That was why she was dreaming in broad daylight and sscumbling over her own fet,
and feding ever more strongly that she should take whatever she could carry and run away. She could



not possibly be hearing the Call that had never cometo awoman in al the yearsthat it had been ringing
through the planes of the agther.

Vaeriadid from doubt and darknessinto a dream of white horses gdlloping in afield under the white
teeth of mountains. They weredl mareswith heavy bellies, and foa s running beside them. The young
oneswere dark, black or brown, with the white of adulthood shining through.

They ran in wide sweeps across the green field. The swoops and curves made her think of aflock of
birdsin flight. Augurs could read omensin the passage of birds, but these white horses could shape the
future. They could make it happen. They were the moon, and time wasthetide.

A voice was speaking. She could not see who spoke, or tell if it wasaman's voice or awoman's. It
came up out of the earth and down fromtheair. "Look," it said. "See. Understand. Thereisa
prophecy—remember it. One will come of the pureline, true child of First Stallion and Queen Mare.
That onewill sedl the bond of soul and spirit with achild of man. Together they shal be both the salvation
and degtruction of the people.”

Wordswelled up, aflood of questions, but there was no one to ask. She could only watch in silence.

The mares and foas circled the field in agraceful arc and legped into the sky, spinning away like aswirl
of snow. Down on thefield, a sngle pa e shape stood motionless. The solid quarters and the heavy crest
marked him agtalion, even before he turned and she recognized him. She had dreamed him once

dready.

He was young, dappled with silver like the moon. As massive, as he was, he was somewhat soft around
the edges. He was beautiful and perfect but till, somehow, unfinished. Come, he said as he had before.
Come to me.

She woke in the dark before dawn, with the dream dipping away before she could grasp it. Shewas
gtanding in the open air. The sky was heavy with rain, but it had not yet begun to fall. Shewasdressed in
her brothers hand-me-downs. They were faded and much mended, but they were warm. Therewas a
weight on her back.

She remembered asif it had been part of her dream how she had dipped out of bed without disturbing
her sisters. She had found the old legionary pack that her eldest brother Rodry had brought home on his
last leave, and filled it with food and clothing, enough for aweek and more. When she woke, shewas
filling awater bottlein the stream that ran undernesth the dairy house.

Her face was turned toward the Mountain. It was too far away to see, but she could fedl it. When she
turned in the wrong direction, her skin itched and quivered.

The bottle was full. She thrust the stopper in and hung it from her belt. The sky waslightening just alittle.
She set off down the path from her father's farm to the northward road.

Her mother was waiting where the path joined the road. Vaeriasfeet would have carried her on pagt,
but Morag stood, in the way. When Va eria sidestepped, Morag wasthere. "No," said her mother. "You
will not."

"l haveto," Vderiasad.



"You will not,"” said Morag. She gripped Vaeriaswrists and spoke aWord.

The cords of the binding spell wereinvisible, but they were strong. Vaeria could not move her numbed
lipsto speak the counterspell. Spellbound and hel pless, she staggered behind her mother. Every step she
took away from the Mountain was a nightmare of discomfort, but she could do nothing about it. Her
mother's magic was too strong.

Theroot cdlar smdled of earth and damp and the strings of garlic that hung from the beams. Barrels of
turnips and beets and potatoes lined the walls. There was one window high up, barely big enough for a
cat to climb through. The trapdoor in the ceiling was securely bolted on the other side.

It was not terribly uncomfortable, for a prison. Vaeriahad afeather bed to lie on. She had afirepot and
arack of lampswith more than enough oil to keep them burning. Morag had left her with the herba and
the book of earth spells, but a binding kept her from working any spell that might help her escape.

"I'll let you out on your wedding day," Morag had said when she shut Vderiain the cdlar. "Between now
and then, you will do your lessons and ponder your future, and i will seethat you get over this Sickness.”

"It'snot asckness," Vaeriasad through clenched teeth. "Y ou know what it is.”

"I know what you think it is. Y ou know it'simpossible. Y ou are the only one of my daughterswho was
born with magic. Y ou will have ample opportunity to develop and use it—but you will doit herein Imbria
where you belong."

"l don't belong here" Vaderiasaid. "'l belong on the Mountain.”

"You do not," said Morag. "No woman does. And so they will tell you if you keep on trying to answer
their Call. They'll break your heart. They'll laugh in your face and send you away. I'm sparing you that,
daughter. Someday, Sun and Moon willing, youll learn to forgive me.”

That would never happen. Valeriahad come out of her dream-ridden fog into atrammeled fury. Shewas
awake now, and her mind was as clear asit could be.

She remembered when she had first heard the story, asvivid asif it had happened this morning. She
could see the market in the bright sunlight, with its booths of vegetables and fruit, heaped greens and
sdesof mutton and beef and sirings of fish.

A sranger lounged on the bench outside Lemmer'swineshop. "Oh, aye," he said in an odd rolling accent.
"The horse magicians send out a Cal every spring, just before the passes open in the mountains. It's
meant for boyswho are amost men, or men who are still mostly boys. Fourteen, fifteen, sixteen summers
old. Never younger. Only rarely older. It binds them and compels them to go to the Mountain.”

Vaeriawas much younger then, not yet in skirts. Strangerstook her for aboy, aslanky and gawky as
shewas. "Only boys?' she asked thisstranger. "No girls?

"Never agirl or awoman," thetraveler said. "Horse magic's not for the Moon's children. It belongsto the
un

Vaeriamight have liked to argue the point, but she had another question to ask first. "What is horse
magic? What doesit do? Anybody can ride ahorse—even agirl.”

"Anyone can Ston ahorse" thetraveler said. "To master the white stalions, the firstborn children of time



and the gods—that's not for any plowboy to try."

"Sometimes a plowboy does,” said one of the traveler's companions. He had an even odder accent, and
was very odd to look at. He was a head taller than the tallest man that Valeria had seen before, and his
cheekswere thickly patterned with whorlsin blue and green and red. " Sometimes even abond-dave can
try it. If he hearsthe Cdll, if he goesto the Mountain, he can be tested just asif he were aprince. He can
pass the testing and be made arider, and no one ever callshim adave again. The stallionsdon't careif a
man was born low or high. They only care for the magic that'sin him."

"But what do they do?' Vderiapersasted. "What isthe horse magic? Isit like charming snakes and birds,
or teaching goatsto dance?’

The tattooed man grinned. His teeth were filed to points. He looked darming, but VVaeriawas not afraid
of him. "Something likethet," he said, "and something like herding cats, and alittle bit like casting the
bones. Mogly it's hard work. Can you ride ahorse, child?"

If it had been anyone else, Vderiawould have been outraged to be caled a child, but this man was so
large and so odd and so full of answersto her questions that she could not bring hersdlf to resent it. "I can
gt on anything that will let me," she said. "I'm sure they wouldn't cdll it riding, up there on the Mountain.”

The stranger laughed, ajoyful shout. "Oh, they would not! But they would approve of your honesty.
Maybe you'll hear the Call, child, when you're old enough.”

"Maybel will," Vderiasaid. Never mind that shewas agirl. Magic came where it would, she dready
knew that. Who knew what she could beif she put her mind to it?

She would have asked many more questions, but her brothers caught her hanging about where she
should not, and dragged her off home. When she could dip back again, the strangers were long gone.
Others camein the yearsthat followed and told more stories, some of which answered her spate of
questions, but none stayed in her memory asthose first two strangers had.

She had dreamed of white horses even before the strangers came to the market. She dreamed that they
danced, and she danced with them. Sometimes they danced on the earth and sometimesin the sky. She
could see the patterns that they made, how they wove together earth and water and air, and madeit all
onesngleshining thing.

Shetried to ride the pony as sherode in her dreams. He did not see the point in it, and bucked her off
more often than not. The big dow plow horses were more accommodating, but they were earthbound.
They had no lement of fire. The goats, who loved to dance, were too smal for even achild to st on.

None of them was as perfect as the white dream-horses. None of them would make her arider. Only the
white gods could do that, and only their riders could teach her.

Now, againgt al hope, she was Cdled. She was summoned to the testing. The magic wasin her, even
though she was awoman.

Morag'shinding rattled VValeria's skull. Her lesser magics were al suppressed. Even the greater one, the
one Morag would not acknowledge, was weakened and dow. She had to wait until night, when the sun's
snging was gtilled, and humans were adeegp in the quiet harmony of the stars. Then if shelistened, she
could hear the overlapping voices of the world. She resisted the urgeto find the patternsin them, and
once she had found them, to make sense of them. There was no timefor that, only for the Call.



The horses were locked in the stable. The dogs were loose in the yard asthey were every night. They
were not asintelligent as the horses, but they were more subservient, and for her purposes more useful.
They thought it agreat gameto tug and pull at the bolt that secured the trapdoor, until after a
white-knuckled whileit did free.

Shewas up among theminnotimeat dl. They fell over one ancther in delight, tongues flapping, tails
wagging franticaly. She rubbed each big shaggy head and pulled each pair of ears and thanked them
from the bottom of her heart. Then she sent them back to guard duty.

Her brother's pack was back on its hook in the toolshed. The waterskin was besideit. Thistime Vderia
made sure she was not followed. Theratsin the walls and the pigeonsin the rafters assured her that her
mother was adegp beside her father. Morag had committed a cardina error of warfare, as Tituswould
be sure to remind her when they woke and found their daughter gone. She had underestimated the

enemy.

Anger was il strongin Vaeria It ate the twinge of guilt and theimpulse to stop and say goodbyeto her
brothersand ssters. What if she never saw them again?

What asoldier did not know, he could not betray. That was another of Titus maxims. Vaerialeft them
al deeping the deep of the happily ignorant.

No onewaswaiting for her thistime. The road was empty under the chilly starlight. She paused where
the path turned onto the road. The warding rune on the post there was meant to keep intruders out but
not—she drew a bregath of relief—to keep the family in. She did not look back. In her mind's eye she
saw her father'sfarmstead initsfold of the hills, with its thatched roofs and its wooden paisade and its
border of trees.

She said farewell in her heart, but her eyes were fixed on the shadow on shadow that was the wall of
mountains. Her feet wereitching to begin the journey. Thefirst step wasthe hardest, but each one after
that was easier, until she was striding headlong, dmost running, into the north.

Chapter Two

The horsefollowed Vaeriafor aday before she gavein to hisimportuning and let him carry her. Hewas
clean and well fed and his hooves had been trimmed recently, but he refused to acknowledge that he

bel onged to anyone. He ingsted that he had come for her. He was neither white nor astalion, but Vaeria
did not care about that. His back was comfortable and his gaits were smooth. She could have paid gold
and done worse.

She had defied her mother and abandoned her family, al of whom, in spite of her anger, she missed
terribly. Shewas afugitive, living off what she could forage and trying to stretch her few provisonsfor as
long as she could. She barely knew where she was going or how long it would take to get there. And yet
she was happy, even when the last snow of winter caught her on the road and forced her into an empty
barn for aday and anight.

The bindings on her magic had dipped loose after sheld passed the runepost at the border of the farm.
She could cal fireto warm her and the horse. There was hay in the deserted barn, cut last year but till
dry and clean. The horse ate agood dedl of it, and she dept on therest. A few haf-wild hensroosted in



acorner of the barn. Their eggs were small, but there were a decent number of them. With thelast of the
bread and dried apples from home, Vaeria had afeast while the storm howled outside.

When she rode out through melting snow, the second morning after she came to the barn, she had cut her
long hair short. It was practical, and she thought it might also be safer if she was out riding the roads
alone, to be taken for aboy. Her head felt odd and light, and her ears were cold.

The horse pranced, glad to be free again. Vaeria's rump was not so happy. It wasjust beginning to
recover from the effects of too much riding after too little practice.

Shewould need better discipline than that if she wasto be arider. She gritted her teeth and suffered
throughiit.

Before the storm came, she had met few people on the road. Mogt of those were farmers going to
market. She had seen animperia courier once, galloping flat out on his spotted horse.

A troop of legionaries tramped past not long after she left the barn. She resisted the urge to hide from
them. She was not afugitive. She was Called. Her horse, bridleless and saddleless and obeying her
without question, would tell anyone that. So would the road she was on, which led north to the Mountain
and the white gods.

In the stories she had heard, the Called could ask for food and lodging at, the imperial way gations. The
day after the last of her provisionsran out, shetested it. It wasthat or resort to steding.

Theman in charge of the station had the same toughened-lesther ook as her father, and the same accent,
too. Wherever alegionary came from, after twenty yearsin the emperor's service he came out talking
that way, usualy with avoice gone raw from bellowing ordersin dl weathers above dl manner of uproar.

He did not ask her who she was or what she was doing. As she had hoped, it was obvious. He gave her
asedt at thetablein the mess hdl and abed in the barracks, and showed her where she could stable the
horse. When the horse was bedded down with amanger full of good hay and apan of barley, she went
to clam her own dinner.

Therewere only ahandful of other peoplein the station tonight. They were dl imperia couriers either
resting between runs or waiting for the relay to reach them. Most of them, like the stationmaster, asked
no questions. One or two watched her without being blatant about it. They al seemed to know each
other. Shewasthe only stranger.

She finished her dinner as quickly as she could, trying not to choke. She barely tasted the stew and bread
and beer. She escaped before anyone could strike up a conversation.

She left before the sun came up. The cook was just taking the first [oaves out of the oven when she came
down from the room. He gave her aloaf so hot and fresh she could barely hold it, with awedge of
cheesethrust into adlit in the crust. The cheese had melted into the bread. She ate it in agtate of bliss,
and belched her appreciation.

"Gods give you good luck," the cook said, "and a safe journey. May the testing favor you."
She hoped she did not look too startled. " Thank—thank you," she said.

The cook smiled and touched her forehead. "For luck,” he said. "Never had anyone Called from your
village before, did you?'
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She shook her head. "l've heard dll the stories. But—"

"You giveluck," the cook said, "and take it, too. Stop at the stations. Don't try to go it on your own.
Most people respect the Cal, but afew might try to stedl the luck.”

"How do they—"

The cook dashed his hand across histhroat. "It'sin the blood, they say. | don't believeit—I think it'sin
the soul, and killing you unmakesiit. Those on the Mountain, they know for sure, but they're not telling the
likesof us"

"l don't know anything about it," Vderiasad.

"Youll learn," said the cook. "Best be on your way now. It'salong way to the Mountain, and time's not
ganding ill."

"How long—"

"Three daysfor acourier,” the cook said. "Ten, maybe, at ordinary pace, and alowing for weather and
delays. Ak .at the sationsif there's a caravan heading the way you need to go. That's safest. Y ou might
even meet others of the Called.”

A shiver ran down her spine. In her dreams she had away's been aone. She had not thought about what
the Call would mean. She went to a place where everyone had the same kind of magic asshedid. She
would not be aone any longer.

If and when they found out she was not a boy—

She would deal with that when it happened. For now she had to go to the Mountain. That was all she
could think about, and al she needed to think aboui.

When she fetched the horse from the stable, having discovered that she could commandeer a saddle and
bridlefor him, she was struck with a sudden attack of cowardice. She turned him southward, back the
way she had come.

The Call snapped like anoose around her neck. She amost lost her breakfast. She turned northward and
saved it, but the message was clear. She was bound to thisroad. She had to rideit to the end.

The hunt passed her not long after the sun came up. The hounds came first, then the huntsmen. The hunt
itsdf was alittle distance behind. She had seen few noblesin her life, but these were obvioudy wellborn.
Their horses caparisons were elaborate, with ornately tooled saddles and chased silver bits and stirrups.
The long manes were braided with ribbonsin colors that matched the riders coats. The riderswore
enough gold to dazzle her.

They looked down their noses at the lone traveler on the side, of the road. Shefelt grubby and common
in her patched coat. Her boots were walking boots—one of the lordlings remarked on them as he rode
elegantly by. The horsewas ill in winter coat. Even agood grooming could not make him look less

shaggy.
Vaderialifted her chin and looked the ridersin the eye. She was Cdled. And what were they?

As soon as shedid it, she knew she had made amistake. One of them, big and uncommonly fair-haired



for this part of the world, raked her with aglance that sharpened suddenly. She had seen that look in the
leader of adog pack that had been going casually about its business until it caught wind of anewborn
lamb. Thiswasthe same sudden gleam in the eye, the same flash of fang.

He was not hunting to eat. He was hunting for pleasure. It mattered little to him whether his prey was
anima or human.

Vaeriakept the horse, and hersaf, perfectly ill. It might betoo little too late, but she called up what
magic she could in her rattled state, and did her best to seem as dull and unworthy as possible. Aboveal,
shetook care not to give him any further indication that she was one of the Cdled. If anyone would kill
her for luck, this man would.

It seemed to work. The nobleman let his eyes dide away from her. The rest of them rode past without
stopping or pausing, with only brief glancesif they troubled with her at all.

Vaerianearly collapsed in relief. She was safe, she thought. Even so, she stayed where she was for long
enough to see how, just before the road bent around ahill, they turned off into the trees. Then she waited
awhilelonger, until she was sure she no longer heard them.

When sherode on, she stayed well away from the path through the trees, keeping to the open road. It
curved again, then again, weaving through arange of wooded hills.

Graduadly the hills closed in. The treesweretaller, their brancheslaced overhead. The bright sunlight
dimmed, filtering through needles of spruce and pine. There was still snow here. It had adeep cold smell
under the sharp sweetness of evergreen.

The horse arched his neck and tensed his back. When abird started out of cover, he almost went
skyward with it.

Vderiasoothed him with apurring trill, stroking his neck over and over. It softened alittle. He went
forward on tiptoe. Every now and then he expressed himself with an explosive snort.

The hunt found Vderiajust where the road opened again and started to descend into adeep river valey.
In the distance she saw theroofs of atown. It was a substantia place, with awal around it and the tower
of atemplerising out of it.

She heard the hounds singing. Whatever they were chasing, it was coming thisway.

Best be out of its way when the hunt came through, she thought. She was not afraid—yet. Shelet the
horse pick up atrot and then acanter, aiming toward the town.

By the time she came out on the level, the hounds werein full cry behind her. The horse had forsaken any
pretense of civilization. He fdt himsdlf a hunted thing. He knew nothing but speed.

His panic was sucking her down. She fought it. The hounds were closing in. She could not see or hear
the huntsmen, or the nobles on their pretty horses. They must be far behind. Or—

Just as she turned from looking back at the hounds, their masters rode out of the trees ahead. They were
laughing. Their leeder laughed loudest of al, mocking her stupidity. Thiswas an ambush, and she had
ridden blindly intoiit.

The horse had the bit in histeeth. Shelet the reinsfal on hisneck as he veered wildly avay from the



onrushing horsemen, and sang to the hounds.

They had the taste of blood from a doe that they had caught and torn apart under the trees. The horse
was larger and sweeter. She sang away the sweetness and the temptation. She sang them to deep.

They dropped where they ran, tumbling over one another. It happened none too soon. The horse was
flagging. He was a sturdy beast, but he was not built to race.

The hunters on their dender-legged beauties were gaining fast. Her horsg'stwists and evasions barely
gave them pause. They ran right over the hounds.

There were too many horsesto master dl at once, and Vaeriawastired. Her own horse sumbled just as
she scraped together the strength to try another working. Hislegs tangled, and he somersaulted. They
parted in midair.

Shelay winded, wheezing for breath. Her head was spinning. Huge shapes swirled around her. Gold
flashed in her eyes. Hands wrenched at her, tearing at her clothes.

Shefought blindly, still struggling to bresthe. The magic was besten out of her. She kicked and clawed.
Her coat was gone. Her shirt shredded in their hands.

Her breasts gave them pause, but that was dl too brief. They yowled with glee. 1t would not have
mattered if she had been aboy. A girl was much, much better.

Two of them pinned her arms. Two more pried her legs apart. The fifth, whose face she aready knew
too well, stood above her, tugging at hisbelt.

She arched and twisted. She was completely empty of rationd thought. Magic—she had magic
somewhere. If she could only—

The earth shrugged. The hot, hard thing that had been thrusting a her dropped away. Her wrists and
ankles throbbed so badly that for along while she was not even sure that they were free.

Someone bent over her. She surged up in pure, blind rage.
He rocked back astep, but then he braced against her. He caught her hands and held her at arm'slength.

All too dowly she understood that he was not one of the hunters. He wore no gold. His coat was plain
leather. The hunters had been big men, brown-haired, with broad red faces. She would never forget any
of those faces. This onewas dim and dark and not much taller than she. Hiseyeswere an odd pae
color, dmost silver. With histhin arched nose and long mouth, they made him ook stern and cold.

She looked around dazedly. Her attackerslay like the wreck of a storm, hegped one on top of the other.
Their horses stood beyond them in anest line.

A small wind began to blow, stinging her many scratches. She turned her wristsin her rescuer's grip. He
let her go. She started to cover hersdlf, but it was alittle too late for that.

Mutely hetook off hiscoat and held it out. Shetook it just aswordlesdy. Asplain asit was, it was
beautifully made, of leather as soft as butter. The shirt he wore under it wasfine linen, and clean. She
caught hersaf admiring the width of his shoulders.

Her stomach turned over. She barely had time to toss the coat out of the way before she doubled up,
retching into the grass.



She was beyond empty when she could findly stand straight again. Her head fdlt light, dizzy. She sarted
to reach for the coat and staggered.

The dark man caught her before she fdll. Her skin flinched at histouch, but she made it stop. Hislips
tightened. "Sit here," he said, pointing to his coat whereit lay on the ground.

He had adeeper voice than she had expected, speaking imperial Aurelian with an accent so pure it
sounded gtilted. He must be from the heart of the empire, from Aurdiaitself.

She did not conscioudly decideto do as hetold her. Helet go of her, and her kneeswould not hold her
up. She crumpled in a heap.

Heturned his back on her and walked away. She stared after him in disbelief. Anger drove out astorm
of tears. How could he—wheat did he think—

She was shaking uncontrollably. Her ssomach had nothing more to cast up. If she could find the horse,
shewould get to him and mount somehow and escape before her rescuer came back.

The horse was dead. Maybe she had felt him die. She did not remember. Helay not far from her with his
neck a an unnatura angle. Hieswere dready buzzing around him.

The other horseswere till intheir line asif tied. She supposed she should wonder at that, just as she
should grievefor the horse who had served her so well. She would, later. She wasin shock. She knew
that dispassionately, from the training her mother had bullied into her. She needed warmth, quiet and a
dose of tonic.

The sun was not too cold. It was quiet where shelay. None of her attackers had moved, but they were
breathing. She could hear them. They must be adeep or unconscious.

The dark man swam into view above her as he had before. Thistime she smply stared at him. He carried
abundle that unfolded into ashirt asfine ashisown, apair of soft trousers, and apair of boots. The
boots werefor riding.

He dressed her asif she was a child. These clothes were better than the best she had had a home. They
fit much better than her brothers hand-me-downs.

When she was dressed, with his coat over the shirt, he filled awooden cup from awineskin and made
her drink. She swallowed in spite of herself, and choked. The winewas so strong it made her dizzy.
Therewas something init. Vaerian—hellebore—

She pushed the cup away. "Are you trying to poison me?"
"S0," hesaid. "You can talk. No, it's not poison. It's something to cam you."

"Not for shock," shesaid. "That makesit worse. Plain water is better. And rest. If therésan herbaist in
thetown—"

"I'm surethereis,” hesaid. "Can you ride?"
"l can ride anything."

That was the wine making her giddy. He arched abrow but refrained from comment. "1 meant, can you
ride now?"

"Anything," shesad. "Any time"



"If you say s0," he said. He turned toward the line of horses. One of them shook its head asif he had
freed it from aspell, and waked docildly toward him. It was a handsome thing asthey al were,
coal-black with a star. Its trappings were crimson and green.

He smoothed the mane on its neck, grimacing at the ribbons, and said to Valeria, "Well get you
something lessgaudy in Mdlia”

"Y ou've been very kind," she said. "Y ou saved my life and more, and I'm very grateful. But now |
think—"

"Don't worry," he said. "Y ou won't be charged with stealing the horse. It's due you as
compensation—and not only for rape. Thisis one pack of hellionsthat won't be terrorizing these parts
aggin”

Shedared a him. "Again? Thisisn't the firs—"

"They're notorious,” the dark man said. "And, unfortunately, too well born to be brought to account. The
emperor'sjusticeis not aswell administered here as one might hope.”

"But that means—you—I—"

"Thelr hunting days are over," the dark man said. His voice was as S0ft as ever, but something in it made
her shiver.

Vaerids sght was blurring again. She had meant to say something more, but what it was, she could not
remember.

While she groped for words, he lifted her and deposited her lightly in the saddle. He was agresat dedl
stronger than helooked. She was amost as big as he was, and he had not shown any sign of strain.

She clung to the high ornate saddle and tried to stop her head from whirling. The horse was quiet under
her. It found her weight negligible after the well-fed lordling it had been carrying, and her balance eveniin
this state was better than his.

Her rescuer made no moveto clam any of the horsesfor himself. He waked through the field of the
falen. Most heleft where they lay, but he paused beside one. When he turned the man onto his back,
Vaeriarecognized the face. It had hung above her just before the earth shook and flung them al down.

The man's breeches were tangled around his ankles. Histhick red organ flapped limply. Her rescuer bent
over him. Therewas aknifein hishand.

Vaeriasthroat closed. She knew the penalty for rape. Except that this man had not quite—

She meant to say 0. The words would not come. She watched without a sound as the dark man made
two quick, mercilesscuts. It wasjust like gelding acolt. He flung the offal with a gesture of such perfectly
controlled fury that her jaw dropped. Before the bloody bundle could strike the ground, a crow
appeared out of nowhere and caught it and carried it away.

When the man turned back toward her, his eyes were so pae they seemed to have no color at all. He
lifted ashoulder just vishbly.

The horse on the end of the line left the others and trotted toward him. Now that she saw it gpart from
therest, sheredlized that it was different. Its saddle and bridle were as plain but as excdlently made as
the rider's clothes. The horse was very like them in qudlity, a sturdy grey cob with an arched nose and an



intelligent eye. It was neither astall nor by any means as elegant asthe others, but Vaeriawould have
laid wagersthat it would still be going when they had dropped with exhaustion.

The dark man mounted without touching the stirrup. With no perceptible ingtruction, the grey horse
turned toward the town. The black followed of its own accord.

The movement of ahorse under her did as much to bring Vaeriaback to hersdf as anything she could
have done. Her somach was atight and painful knot, but she had mastered it.

She would have to decide how shefelt about the dark man's rough justice. The civilized part of her
deplored it. The sane part was wondering what price hewould pay for it, if theiordling'sfamily realy was
as powerful ashe had said. Therest of her was dancing with bloodthirsty glee.

She fixed her eyes on him to steady hersdlf. He had abeautiful seat on hisblocky little horse. He sat
upright but not at al stiff, with adeep, soft leg and a supple hip. He moved as the horse moved, asif he
were apart of it.

She had never seen anyoneride like that, except in dreams. If the riders on the Mountain could teach her
to ride even afraction aswell, shewould call hersaf happy.

Shetried to imitate him, alittle. The effort reminded her forcefully that she had been tumbling on rocky
ground and fighting off rgpe not long before. She persisted until the memory faded. Then there was only
the horse under her and the rider in front of her and the town of Maliadrawing steadily closer.

Chapter Three

The hostages joined the caravan in Mdlia. They had been riding at a punishing pace, thanksto their
escort. The emperor's guard had no love to spare for the sons of barbarian chieftains who had made war
againgt the empire. Even if the emperor had seen fit to take them as hostages for their fathers good
behavior, the emperor's soldiers saw no reason to trest them as anything but enemies.

Euan Rohe had atougher rump than most. But after far too many days on imperia remounts, with a
change at every station and a bare pause to eat or piss, he was hobbling as badly as the others. He
groaned in relief when he heard that they were to stop for awhole night in thislittle pimple of atown.

For atown this smal and this close to the heart of the empire, it had asizable garrison. Therewasa
legion quartered here under an elderly but able commander. He inspected histemporary chargeswith a
sngular lack of expression and said to his orderly, "Clear out the west barracks. Tell the veteransto keep
their opinionsto themsdves, or they'll be answering to me.”

Euan felt his brows go up. There had been no need for the man to say that in the hostages hearing. It was
achdlenge of sorts, and awarning.

They had had a good number of those as they rode from the frontier. He knew better than to take them
for granted. A hostage survived by staying on guard.

The west barracks made a decent prison. Its windows were high and barred, and the guards took station
near the doors. It seemed excessive for haf a dozen hostages, but that was the empire of Aurelia It did
everything to excess.



The hostages were determined not to cause trouble. There would be enough of that |ater, the One God
willing. They ate what they were fed and went directly to deep.

It was still dark when they were rousted out. The caravan was just starting to assemble. It wasa
merchant caravan for the most part, but some of it was even more heavily guarded than the hostages.
That was the treasure transport, carrying coin and tribute to the school on the Mountain.

Euan was in no way eager to climb into the saddle. He delayed aslong as he could, which was afair
whilewith acaravan of thissze.

Ashebused himsdf with the sixth or seventh readjustment of a bridle strap, the commander came out of
the legionaries barrackswith a pair of his countrymen. They were both much younger than he. Onewas
a hawk-faced man who walked like awarrior, light and dangerous. The other wasaboy. Or...

Euan peered. Boys could be beautiful in Aurelia, with their smooth olive skin and black curly hair. He had
mistaken afew for girlsin histime, and been royaly embarrassed by it, too. Thismust be aboy. Girlsin
this country wore skirts and did not cut their hair. And yet. ..

Thiswasinteresting. He busied himsdlf with his horse's girth and watched under hisbrows. The
commander and the hawk-faced man took the boy, if boy it was, to the caravan master. Euan could not
hear every word they said, but it was clear the young person was being entrusted to the caravan for
trangport north.

The boy did not say anything while they made arrangements for him. His eyeswere wide, taking in the
caravan. They widened even further as he caught sight of the hostagesin their ring of guards. From the
look of him, he had never seen princes of the Caetanni before.

Euan rather thought the boy liked what he saw. He would probably die before he admitted it. Gavin
favored him with abroad and mocking grin. The boy looked away hatily.

The negotiations were short and amicable. Whoever the hawk-faced man was, he won a degree of
respect from the caravan master that even the legionary commander could not match. The boy must bea
relaive, from the way the caravan master treated him.

The boy broke his silence when the horses were brought out. His horse was a pretty black of amuch
lighter and more elegant breed than Euan's big dray horse. He seemed to be looking for another, and not
seaing it. "Aren't you coming?' he asked the hawk-faced man.

Hisvoice was as ambiguous as hisface. If it wasaboy's, it was on the light Side, but it was deep for a
gll's

"I have other business here," the man said. "Y ou'll be safe with Master Rowan. Helll ook after you asif
you were his own, and take you where you want to go."

The boy st hislipstogether. Euan could see how unhappy he was, but he did not whine or beg. He
turned his back and mounted the black horse, then waited for the rest of them with an air of cold disdain.

The man shook his head dightly, but did not presstheissue. They were either brothers or lovers, Euan
thought. No one & se would wage war over matters so small.

At long last the caravan began to move. Its pace was dow, dictated by the mules and the oxen. They
would be on the road for days longer than strictly necessary, but none of the hostages minded overmuch.



They needed timeto rest and steady their minds before they reached their destination.

Their guards vigilance was less gtrict in the caravan than it had been on the way from the border. They
were dlowed to move somewhat among the men of the caravan, and to carry on conversations. They
used the opportunity to practice their Aurdlian as well as the horsemanship they had been practicing,
forcibly, since the day they were sent on thisjourney.

The boy from Mallia had his own smdl tent, which was pitched every night beside the caravan magter's.
One of the master's servants saw to his needs. He ate his meals with the master or hisguards. Hewas
kept as close as avirgin daughter.

Euan loved achalenge. He scouted the ground and laid his plan. By the second day he was ready to
make hismove.

The night before, they had stayed in one of theimperia caravanserais. Tonight they weretoo far from the
nearest town to cover the distance before dark. They camped aong the road instead, setting up a
guarded camp with earthen wdlsin thelegionary style.

While most of the guards were busy with the earthwork, Euan saw his opening. The boy inssted on
taking care of hisown horse, against some opposition. Euan chose to station hishorsein theline not far
from the black, and to practice his newly acquired horse-tending skills.

The boy was much better at it than he was. He hardly needed to pretend to be inept. As he had hoped,
his fumbling brought the boy over to lend ahand.

Thiswas not aboy. Euan was sure of that as they worked side by side to rub the horse down and feed
him hisnose bag of barley. It waslike afragrance so faint he was barely aware of it. Thiswas ayoung
woman.

Once Euan had assured himsdlf of that, he could not see her asaman. Her hands were too dender and
her throat too smooth. Her face was too fine to be male, even young imperiad mae.

He kept histhoughts to himsdf and stood with her while the horse ate his barley, watching the last of the
earthwork go up around them. "Y ou build acity in an hour," he said. "Then in the morning, in much less
than an hour, the wall will be gone and the camp with it. It'savery imperid thing. Even for anight you
raseup afortress.”

She danted aglance at him. Her eyeswere afascinating color, not exactly brown, not exactly green, with
flecks of gold like sunlight in aforest poal. "Y ou spesk Aurdian well," shesad.

"l work at it."
"Theway you work at your riding?"

He snorted. "We're not born on a horse's back and suckled on mares milk the way you people are.”" He
paused. "Am | redly that bad?’

"Theothersareworse."
"Probably not by much.”
The corner of her mouth turned up. ™Y ou could amost learnto ride.”

"l hope s0," he said. "That's what we're doing. Were going to the Mountain, to the School of War.



We're supposed to learn to be cavalrymen.”

"l supposeif anyone can teach you, the masters there can.”

"So everyone hopes,” Euan said. He paused before he cast the dice. "My nameis Euan. And yours?!
"Vaens" shesad.

That was aman's name. Euan was careful not to comment onit. "'l takeit you're for the Mountain, too.
School of War?'

"I'm Cdlled,” shesaid.

She spoke asif he must know what she was talking about. It took him awhile to understand, then to
redizewhat, in this case, it meant. Hedmost said, "But surely women aren't—" ,

He caught himsdlf just intime. Thiswas beyond interesting. It was a gift from the One God.

Hewould haveto play it very, very carefully. He bent his head in respect, as he had heard one should,
and let her see alittle of hisfascination. "Y ou're thefirst I've seen,” he said. "No wonder they're
trangporting you with the treasure.”

Her lip curled. "That's not because I'm Cdled. It's because of Kerrec."

She spoke the name asiif it had a bitter taste. She had not forgiven the man for abandoning her to the
caravan. That too Euan could use.

He put on an expression of wry sympathy. "Y our brother?* he asked.
"Notinthislife" shesad.
Ah, 50, he thought. "He's too protective, ishe? Or not protective enough?'

"He'stoo everything,” she said. She spun on her hed. "'I'm hungry. They dways feed me too much.
Would you help mewith it?*

"Gladly," he said, and he meant it.

Once more her mouth curved in that enchanting half-smile. "'I've seen what they've been feeding you," she
said. "You shouldn't have to be eating soldier'srations here.”

He shrugged. "They don't love us. Wevekilled too many of them—won too many battles, too, even if
welogt the war. We can hardly blame them for taking what revenge they can.”

"You have agreat ded of forbearance," she said. She sounded alittle surprised. "I had dways
thought—"

He showed her dl histeeth. "Oh, we're wild enough. We take heads. We egt the hearts of heroes. That
doesn't sop usfrom understanding how an enemy thinks."

"Of course not,” she said. "The better you understand, the easier it isto find waysto defeat him.”

Euan's heart stopped. The Called were mages. He had let himself forget that quite important fact. Many
mages could read patterns and predict outcomes. Mages of the Mountain could do more than that. Even
one who was completely untrained and untested might be able to seetoo clearly for comfort.



He shook off his sudden fit of the horrors. It was alucky shot, that was al. She showed no sign of
denouncing him as atraitor to the empire.

Her dinner was certainly better than the one his kinsmen would be getting. He was not fond of the spices
these people poured on everything, but the bread was fresh and good. There was meet, which he had not
had in days, and it was not too badly overcooked. Sheleft him most of that. He left her dl of the greens
and the boiled vegetables. "Horsefeed,” he said.

That half smile of herswas aletha weapon, if she wanted to useit that way. "I do want to beahorse
mage, after dl,” shesaid.

He saluted her with ahalf-gnawed bone. "I hope acavaryman is alowed to eat like aman, then, instead
of ahorse”

"You edt likeawolf," shesaid. "They must be feeding you even worse than | thought.”
"It's not what we're used to," he admitted.

She nodded asif in thought. There was aline between her brows. When she spoke again, it wasto
change the subject. "Tel me about your country.”

"In the south and west we have .forestslike yours," he said. "Beyond that, past the spine of mountains,
it'sabroad land of heath and crag. Rivers run there, too fast and deep to ford, and cold as snow. The
wind cutslike aknife and sings like awoman keening for her lover. The bones of the earth are bare as
often asnot. It'sahard country, but it raises strong men.”

"My father said there are fish in the lakes there that are as big as aman, with flesh so sweet that the gods
coulddineonit.”

"Y our father has been there?"
"He fought there," she said. "Doesthat bother you?'

"No," hesad. "War islife. A manisonly amanif he'sfought well. | suppose your father did if hewasin
thelegions. Whichwas his? The Vderia?'

She dtarted asif he had stung her. Aha, he thought. So that was her proper name. She recovered quickly.
"Yes. Yes, that washislegion.”

"We cdl them the Red Wolves," he said. "Mothersterrify their children with the threat of them. They're
the greet enemy. It wasthe Vderiathat took usin the last battle and brought usinto the empire.”

"Y ou don't hate them,” she said. "I'd think you would.”

"They're aworthy opponent,” he said. "War hasits baance. Someday welll defeat them and lead them in
haters through our camps.”

"Y ou are different than anything | expected,” she said dowly.
"Isthat agood thing?" he asked.

It took her amoment to answer. "I'm not sure” shesaid. "I'll think about it."



Euan thought he might bein love. Thiswas not hisfirst imperid woman, by far, but it was certainly the
first who had wanted everyone to think she was aman. He would have liked to see her hair before she
chopped it off. He would have liked even more to see what she was like under the sexless clothes she
wore.

Hewas sure it was |ove when he came back to the rest of the hostages and found them lying back,
replete after afeast identica to the one he had just finished. Someone had put in aword, it seemed. He
could guesswho it was.

They weredl in her debt, and Euan made sure they knew it. He did not tell them her secret. If they had
eyesto see, then they could. Otherwise, he would enjoy thefield without ariva.

Chapter Four

The dark man's name was Kerrec. He never actualy told Vaeriathat himsalf. She heard it from the
commander in Malia

That was her first grievance. By the time he packed her off with the caravan, she had a dozen more. He
seemed determined to keep her from being grateful for her rescue, and equally determined to make her
didike him intensely. He was cold, arrogant, secretive, and intolerably condescending, and he had not a
speck of charm.

Theworst of it was, she could not hate him. She could never hate anyone who sat ahorse like that.

Only one other thing amost persuaded her not to despise him. He had told the commander in Mdlia
nothing of her sex, only that she had been assaulted by the infamous pack of lordlings that had been
preying on travelers and the odd local. The commander, like everyone else who heard the story, had
been delighted with its ending, and more than pleased to grant her whatever she needed, horse and
clothesand provisonsand al.

Kerrec had not betrayed her to the caravan master, either. Both the caravan master and the commander
had deduced on their own that she was Called, and treated her accordingly. Whether intentionally or
because he smply did not care, Kerrec had done a great deal to help her on her way.

She found his perfect opposite in the barbarian prince who rode with the caravan. She had seen sacks of
med that rode better, but he did try, especidly after she offered a suggestion or two. He was the biggest
man she had ever seen, though not the broadest. He was till young and alittle rangy, with long legsand
big square hands. His hair was as red as copper.

Therewasagreat ded of it. Heworeit in thick braidsto hiswaist. His cheeks and chin were shaven, but
he cultivated thick red mustaches. His eyes were amber and tilted upward above high cheekbones, like a
wolf's. They had awolf'swicked intelligence, and aspark of laughter that never quite went away.

Heloved to talk. His command of Aurelian waslessthan perfect, but he never let that stop him. She
learned afair bit of hislanguage that way, and taught him afar number of new wordsin Aurdian.

He had dl the warmth and charm that Kerrec lacked. She reminded hersdlf frequently that hewas an
enemy, but she was not about to let that stop her from enjoying his company.



She decided, by the third day out from Mallia, to forget the man who had rescued her from the hunt. She
was unlikely ever to see him again. She made hersdlf useful to the caravan, helping with the horses and
lending a hand wherever el se seemed appropriate. Her dreamswere il aslikely as not to have Kerrec
in them, but she could turn her back on those.

Five days out from Madllia, while the caravan prepared to cross a bridge over adeep gorge with ariver
rushing far below, two young men rode up behind them. One was riding a sturdy brown mule, and was a
sturdy brown person himsalf. The other rode bareback on a horse as ddlicate as agazelle. His clothes
were worn to rags, but they looked asiif they had been rich when they were new. Traces of embroidery
gl lingered at the neck and hem of the long loose robe. His mare's bridle swung with wayworn tassels.
Her bit wastarnished slver.

Therider was as dim and fine-boned as the mare. His cheekbones were tattooed with blue swirls. In the
center of hisforehead was acomplicated pattern of circleswithin circlesin red and black and green.

Vaeriahad felt the two riders behind her since the night before. They were hunting, and their quarry was
the same as hers. Even before she saw their faces, she knew that they were Called.

The brown man's name was Dacius. He came from atown south of Aurelia. The other, Iliya, wasfrom
much farther away. He was a prince of Gebu in the land of spices. "A year and aday havel journeyed,”
hesadin hislilting Aurdian, "coming to the Mountain's Cdl."

Hewasasinger aswell asa prince. Dacius was atenant farmer from anoble's estate. They had nothing
in common but the Cdl, but that was enough.

Iliyawas even more in love with the sound of his own voice than Euan was. Daciuswas alistener. He
had a quiet way about him that horses loved. The mule adored him, which was strikingly out of character
for her hybrid species.

The caravan took themin. "Three of you at once," the master said in deep satisfaction. "That's more luck
than we've had in ahandful of years.”

[liya's smile waswide and white in hisdark face. It was Dacius, rather surprisingly, who said, "That's
good, sr. Werefair to middling usdaless otherwise, except as hostlers. It will be agood long time before
we have any skillsworth conjuring with."

"You carry the luck,” the master said, "three timesthree. The gods are kind to usthis season.”
Dacius shrugged, Iliyalaughed. Vaeriasaid nothing.

Everyone expected them to ride together. Iliyas prattle covered the others silence. When he broke out in
song, heinssted that everyone sing with him. It was atuneful road that day, up from the bridge by a
steep road with numerous switchbacks to a high plateau. They camped there on the windy level.

Asusud, Vaeriahelped look after the horses, [liyawas busy entertaining the guards with songsand
stories. Dacius helped with the earthwork that would protect the camp overnight. Even when she could
not see them, she could fedl them. They were like parts of her that had gone missing and come wandering
back.

Euan had been keeping his distance since the riders came to the caravan. After the horses were settled,
shefound him tending a spit on which turned the carcass of adeer. One of hisfellow hostages had shot it
that morning with abow that he had borrowed from a caravan guard. There had been agresat to-do
when the emperor's guards realized what he had in his hand, which had taken al of Master Rowan's sKill



to settle.

Now at evening the hostages were playing some game nearby that involved aset of knucklebonesand a
far amount of either guffawing or snarling depending on how « the bonesfell. "Not in the mood to play
tonight?' she asked Euan.

He started and spun. For an ingtant she saw awolf a bay, with yellow eyes glittering and teeth bared.
Then he was Euan again. "By the One God!" he said. "Y ou scared me half out of my skin."

"I'm sorry," she said without too much repentance. "Why are you sulking? Isit too much for you to share
acaravan with another prince?'

"l am not sulking,” he said sullenly.
"Then what are you doing?'
"Being jedous," he said. "Those are your own kind. It'slike seeing horsesin aherd.”

"They aremy kind," she admitted, "but it doesn't fed likeaherd at dl. It feds strange. It makes meitch
ingdemy skin."

"Redlly?' He had brightened considerably. ™Y ou don't want to abandon the rest of us?'
"Gods, no," shesaid.

It waslike standing in front of afireto fed the warmth coming off him. He sighed deeply. "Good," he
sad. "That'sgood."

The caravan inched its way through atumbled landscape of ravine and forest. The townsthey passed
grew smaler and smaller until they dwindled away atogether. They could not see past the next hilltop.
Whenever the trees opened or they reached the summit of ahill, the world was shrouded in mist and rain.
Even when it was not raining, the clouds hung so low that they seemed to brush the tops of the trees.

Inthat perpetua damp and fog, lliyawilted visbly. His cheerful babble stopped and hissinging died
away. Vaeriahad found it annoying while it went on, but once it stopped, she missed it.

Therewas no curefor his sickness but the sun. In this country, that was ararity.

Vaeriatook to riding at the front of the caravan. Guards rode ahead of her, but they did not block what
view there was. She could look her fill at trees, rocks and yet more trees. Dacius saw the virtue in what
shewas doing and rode just behind her. Iliyatrailed after him, limp and green-faced. The Call was strong
inal of them. They could not turn back now unless they were bound and dragged.

On the seventh day, or maybe it was the tenth, the clouds actudly lifted. Vaeriathought for abrief
moment that she saw apatch of blue sky.

They were climbing yet another dope. For once it was not so steep that they needed to get off and walk.
The pair of guardsin front had gone up and over thetop. Vaerias horse picked up his pace dightly.
Maybeit wasthe faintest hint of sky, or the minute brightening of the perpetua rain-colored light, but her
heart felt lighter somehow. Shewas so full of the Cdll that she could hardly think.

As had happened too often before, the road reached the top only to plunge down at onceinto adeep
valley. Just as Vaeria paused, the clouds parted. She looked straight across to the country she had



dreamed about since she was small.

It was dl there. Thelong green valey with theriver running through it. The walled fortresswhere the
valey curved upward again toward the sony dopes. The sharp rise of the Mountain with its crown of
snow. Forest surrounded the valey, but it was open and amost tregless, a gift of the godsto their dearest
children.

At this distance she could see the walls of the school and the creneled bulk of towers, but little else. She
needed no eyes to know what was there. The regular patches of brown and pale green around the feet of
the walls were thefidds and farmlands that fed the citadel. She could make out the clusters of
farmhouses and the lines of hedges. The horse pastures were up behind the fortress, in high valeys
protected by the Mountain itself.

The Call broke open inside her and became the whole of her. She had just enough sense lft to see that
Dacius had come up beside her and Iliyamoved ahead of her. The pallor was gone from Iliyas skin. He
was asrapt asthe rest of them. His eyes were narrowed and his face was shining asif he stared straight
into the sun.

The guards had drawn aside. The way was open. They knew, thought Vaeria. Those werethe last
wordsin her until she sat her hard-breathing horsein front of the gate.

She saw no guards anywhere near it. That did not mean it was unguarded. She looked up at the low
round arch. Thefigures carved on it were so old that they were worn amost smooth. She could just
make out aline of horses and riders, and a blurred shape that might be the Sun and Moon intertwined.

The gate was open, with darknessinside. It looked like a gaping mouth.

Her horse snorted softly and shook his mane. She started out of her stupor. 1liya snorted amost exactly
like the horse.

His mare trotted forward. Her hooves rang on the worn stones of the paving, echoing under the arch.
Shecarried her rider inside.

Dacius mule was moving much more stolidly but as steedily as she ever had. They wereleaving Vaeria
aone, with the caravan far behind, and nothing ahead but dreams and fear.

Vaeriahad cometoo far and with too much confidence to back off now. She took a deep breath and
wiped her clammy palms on her breeches. The horse started forward without urging.

Thewall wasthick, but surdly not asthick asthis. She wasin atunnel with no end to it that she could see.

It was not totally dark. There were lamps, just bright enough for her to see the way. They seemed to float
inthear.

Onimpulse she called oneto her. As she had thought, it was awitch light. She asked it to burn brighter.
It flared, blinding her. She damped it hastily. This place was full of magic. It turned the dightest whisper
of aworking into ashot.

Thelamp hung just above her, burning steadily. Initslight she saw the fitted stone of the tunne’swalls
and the interlocking tiles of itsfloor. She dso saw that the tunnel bent and then divided. One way went up
and oneway went level.

She did from the saddle and stood holding the black's reins. There was no sign of the other horses and
riders. The horse's cam was not natura, but neither wasthis place.



She had known that there would be tests. What if thiswas meant just for her? What if she was barred
from the school ? She could convince men that she was one of them, smply by cutting her hair and
wearing their clothes. Magic was not so easy to midead.

The Cdll had come to her. She must be meant for the school. She could passthistest. It wasasmple
matter of choices.

"Don't think," her mother's voice said. "Fedl."

She amost spun around to seeif Morag had followed her to the Mountain. Then she caught hersdlf. It
was only memory.

It was aso excellent advice. She squeezed her eyes shut and made herself breathe in adow, steady
rhythm. Each breeth filled more of the world. It drove out thought and fear.

When she was empty of everything but air, she stepped forward. Her eyes were ill shut. The horse
walked quietly beside her.

Shedid not turn right or |eft. She went neither up nor down. She smply walked straight ahead.

Light dazzled her even through her eyelids. She heard voices and hoofbests, and smelled horses and
leather and fresh-baked bread.

She opened her eyes on a sunlit square. The gate was behind her. The clouds had parted, or maybe they
had never dulled this place at dl. She could fed the magic enclosed within these wdlls, digtinct asthe fed
of sunlight on her skin.

[liyawas basking in the sun. Dacius looked around him with the same dazed expression she must have
been wearing.

Tal grey buildings surrounded the square. People went back and forth inside It, busy with thiserrand or
that. Not al were men. There were afew women in plain gowns like servants. One had a basket of
laundry on her hip, and another stood by the fountain in the middle of the square, dipping water into an
earthenware jar.

"That'sthe Well of the World," Iliyasaid. "It goes down to the source of dl waters. It's strong magic.”

There was so much magic in this place that VVaeria could not tell if the story was true. She wastoo
overwhelmed to arguewithiit.

Three men waked toward them. One was middle-aged, with therolling walk and |eathery look of the
lifdong horseman. The other two were dtill alittle soft around the edges, but they were cultivating the
same wesather-beaten style.

The older man greeted them in abroad country burr. "Good day to you, young gentlemen. My nameis
Hanno. I'm head groom in the candidates stable. Well take your horses, my boysand I, by your leave."

None of them had the courage to object. lliyalet his beloved mare go with Hanno himsdlf. Vderiasaid
goodbye to the black. He had not been afriend, but he had been agood servant. She would miss him.

While the grooms took charge of the horses, another man approached them. He was dressed no better
than the grooms, but his carriage was different. He walked, thought Vaeria, the way Kerrec rode.

She met his glance and froze. He seemed a quiet, unassuming person, middle-aged and middle-sized, but



the magic in him was so strong and so profoundly disciplined that she could not move or spesk for the
wonder of it.

Helooked them over carefully, one by one. What he thought, Vaeriacould not have said. He did not
seem terribly disappointed. After awhile he said, "In the name of the white gods and the master of the
school, | welcome you to the Mountain. Y ou will cal me Rider Andres.”

None of them had anything to say to that. He did not look asif he had expected them to. He turned his
back on them and walked off at an angle across the square.

Evidently they were supposed to follow. They exchanged glances, Iliya shrugged. Dacius frowned.
Vaderiagarted walking in the man's wake. After apause, the others did the same.

Rider Andresled them through a narrow wooden door and up aflight of steps. The place to which he
brought them was indistinguishable from alegionary barracks. It was ahigh, wide room with tall
windows, open now to let in light and air, and a broad stone hearth at one end. Rows of bunkslined the
walls. A hundred men could have dept there.

At the moment, hardly athird of the bunks were occupied. The rest were stripped to the dats.

Rider Andresled them through the barracks and up another, shorter stair to amess hall and common
room. There seemed to be agreat crowd init, but when Vaeria stopped to count, there were just shy of
thirty people. They were dl young, and they were of al tribes and races she had heard of and afew she
had not. There were no big redheaded barbarians, but that was the only nation missing.

They al stopped whatever they had been doing and snapped to attention. "Rider Andres,” they saidin
chorus, "gr!"

He released them with anod. "Here are the last of you," he said, "and not before time, either. Thetesting
beginstomorrow."

That seemed to take afew of them by surprise. Vaeriawould have liked moretimeto settlein, but she
had to thank the godsfor the reprieve. The longer shelived in abarracks, the more likely it was that
someone would discover that she was not aman.

Her deception only had to survive until she passed the testing. Once she had done that, they had to
accept her. She had the magic, just asthey did. It would give them no choice.

Chapter Five

Rider Andres | eft the newcomersto sort themsalves out. ft seemed alogica thing for him to do. They had
al cometo the same Cdll, and they were dl gifted with magic in some degree. Those who passed the
testing would be part of a brotherhood as close as any that humans knew.

For tonight and until the testing was over, they were dl bitter rivals. Some of them had been there for
months, since shortly after the Call went out. Those had formed an unessy dliance. Later comers had
fdleninto divisonsof their own. Thelast three arrivals, by default, were yet another faction.

"If werelucky," said alanky young nobleman in silk and gold, "aquarter of uswill passinto the



school—and maybe one of those will become arider. It's not enough to be Caled. That only meansyou
have earsto hear. Y ou have to be a great number of other things besides.”

"Such as?' sad lliya. Hewas hislively and garrulous sdf again, now he had had his moment in the sun.

"Such as aBeastmaster. A scholar. A reader of Ssgnsand omens. A dancer. One of thetestsisin
dancing, did you know?"

"No one knows what the testswill be," someone said from the edge of the room. "That's what makes
them so hard. There's no way to study, and no way to cheat."

"Nonsense," said the nobleman. "There have been ridersin my family for generations. We dl know what
they test for, if not exactly how they test from year to year."

"It'sthe how that killsyou,” Iliyasaid lightly. "I can dance. Will they ask usto sing, too?'
"Sometimesthey do," the nobleman said.

"Then I'll beamagter,” Iliyasaid. He beamed at them al. "Can you believe it? Were here. Weve come
to the Mountain!”

Hisenthusasm wasinfectious. Even the nobleman alowed himsdf asmall, tight smile. VVaeriacould have
kissed Iliya. There had been an ugly undercurrent in the conversation, but he had dissipated it.

Not long after the last of the Called camein, servants came with plates and bowls and platters and fed
them asimple dinner. The stew was made with roots and beans and vegetables, no mest, but it was
good, and filling. It came with loaves of the heavy brown bread that Va eria had smelled baking, and
wedges of sharp ydlow cheese. To drink with it they had a cask of deand atal jar of wine.

They were al encouraged to eat and drink their fill. "There will be no breskfast tomorrow," the chief of
the servants said, "and nothing to drink but water until the testing is over. Enjoy yourselves while you can.
The next time you see this much food, you'll either be egting it in the candidates mess or taking potluck
ontheroad.”

A collective sigh ran through the room. Someone &t the end opposite Vaeriadived for the bread. Asif
that had been asignd, they dl fel toit.

In spite of thewarning, she refrained from gorging hersdf. She wanted strength, not asick ssomach. She
drank alittlewineto steady hersdlf, but she watered it heavily.

Not every one of the Called could hold hisliquor. Some did not hold their food so well, either. By the
time she left, the mess hal reminded her forcibly of asoldiers tavern.

Shewasthefirg to leave. All the bunks were made up, including three new ones. She recognized her
saddlebags at the foot of one, and Iliya's shabby-elegant and heavily embroidered pack on the bunk
aboveit.

She intended to deep aslong and well as she could manage, but for the moment she was till wide
awake. The door to the outside was not barred, which surprised her. She had thought that the Called
would be locked in until after the testing.

Something touched her awareness as she opened the door and dipped through it. It felt like alight set of



wards, just enough to let amage know that someone had gone through the door. Without even thinking,
sheraised her own protections. The wards withdrew, convinced that nothing was there.

She found her way by the same ingtinct that had disposed of the wards. This place was so full of magic
that she could follow the currents of it wherever she wanted to go.

Oneled her to the stable where guests horses were kept. Her black and Iliya's bay mare and Dacius
mule were stdled side by side and perfectly content. Of course they would be. Here of al places, people
knew how to look after horses.

She fed each of them abit of bread that she had brought from the mess hall. They were pleased to
accept tribute, although none of them was hungry.

Once she had given them their due, she sought out another current, one that led her past the rest of the
horsesin the stable. None of them was anything but ordinary. She had yet to see any of the white
galions. When shetried to discover where they were, she was gently but firmly turned aside. All in good
time, said avoice that was not avoice. She knew somehow that it was one of the salions.

The current she followed was leading toward something much more morta. The stable door opened on a
narrow street. At the end of that she turned |eft into another square than the one she had seen when she
firgt entered the school. This one was empty in the evening light, although she could sense the presence of
people behind the blank walls and narrow windows. Behind one of those walls, she found the people she
was looking for.

The hostages reacted varioudy to her arrival. Donn snarled and went back to his mug of ae. Gavin and
Conory grinned and saluted her. The others were adeep in beds much more luxurious than she had been
given.

"He'sinthe jakes," Gavin said before she could ask. Heraised hisvoicein aroar. "Euan! Euan Rohe!
Wipe your arse and come out of there. Y ou've got company.”

"No need for that," she said. Her earswere sill ringing from Gavin's bellow. "'l only wanted to see that
you were here, and that you werewell. And to apologize for—"

"The magic had you," Conory said. "Weknow." Hefilled amug doppily and held it out. "Here. It's
amost decent, for imperid horse-piss.”

Vderiadrank asip to be palite, but then she excused hersdlf. Thiswas not anight to spend drinking with
the Caetanni. She needed her head in one piece for whatever would happen in the morning.

Shetook adifferent and somewhat roundabout way back. The sun was setting and the shadows were
long. The school was much larger than she would have thought, as large asthe town of Mallia, where she
had joined the caravan. Now and then she saw people intent on errands of their own, but none of them
spoketo her. They al seemed to be servants, or else everyone here wore the same plain clothes. She
had yet to see anyone but Andres whom she would have recognized as arider.

Euan caught up with her on the edge of the square with the fountain, directly ingdethe gate. Shefelt him
before she saw or heard him. It waslike a storm coming, a presence so strong that it amost frightened
her. He had no magic except the power to lead men, but that was enough.

She could have escaped before he found her. She stopped instead and waited beside the fountain, while
the sunset stained the sky with blood and gold.

Her eyeswere full of it when she lowered them to meet his. He seemed taken aback. The magic must be



running strong in her, for him to seeit.

Hewastoo proud to say anything about it. Instead he said, "Y ou didn't Say.”

"l didn't mean to berude," she said. "I'm not supposed to be out.”

"Nether am|," he said with ahint of hisusuad humor. "Our test isto stay put until called for."
"I'm sure they won't cast you out for falling it."

She saw the gleam of teeth under the red mustache. It was hard sometimesto tell whether he was smiling
or snarling. At the moment it seemed to be a bit of both. "No, they're saddled with us until the emperor
tellsthemtolet usgo.”

"I didn't know they answered to him," she said.

"Sometimesthey do." He seemed to redize he waslooming over her. He sat on the fountain's rim, not
too closeto her. "Now tdl mewhy you redly cameto find me."

"That waswhy. And," she added, "because | couldn't deep, and it was an excuse to go prowling.”

That was certainly asmile. "Now that | can believe. What will you do when you're arider? The
disciplineshard, | hear. It'slikebeing apriest.”

"Ridersride" shesad. "That'swhét they are.”
"Any time they want?'
"Often enough,” she said.

"Well then," said Euan, "when you pass all the tests, promise you'll come once in awhile to rescue me.
I'm no kind of rider. They'll have me hauling manure to make me useful.”

"When | passthetests" she said. The evening air was chill, but that was not why she shivered. "If you
have any luck to offer, I'll tekeit.”

"I make my own luck,” said Euan. "I've plenty to spare.” He smiled aremarkably sweet smile. "Takeit
with you, as much as you need. Go and deep. Dream of victory. Be the bear and the bull and the salion.
Begrong.”

If he only knew, she thought. She had a powerful, dmost overwheming urgeto kisshim.

That would have been a very unwise thing to do. She hoped her departure did not look too much like
flight.

Chapter Six

Asthefirg light of dawn touched the summit of the Mountain, the Caled stood in alinein theinner court
of the school. They were all perfectly silent except for the chattering of teeth.

They had been awakened in the dark by the ringing of abell. Except for the clothes they had worn to



deep in, everything that each of them owned was gone.

The few who, like Valeria, had dept fully dressed were lucky. Some of the rest were naked, and most
wore only ashirt. They had to get up and march where Rider Andresled, just asthey were. Then they
had to stand in the courtyard, shuddering in the early-morning cold. It might be summer in gentler
countries, but winter till lingered in the mountains.

Daylight grew dowly. Vderiawatched the Mountain brighten. It seemed to hang above the wall in front
of her, luminoudy white againgt acloudless sky.

The Call had gone silent. Shefelt strange without it, like an empty cup waiting to befilled.

Somewhat after full light but before the sun climbed over the wall, she heard the measured beat of hooves
on stone. A doublerow of riders on shining white horses came riding in beneath the arch opposite the
Mountain, just as she had heard in dl the stories.

Her throat closed. Her eyes were stinging with tears. She had waited so long and traveled so far and
given up so much, dl for this.

Theriders halted facing the line of the Cadled and spread in their own line. There were eight of them,
dressed dikein boots and breeches and coats of afamiliar style and plainness. She was wearing much
the same, in the same drab brown color.

Their horses were smaler than they had been in her dreams. Apart from the white gleam of their coats
and the magic of their existence, they were stocky and thickset and rather plain. Anywhere but here, she
would have called them sturdy grey cobswith arched noses and—

Oh, no, she thought. No. That could not—

Two of the riders moved ahead of the rest. One was an older man, amost asgrey ashishorse. The
other, in the circumstances, did not surprise her a dll.

Hedid not darm her, ether, but that must be shock. She waslooking at the end of her hopes. Of all the
people in the world who could have appeared to test her, it would have to be the one man outside her
family who knew what shewas.

Kerrec looked just as chilly and arrogant in this place as he had in Mallia, but here at least hefit. Hisgrey
cob greeted her with adark ironic glance and aflicker of humor that almost tricked a smile out of her.
The gtdlion had taken awicked ddlight in pretending to be a common horse. Even she had fallen for the
deception, although that, he confessed with adant of the ear, had not been easy to accomplish.

She supposed she should fed flattered. Thiswas one of the white gods, and he had let her know that her
magic was strong enough to stretch his powersalittle.

The older man was speeking. Vderiamade hersdf listen. She was not likely to be here much longer, but
until Kerrec saw and recognized her, she could pretend that she was still a candidate for the testing.

"I an Master Nikos," the man said. "Thisis First Rider Kerrec. Those behind us are riders of the schooal,
with whom you will become familiar asthe testing progresses. Our stalions you will cometo know when
you are ready. Thiswho condescendsto carry meis|carra. Petracarries First Rider Kerrec."

Vaeriabowed to the stalions with the feminine names. Those were the names of their mothers, which
they kept as amatter of honor. There would be more to each name, the name of aFirst Sire, but that,
too, she supposed, would come to light when she was ready.



As she graightened from her bow, she saw that afew others had done the same, Iliyawas one, Dacius
another. Most of the Called till stood at attention. The nobleman, whose shirt was silk and whose legs
were as white and thin asabird's, was actually sneering. He did not bow to anyone, his attitude said.

Petra had his eye on that one. The nobleman did not seem to care. Did he even know?
He must. He was Called.

Master Nikoswent onin hisdry precise voice. "l seethat some of you understand the proprieties of the
schoal. Let it be your first lesson, then. Men have no rank here and no station but what they earn through
the stallions. Whatever you were before you passed our gate, forget. Here you are newborn. Everyoneis
older and wiser and loftier than you. Loftiest of dt arethe galions. If you came herein the ddusion that
you would master them, wake now. No man isastalion's master. He may be companion, he may be
partner—but master, never."

Vaeriasaw how they were dl, men and stalions, noticing who listened and who did not. She noticed for
herself how many of the Called did not seem aware that the stallions were part of the testing. They must
be too scared or cocky or confused to seeit.

"Wewill divideyou now," Master Nikos said, "eight by eight. Eight isthe number of the Dance. In eights
you will work and ride and, when time permits, play. Be assured that when your eight isbroken, as
othersfail thetesting or withdraw voluntarily, those who passwill continue. No one of you will suffer for
thefailure of the others.”

"Therewill betimeto play?' someone asked.

"Thisisonly thefirst testing,” the Master answered. "It isthe shortest and smplest of al, and the least
dangerous. The consequence of failureisdismissa, but no worse. Y our wholelife here, if you passthe
next three days, will betesting, and some of it will be deadly. Even | am till tested.” His eyes swept their
faces. "Y ou may dways chooseto leave. If any of you chooses now, you will be escorted back to
barracks, your belongings returned to you and a horse given you if you brought none. Y ou are free to

go."

There was aslence. No one moved. Vaeriathought about it. Every moment that passed brought her
closer to betraya. She could walk out now and no one be the wiser.

She could not do it. The Mountain held her. The stallions watched, studying her. None of them had cried
out againg her, dthough they dl knew perfectly well that shewasfemde.

Master Nikos nodded asif pleased. "Good," he said. "Good."

He beckoned. Three of the riders came out of the line. Kerrec made the fourth. They rode up and down
the rank of the Cdled.

The sdlions did the choosing. It was subtle, amost imperceptible, how the horse paused an instant
before the rider tapped the candidate's shoulder.

Petrahated in front of Valeria. Shelooked up into Kerrec's expressionless face. There was no sign of
recognition init. Hishand fell on her shoulder.

He did not name her female and impostor. He said nothing at al. She jerked forward to stand with the
others whom Petra had selected, Iliya and Dacius were there, and to her disgust, the arrogant nobleman.
He seemed to think that a First Rider was no lessthan hisrank deserved.



Four more came out of the line to stand with them. When they were al together, Kerrec dismounted with
quick grace. "Name yoursdlves," he said.

The nobleman wasfirst on the left. He opened his mouth for what was clearly alengthy proceeding, but
Kerrec cut him off. "Y ou may lay clamto one name," he said. "Chooseit wdll. If you passthe tests, it
will be the one by which you are known forever after.”

The nobleman looked asif he had bitten into alemon. "Only one name? But | am—"
"You areno one," said Kerrec. "Choose."

"Paulus,”" the nobleman said sullenly. "I'll be Paulus.”

"Good," said Kerrec. His eye was dready resting on the next.

The four whom Vaeriadid not know were caled Marcus, Embry, Cullen, and Batu. Thefirst three were
ordinary enough, black-haired and olive-skinned people of Aurelia. Marcus had a quickness about him
that made her think he had atemper, and Cullen had a surprising crop of freckles—amark of barbarian
blood, like his short, upturned nose and square jaw. Batu was something else dtogether. Hewas as
black as aripe olive, with abroad, blunt face and hair in ahundred oiled plaits wound close around his
skull. He had come even farther than Iliyato answer the Cdl, from a country where horseswere al but
unheard of.

Shewasthelast of the line, and the most reluctant to speak. She could not believe that Kerrec did not
recognize her, but when hiseyefell on her, it was asblank asbefore. "Vdens" shesad. "My nameis
Vdens"

He nodded briskly as he had to everyone else. "Now you know each other,” he said. "Come with me."

The other eights had aready |eft the courtyard. So had the remaining riders and their stdlions. Kerrec left
Petra behind and brought his chargesinto adormitory much smdler than the barracks in which they had
been staying. With its wood-paneled walls and mullioned windows, it might have been aroominaninn.
The beds were hard and plain, but they were beds rather than bunks, four on one side of the room and
four on the other. On each lay a saddlebag or a pack, a set of clothesand apair of boots.

Vaerids saddlebags |ay on the bed farthest from the door, asif someone knew that she had been out
wandering last night. Its advantage was that it was closest to the hearth. 1liya'swas next to it and Batu's
acrossfromit.

"Put on these clothes," Kerrec said, "and rest if you can. Theré'saroom yonder for the shy or the
incontinent. In an hour I'll cometo fetch you for thefird test.”

Vaeriadmost thought that his glance had fallen on her when he spoke of the inner room. It wasa
bathroom, she discovered, with alarge wooden tub and something Vaeriahad heard of but never seen,
awater privy.

She could have spent the whole hour playing with the water that ran from pipes, not only cold buit, to her
lasting delight, hot. But there were others waiting and atest coming. She settled for aquick scrub of face
and hands before she stripped off her travel-worn clothes and put on the new ones. The coat and
breecheswere dark grey instead of brown, but they were otherwise identica to theriders. The boots
wereriding boots, and they fit well. There were abelt and a cap, which she put on. The cap was
embroidered with aslver horsehead.

She went out to face the rest, feeling awkward and shakily proud. Most of them were aready dressed,



except for one or two who professed to be as shy as she was. She wondered alittle wildly if any of them
was protecting the same secret.

It was odd to see them all dressed dike. Nothing could make Batu |ook less exatic, but |liya seemed
amost ordinary without his ragged robes. Except for the clan marks on his cheeks and forehead, he was
enough like the rest of them to be barely noticesble.

None of them had much to say. Theredity of the testing was coming down on them dl. Somelay down
and tried to rest as Kerrec had commanded. Iliya paced like atiger in acage until Marcus growled at
him, then he sat on the floor and tried visibly not to twitch. Cullen amused himsdf with plaiting ropes of
sunlight and shade. He had so much magic in him that he left afaintly luminoustrail when he moved.

Vaeriadid not dare lie down. If she did, shewould fal adeep, and she needed to be wide awake when
Kerrec came back. She sat on the bed and tucked up her feet and reached for the quiet placeinside her,
where her magic was.

It was dusve. When shedid find it, it was full of white horses. They were standingin acircleadl around
her, staring at her.

It was quiet, in itsway. It was aso deeply disconcerting. Her magic was hers and no one ese's. Her
mother had taught her that, and she believed it. What business had these horses, even if they were gods,

to trespassin it?
The horses did not seefit to answer. They were studying her.
"Still?" she asked them.

They did not answer that, either. She was going to haveto live with their silent scrutiny, whether she liked
it or not. She could only hope that they came to adecision about her sooner rather than later.

Chapter Seven

When the hour was up, it was not Kerrec who came to fetch them but a young man somewhat older than
they. Hisgrey coat was edged with athin band of lighter grey, and the badge on his cap showed ahorse
dancing against therays of the sun. He named himsdlf a cadet captain, and let them know that he was
four years past his Cdling.

He led them briskly through aconfusing variety of hals, corridors, courtyards and dleywaysto asquare
of grass surrounded by the inevitable grey sonewalls. Kerrec was waiting there, and groomswith
horses.

One of the Cdled behind Vaeria groaned. He had voiced the disappointment they dl felt. These were
not white stallions but common bays and chestnuts. To add insult to injury, as Paulus observedina
clearly audible mutter, they were dl either mares or geldings.

"These mounts are lent to us by the School of War," Kerrec said after they had formed their linein front
of him.

"They will administer the smplest of the tests. Each of you will choose ahorse, then groom, saddle and



bridle him. Stand then and wait on further orders.”

Some of the Cdlled were relaxing and smiling. Vaeriawas much too suspiciousfor that. She had seena
white shape in the shadow of the portico, and felt Petrals eyes on her and the rest. Thistest was not what
it seemed.

There were twice as many horses as candidates. Paulus went straight to the tallest, whose coat waslike a
gold coin and whose mane was afal of white water. He was even showier than the hunters horses
outsde of Madllia. He was a so sickle-hocked and camped out behind, and that lovely big eyewas as dull
asdirt.

The others were dower to choose. Embry hesitated between a pretty sorrel and aplainer but
steadier-looking bay. He chose the bay, with aglance a Paulusthat told Valeria he had seen the point of
thetedt.

Vaeriamade hersdf stop watching the others and make adecision for herself, Iliyahad taken the ugliest
of the horses, ahammerheaded brown mare whose eye was large and kind. She waswdll built except for
the head, with adeep girth and sturdy legs. Vderiamight have taken her if [liyahad not got therefirst.

Therest of the horses varied in size and looks, but for the most part they were dikein qudity. Asshe
debated the merits of one and then another, she could not help noticing that Batu stood apart from the
otherswith alook amost of terror on hisface.

She dipped from the line and went to stand beside him. "Y ou haven't seen much of horses, have you?"
she asked.

He shook his head. "The Call when it came was aterrible shock. | should never have listened to it, but it
gave me no choice. Do you think, if | leave now, it will let me go?'

"Don't leave," shesaid. "It wanted you. It must have felt you wereright for it, even if horses are strange to
you. Isthere any one here that makes you fed righter than the others?'

He started to shake his head again, but then he stood till. His eyes narrowed. "That one," he said,
pointing with his chin at astocky dun. "That fedls..." Hiseyeswidened. " She says—she says come here,
don't beafool, don't | know enough to listen when someoneistaking to me?’

Vaerialaughed. "Then you had better go, hadn't you?"
He hesitated. "But | till don't know—"
"Shéll tdl you,” Vderiasad.

The mare shook her head and stamped. Her impatience was obvious. Batu let go of his uncertainty just
long enough to obey her.

The mare would look after him. Valeriaturned back to her own testing. She was the last to choose. The
others were already busy with brushes and curries and hoof picks.

She would do well to take her own advice. One horse on the end, another mare, looked asif she had
been waiting patiently for the silly child to notice her. She was abay with astar, stocky and cobby. If she
had been grey, Vaeriawould have taken her for one of the white gods.

We are not all greys. Thevoice was as clear asif it had spoken doud. Therewasadepthtoit, a
resonance, that shivered in Vaerias bones.



Horses never stooped to wordsif they could avoid it. The fact that the mare had done so was significant.
Vaeriabowed to her in apology and deep respect. She could fed Petras approva on her back likea
ray of sun. Thiswas his mother, and she had chosen to be included with the common horses. It was
unheard of for the Ladiesto do such athing, but they did asit best pleased them.

The mares had digtinct preferencesin grooming and deportment. Vaeriaknew better than to argue with
them. When the mar€'s coat was gleaming and her mane and tail were brushed to silk, the groom who
had held her brought a saddle and a bridle. She was even more particular about those.

If this had not been atest and therefore deadly serious, Vaderiawould have been enjoying hersdf. She
even had time while grooming and saddling to watch the drama at the other end of the line, where Paulus
was discovering that heredly, truly was not an imperia duke here.

He had stood for some time, holding the golden horse's lead, until he redized that none of the grooms
would respond to his glances, hislifts of the chin, or even his sngps of the fingers. The one assigned to his
horse had brought a grooming box and left it. Eventually it dawned on him that he was expected to
groom hishorse himsdf.

He drew himsdlf up in high dudgeon. Before the words could burst out of him, he caught Kerrec's pale
cold eye. Something there punctured his bladder to wonderful effect.

Vaeriawas dangeroudy closeto approving of Kerrec just then. Paulus struggled amost as badly as
Batu, but he struggled in silence. Batu, she noticed, was listening to his mare, and while he was awkward
and often fumbled, he did not do badly at al. Paulus paid no attention to his horse's commentary, such as
it was. The horse truly was not very bright.

At last they were dl done. The horses were groomed and saddled, with the would-be riders waiting
beside them. Kerrec walked down the line, pausing to tighten a girth here and tuck in a strap there. When
he cameto Paulus, he arched a brow at the groom. The man camein visiblerdlief and, deftly and with
dispatch, untacked and then retacked the horse.

Paulus face went red and then white. When the groom handed the reins back to him with the bridle now
properly adjusted and the saddle placed where it belonged, he held them in fingers that shook with

gpasms of purerage.

Batu did not have to suffer asimilar ignominy. Apart from adight adjustment of the girth, Kerrec found
nothing to question. The dun mare flicked a noncommittal ear. She was agood teacher and she knew it.

Vaeriawasthe last to be inspected. She held her breath. Her ssomach wastight.

Kerrec did hisfinger under the girth and along the panel of the saddle. He tugged lightly at the crupper,
which won him awarning dide of the ear from the mare. When he reached for the bridle, she showed him
ajudicious gleam of teeth.

He bowed to her and stepped back. Valeriafound that gratifying, though it would have been more o if
he had shown any sign of temper.

He seemed dready to have forgotten her. "Now of course wewill ride," he said. "One by one and on my
order, you will do exactly as| say. isthat understood?’

Severa had been ready to legp into the saddle and galop off. They subsided somewhat sheepishly.

"Vaens" said Kerec. "Mount and stand.”



Vaeriagarted. She had been expecting to be called last as before. Naturaly he had seen how she
relaxed for what she expected to be along wait, and had done what any self-respecting drill sergeant
would do.

She scrambled hersdlf together. He was tapping hisfoot, marking the moments of the delay. Even so, she
took another half-dozen foot-taps to take a deep breath, center hersalf, and get in position to mount
properly. The bay mare stood immobile except for the flick of an ear at some sound too faint for Vaeria
to hear.

Vaeriamounted with aslittle fuss as possible, settled hersdlf in the saddle, and waited. Asusua Kerrec
gave no sgn of what hewasthinking. "Wak," hesad.

Thetest wassmpleto theleve of insult. Walk, trot and canter around the grassy square in both
directions. Turn and halt, proceed, turn and halt again. Dismount, stand, bow to the First Rider. Return to
the line and watch each of the others undergo the same stupefyingly smpletest.

Iliya, who was third to ride, was aready bored with watching Vaeriaand Marcus. When he was asked
to canter on, he accelerated to agalop and then, just as his horse would have crashed into the wall, sat
her down hard, pivoted her around the corner, and sent her off again in a sedate canter. Hisgrin was
wideand full of delighted mischief.

"Halt," said Kerrec. He did not raise hisvoice, but the small hairs rose on Vaerias neck.

The hammerheaded mare stopped asif she had struck the wall after dl. Iliyanearly catapulted over her
head.

"Dismount," said that cool, digpassionate voice, Iliyadid down with none of hisusua grace. Hisknees
nearly buckled. He caught at the saddle to steady himsdif.

"Return to your place,” Kerrec said.
Iliya's face had gone green. He dunk back to hisplacein theline.

After that no one tried to brighten up the drab test with adisplay of horsemanship. Even Paulusfollowed
ingructionsto the | etter.

Hewas the last. When he had gone back to his place, Kerrec sent them to the stables to unsaddle, stall,
and feed their horses. They were al on their guard now, knowing that every move waswatched. It made
them clumsy, which made them stumble. To add to the confusion, the horses responded to the riders
tenson with tenson of their own.

Marcustripped over ahandcart full of hay that Cullen had l€ft in the stable aide, and fell sprawling.
Cullen burgt out laughing. Marcus went for histhroat.

Cullen reded backwards. His handsflailed.
Almogt too late, Vderiarecognized the gesture. She flung hersdlf flat.

Embry was not so fortunate. He had paused in forking hay into his horse's stdl to watch the fight. The
bolt of mage-fire caught him in the chest.

Vderiatried from the floor to turn it aside. So did lliyafrom the stall across from Embry. They were both
too dow.



Embry burned from the inside out. He was dead before his charred corpse struck the floor.

Marcusrolled away from Cullen. Cullen stood up dowly. Hisface, which had seemed so open and
friendly, was stark white. The freckles stood out in it like flecks of ash.

"'Someone fetch the First Rider,” Paulus said. His voice was shaking. "Quickly!™

Vaeriawas ready to go, though she did not know if her legswould hold her up. The backlash of the
mage-killing had left her with ablinding heedache. When she tried to get up, she promptly doubled over
inafit of the dry heaves.

Someone held her up. She knew it was Batu, athough she was too blind and sick to see him.

Kerrec'svoice waslike a cool cloth on her forehead. That was strange, because his words were
peremptory. "All of you. Out."

Batu heaved her over his shoulder and carried her out. She lacked the energy to fight. By the time she
came into the open air, she could see again, athough the edges of things had an odd, blurred
luminescence.

Batu sat her down on the grass of the court. Dacius was doing the samefor athoroughly wilted Iliya
Paulus stood somewhat apart from them, asif they carried a contagion.

It was along while before Kerrec came out of the stable. Two burly grooms followed. Oneled Cullen,
the other Marcus. Their hands were bound, and there were horses halters around their necks.

Dacius breath hissed, Iliyaand Batu did not know what the collars meant. Paulus obvioudy did. So did
Vderia

She watched with the same sick fascination as when Kerrec executed justice on the man who tried to
rape her. Just as she had then, she was powerlessto move or say aword.

Master Nikos rode into the court through one of the side gates. A pair of ridersfollowed him. Their
gdlions were snow-white with age and heavy with muscle. They waked like wrestlersinto aring, light
and poised but massively powerful.

The Magter hdted. Theridersflanked him.
Therewas no tria. There were no defenses spoken. Only the Master spoke, and his speech was brief.

"Discipling,” hesaid, "isthefirst and foremost and only rule of our order. It must be so. There can be no
other way."

Heraised hishand. The grooms led the two captivesto the center of the court and unbound their hands.

They did not move. Vaeria saw that they could not. The binding on them was stronger than any rope or
chain. It was magic, so powerful it made her head hum.

The riders rode from behind the Magter. Asthey moved off to the right and the left, the stalionsbegan a
dow and cadenced dance with their backs to the condemned. The steps of it drew power from the earth.
It camedow at firg, in atrickle, but gradudly it grew stronger.

The two on foot, the one who had killed and the one whose loss of discipline had caused the other to kill,
began to sway. Their faces were blank, but their eyes would haunt Valeriauntil she died.



The end was blindingly swift and blessedly merciful. The stdlions|eft the ground in asurge of breathless
power. For an ingtant they hovered at head-height. Then, swift as striking snakes, their hind legs lashed
out.

Both skullsburst in aspray of blood. Not adrop of it touched those shining white hides. The stalions
camelightly to earth again, dancing in place. The bodies fell twitching, but the souls were gone.

The gdlions dowed to a halt and whedled on their haunches to face the stunned and speechless
urNvivors.

"Remember," said Master Nikos.

Chapter Eight

"And they said thistest wasn't deadly.” Iliyahad stopped trying to vomit up his ssomach, since therewas
nothing in it to begin with.

They had been sent back to the stable to finish what they had begun. Embry's body was gone. The only
sgn of it was afaint scorched mark on the stone paving of the aide. The horses were still somewhat
skittish, al but the bay Lady who had selected Vaeriafor the testing. It was done, her manner said.
There was no undoing it. Hay was here, and grain would come if the human would stop retching and
fetchit.

Her hardheaded common sense steadied Vderia. The testing would not end because two fools and an
innocent had died.

"Thisiswar," Batu said. "That wasjustice of the battlefield.”

"It was barbaric,” Dacius said. He had been even quieter than usua since Embry died, but something in
him seemed to have let go. He flung down the cleaning rag with his saddle half-done. "Thisis supposed to
be the School of Peace. What do they do in the School of War? Kill arecruit every morning and drink
his blood for breakfast?"

"Take dancing lessons” Iliya said, hanging upside down from the opening to the hayloft. "Learn to play
theflute." He dropped, somersaulting, to land somewhat shakily on hisfeet. "Don't you see?It'sdl turned
around. War is peace. Peaceiswar. And if you let go and kill something—" He made anoise
stomach-wrenchingly like the sound of ahoof shattering bone. " Off with your head!"

"How can you laugh?' Dacius demanded. "' Did the mage-bolt addle your brain?’

"That depends on whether | haveabrainto addle.” Iliyasnatched the broom out of Batu's hands and
began to sweep the aide. He swept the scorched spot over and over and—

Batu caught the broom handle above and below his hands, tilling it. Iliyalooked up into the broad dark
face. "Weredl going tofal," hesaid.

"We arenot." Thewords had burst out of Vaeria. As soon as they were spoken, she wished they had
not been. Everyone was staring &t her.

She gritted her teeth and went on. "Do you know what | think? | think we're the strongest. The best



mages, or we could be the best.”
"How do you caculate that?' Paulus asked in his mincing courtier's accent.

"Cullen had no sdf-contral," she answered, "but he was strong enough to kill. Marcus wastrying to
strangle him with more than hands. Embry thought he could stop amage-bolt."

"It'sfar morelikely we'retheidiots divison," Paulus said with atwist of thelip. "Three of usdied for
nothing before the first day was haf over. Does any of you begin to guess how much more difficult the
rest of the testing will be? We couldn't even keep the eight together for aday.”

Hislogic wasall too convincing, but Vderia could not make hersdlf believeit. "The strongest can be the
weakest. It's a paradox of magic.”

"I know that," he said. "Which school of mageswere you Caled from? Beastmasters?'
" Apprentice mages can be Caled?' That she had not known. "Were you—"

"l wasto go to the Augurs College," Paulus said asif she should be awed. "So were you a
Beastmaster?!

"No," shesaid.

"Ah," he said. He shrugged, amost ashudder. "It doesn't matter, doesit? Well al leave as Cullen
did—inasack."

She had been thinking of him as older than the others. He carried himsdlf asif he were aman fully grown,
afflicted with the company of children. She redlized now that he was terribly scared, and that he was no
older than she.

It did not make her like him any better. It did soften her tone dightly as she said, " Stop that. If thismagic
isdiscipline, then part of disciplineisteaching ourselvesto carry on past fear.”

"I'm not afrad!"

"Don't lieto yoursdlf,” Dacius said. "We're all afraid. We thought we'd learn to ride horses, work afew
magics and after alittle while we'd be in the Court of the Dance, weaving the threads of time. It wasn't
going to beterribly hard. The worst pain we'd suffer would be bruisesto our backsides when we fdll off
ahorse™

"That's absurd,” Paulus snapped. | never thought it would be easy. Y ou commoners, you hear the pretty
soriesand think it'sas Smple asasong. It's the greatest power thereis.”

"l heard," said Batu, "that no one who wantsit can haveit. Wanting taintsit. Power corrupts.”

"Y ou have to want themagic,” Vaeriasaid, "and the horses. That'safireinthe belly. A rider can't rule,
that's the law. He serves and protects. HE's no one's master.”

"Y ou recite your lessonswell,” Paulus said. "The truth iswhat you saw out there. It's death to lose
control. That'swhat it comesto. Discipline or desth.”

"Then we had better be disciplined,” said Vderia



Dinner was as much water as any of them could drink. It was pure and cold, like melted snow.

"Water of thefountain,” Paulus said as he tasted it. For the first time he sounded capable of something
other than scorn.

Vaeriacould taste the heart of the Mountain in that weter, fire under ice. It satisfied her hunger so well
that she did not even think of food.

Seep struck her abruptly as she got up from the table. She staggered up the short flight of stairsand into
the degping room. She wasjust awake enough to kick off her boots before she fdl into bed.

The dream was waiting for her. It was full of white horses asadways, but for the first time since the Call
came, there were riders on their backs.

She recogni zed the place from ahundred stories. It was ahigh-ceilinged hal somewhat larger than the
open court in which Marcus and Cullen had died. Tdl windowslet in whitelight. At the end, framed by a
vaulted arch, the Mountain gleamed through the tallest and widest window that VVaeriahad ever
imagined, with glass so pure that not a bubble marred its surface.

Thefloor of the hal was raked white sand. Pillars of marble and gold rimmed it, holding up asuccession
of galleries. Threerose on ether sde. In the lowest gallery opposite the Mountain, in abox by
themselves, three Augurs stood in their white robes and conical caps. A secretary sat just behind them
with tabletsand stylus.

Under the Mountain was asingle galery. Draperies hung fromiit, crimson and gold. In the back of it was
the banner of imperid Auredlia, golden sun and silver moon interlaced under acrown of stars, gleaming
againg acrimson fidd. On ether sde of it hung two others. One was luminous blue, with asiver stalion
dancing against the unmistakable conical shape of the Mountain. The other was the golden sunburst on
crimson of theimperia house.

Thiswasthe Hall of the Dance, where the white gods danced the patterns of fate and time. In her dream
they were entering as they had come to the place of the testing, eight of them in adoubleline, wakingin
that dow and elevated cadence which was distinct to their kind.

She recognized the riders faces. Master Nikosled oneline, First Rider Kerrec the other. Rider Andres
rode behind the Master. She would learn the others names as the testing went on. They would be her
partners and companions when—if—she passed the testing.

Someone was Sitting in the royal box under the gleam of the Mountain. She expected to see the emperor
as he was depicted on his coins, astern hawk-faced man with a close-clipped beard. Instead it was a
young woman with aface as cleanly carved asan imagein ivory. Shewas dressed very plainly in arider's
coat and breeches, and her hair wasin asingle plait behind her. The eaborate golden throne on which
she sat seemed gaudy and common againgt that unflawed smplicity.

Only after Vderiahad examined her thoroughly did she find the emperor. He stood behind the throne
with his hand on the young woman's shoulder, dressed in rider's clothes aswell. He was younger than
Vaeriahad imagined, and less stern. Hishair was till black, although his beard wasiron-grey. His eyes
werewarm, smiling into hers. Magic sang in him like the notes of aharp.

Hereminded Vderiaof Kerrec. It was certainly not hiswarmth or the smilein his eyes—grey eyes, not
aspaeasKerec's, but ill unusud in this dark-eyed country. Take off the beard and the smile and thirty
years, and there wasthe First Rider to thelife.



Couldit be...

The emperor had one living son, and he was haf-barbarian, which Kerrec certainly was not. Another,
legitimate son, the heir, had died years ago, leaving his Sister to take his place. Kerrec must berelated in
some convoluted degree, like every noble and haf the commonersin Aurdia

In the shadows behind the emperor, aman was standing. VValeria could not quite make out hisface. He
wastaller and wider in the shoulders than the emperor, but somehow he seemed stunted. Something was
wrong with him, something that crept out toward the emperor and surrounded him with aflicker of
darkness and aflash of sudden scarlet.

In the hal below them, the riders began the Dance. She could dmost understand the patterns. They were
following the skeins of destiny, tracing them in the raked earth of the floor. The ar hummed subtly, and
the light began to bend. Time was shifting, flowing. The salions swam throughit like fish through water.
The riders both guided and were guided by them. The magic ruled them even asthey ruledit.

With no sense of transition, she had become part of the Dance. The stalion she had dreamed before, the
young one with thefaint dappling, carried her through the movements.

She smply sat on his back. When the time came, she would guide him, but in this dream he was her
teacher. Therewas adeep rightnessin it. This, she was madefor.

When the bell rang before dawn, she was awake and refreshed. The others woke groaning or cursing
and dragged themselves out. There was no breskfast, not even water, but Vaeriadid not missit. The
water of the fountain was till in her. Batu, she noticed, seemed at ease. The others were pae and
holl ow-eyed.

They had their orders from the night before. There were horsesto feed, stalsto clean. When they were
done, they had to find their way to a certain room within the schoal. It was middling large and middling
high, and filled with desks and benches. Each desk held astack of wax tablets and a cup of sharpened

syli.
The rest of the eights were there dready. None of them had lost asingle member, let onethree. They
drew away from the latecomers, whispering among themsealves.

Vaeriaexchanged glances with the others. Shelifted her chin. So did Paulus. The other three followed
their lead. They marched boldly down to the front of the room and took the segts that had been left for
them there, separated somewhat from the rest.

Vaeriaran afinger over thetablet in front of her. It was a smooth dab of wood coated with wax, blank
and ready to be written on.

She had not expected to find herself in aschoolroom, even though this place was called aschool. All the
schooling, she had thought, would be in the stable and on the riding field. It was odd to think of
book-learning here.

She looked up from the tablet to find Kerrec at the lectern. He had comein so quietly that she had not
even heard him. Neither had any of the others, she noticed. The buzz of conversation wasrising to aroar.

He cleared histhroat. The sllence wasingtant and complete. "Today we test knowledge," he said. "If any
of you isunableto read or write, go now with Rider Andres. Y ou will be tested elsawhere.”



"And failed?' asked Paulus.

There were afew gasps at hisdaring. Kerrec answered as coolly as ever. "No onefailsfor smplelack of
il

"Then what do wefall for?"
"Lack of understanding,” said Kerrec. He looked away from Paulus, dismissing him.

One by one, adozen of the Called rose, clattering among the benches, and made their way toward Rider
Andres. Batu was not one of them, which surprised Valeria somewhat, 1liyawas. He glanced back
before he passed through the door. He was openly scared, but he grinned through it and saluted them.

When the last of them was gone, Kerrec scanned the « faces of those who were left. Then, like any other
schoolmaster, he said crisply, "Tablet. Stylus.”

Vaerias schoolmaster had been her mother. Kerrec might be stern, but Morag had been formidable.
She would have asked far more difficult questions than his. "What is the school ? When and by whom
was it founded? Who are the white gods?"

But aswith the test of riding the day before, Vaeriabegan to sense that there was something hiding
benesth the childlike smplicity. There was a pattern in the questions.

She looked down at the lines of her brief answers. The School is (he academy of horse magic. It was
founded in the year that Aurelia was founded, by the first emperor. The white gods are the
firstborn children of time and fate.

Theflow of questions went on. She filled one tablet, both sides, and went on to the next. Her hand was
writing without troubling her mind overmuch. He was not asking anything that she did not know. Asthe
guestions advanced, they needed more time and longer answers. She wrote well and quickly, and was
finished, mostly, long before he asked the next question.

While she waited, her stylus began to wander of its own accord. She watched without trying to stop it.

It was tracing the pattern of the Dance that she had seen in her dream. Somehow it seemed to relate to
the questions Kerrec was asking, athough she could not see exactly how.

It was amaze, sheredlized asit grew on the tablet. Within an oval boundary, paths crossed and
recrossed on their way to an open center.

Asshe stared at it, she glimpsed flickers of memory or dream. She saw the emperor's face, and the face
of the woman on the throne, and behind them another man. He had been a shadow in her vision before,
but now she saw him clearly.

Therewas adigtinct likeness among them, athough the stranger wastaler and his face was blunter, and
his hair was gold-shot brown rather than glossy black. That must be the bastard son, the haf-barbarian.
On another path, which crossed theirs repeatedly, she saw Euan Rohe and the hostages of the Caetanni.

Those paths were dark where they crossed. On one she saw the emperor dead, on another afigure that
she recognized with a shock as Kerrec lay broken on astone table. On yet athird, Euan Rohe hung from
agdlows, hisnaked body pierced with a hundred wounds.

She wrenched her mind away from those horrors, back toward the rim of the maze. The young stdlion
stood there asif he had been waiting for her to notice him. His white cam soothed her.



"Whét isthis?'

Vaeriagdarted so violently that the stylus leaped from her hand and fell with aclatter. The sound of it
seemed deafening, but none of the Called looked up. They weredl scribbling sudioudy.

Kerrec bent over her. He had the tablet in his hand, the one with the maze. "Come with me" he said.

When she stood up, that did attract attention. Kerrec's glare quelled even the boldest of them. Somehow,
while shewas|ogt in her maundering, another rider had come to stand at the lectern. "Explain,” he said,
"how onefits a saddle properly to a broader back.”

Vderiacould have answered that if she had not so obvioudy failed the test by losing interest in the
guestions. Shetried to hold her head up as she followed Kerrec through the door behind the lectern.

The door led to anarrow hallway and then to a small room that must be a study. It had aworktable and
apair of stools and an ancient and visbly comfortable chair. Books and scrolls and tablets lay on every
available shelf and surface. Its single window looked out into the court where Cullen and Marcus had
died.

Master Nikos was ditting at the worktable, frowning at what 1ooked like abook of accounts. He looked
up in some surprise é their arriva.

"Your pardon,” Kerrec said, "but this couldn't wait." He set the tablet in front of the Master.

Master Nikos studied it for sometime. Kerrec stood at ease like asoldier. Vaeriatried to imitate him,
but her knees kept wanting to collapse under her.

Thiswasit. Thiswasthe end. She would be revealed as afemae and sent away in disgrace.

After aterribly long while, Master Nikos looked up. Hisfrown had changed, athough Vaeriacould not
have explained exactly how. "Where did you see this?' he asked.

Hisvoice was mild, amost gentle. Vaeriaanswered as steadily as she could. I dreamed it,” she said,
and belatedly added, "sr."

Hislipstwitched very dightly. "Did you? When?"
"Lasgt night, gir," shesaid.

His browswent up. "Indeed. Tell me. When you drew this, could you see anything other than thelineson
the tablet?'

"Faces, you mean?' She nodded. She was not relaxing, but she was lessterrified than she had been. This
was not going the way of any punishment she had ever had. "'l saw people. And horses—dtdlions.”

"Tel me" hesaid.

She did the best she could. The Master and the rider listened without comment. Once she had put it in
words, it sounded weak and foolish.

"That'sdl | can remember,” shesaid a theend of it. "It'sthe water, isn't it? It gives dreams.”

"Y ou recognize the water?' Master Nikos asked.



"Weall do," shesad. "It tagtes the way the Mountain fegls."
"Feels?' the Master echoed her.
Her cheeks had gone hot. "I know I'm not saying it well. Words don't seem to fit. | cant—"

"No," said the Master. "Y ou can't." He glanced at Kerrec. "This one broke through faster than any I've
seen. Even you took somewhat longer.”

Kerrec astounded her with a smile that made him look remarkably human. Of course it was not aimed at
her. "I was il floundering when Petra kicked meinto thewall and knocked some senseinto my head.”

"Broke your arm, too, as| recal," the Master said.

"Oh, no," said Kerrec. "That was pure stupidity. | tripped over my own feet and snapped my wris." He
rubbed it, flexing the hand asif it till remembered pain, and shook hishead. "'l wasaterrible
combination—nboth clever and arrogant. Petra dealt with me as | deserved.”

"They will do that," said Master Nikos. "So, what of this one?"
Kerrec frozeinto hisgrim and familiar sdf again. "Thisisthe onethe Lady chose"

Master Nikos browswent up. "Ah, so. Well then. We won't waste time with any more of the lesser
testing. Isany of the othersfit to partner him?”

Kerrec frowned in thought. "Not redlly, no. Thereis one, but he needs every one of the minor tests.
Unless..."

"Yes?' the Master prompted when he did not go on.

"Unlesswe ask the Lady."

"Y ou know whet they think of dl our testing.”

Kerrec amogt broke into another smile. "Humans areidiots. That'sagiven. Will you ask her or shall 17
"I'll ask," the Master said. "You go."

Kerrec bowed. He barely glanced at Vderia. "Come," he said.

Chapter Nine

Vaeriawas glad to be out of the Master's study, but in the hallway she stopped short. Kerrec was nearly
to the stair before he redlized that she was not trotting obediently behind him. He halted and turned.

"Ligten,"” shesaid. "Dowhat he said. Don't waste time. I'vefailed. Just let mego. I'll dip out quietly and
not bother anyone.”

Kerrec seemed honestly surprised. "What makes you think you've failed?'

"Haven't 1?1 was woolgathering when | was supposed to be answering questions. Isn't discipline



paramount? Didn't men die yesterday because they had none?"

Kerrec drew in abreath. He was probably praying for patience. "Come with me," hesaid. "Thisisnt a
thing to be shouted down halways."

She could hardly argue with that. He turned again, and she followed him down the stair. The courtyard
was occupied by agroup of riders on white stallions, but they were absorbed in their exercises.

Kerrec stopped under the colonnade. Over his shoulder she could see the horses transcribing patterns
that seemed random but struck her with a deep resonance. Every dance, even the most casud, was
keyed to the rhythm of the world.

She had to tear herself away from the pattern and focus on Kerrec. Even he was different. Hewas
brimming with magic. It gleamed dong hisedges and coiled in hiseyes.

Hewas amager of the art. His discipline wasimpeccable. His mastery ...
"It's beautiful," she said.

She had not meant to say it aloud. She braced for hisreprimand, but he barely even frowned. "Thereis
no greeter beauty,” he said, "and you can seeit. Do you redly believe you've failed?"

"Y ou pulled me out of thetesting,” she said.

"Because you were done with it." He fixed her with asteady slver stare. "Y ou passed. Y ou saw through
to the pattern. The rest will be plagued with smplicity until they either do the sameor fail. Y ou have no
need for that. Thereis onething we must still determine, and one last test which you'll share with the rest
of the Cdlled. Otherwise there's nothing to discover.”

She bit her lip. There was another thing, but he knew it aready. If he was not going to mention it, then
she certainly was not about to.

"Wha—" she said. She brought her voice under control. "What do you need to determine?'

"Onething," he said. "Come."

Vaeriastood under the galery inthe Hall of the Dance. The bay Lady waswith her. A groom had
brought the mare after Kerrec left Vaeriathere with asmple order: " Stand and watch.”

The Lady was neither saddled nor bridled. Shewasthere as Vaeriawas, to watch. Shewas aso
standing guard, though againgt what, she did not seefit to tell Vaeria

Asendlessasthat day had seemed, it was still short of noon. The morning exerciseswent oninthe hal as
they did in the riding courts. Somewhat to Vaerias surprise, the horsesin the hall when she camewere
not the oldest and most powerful of the stallions but the young ones, still dark or dappled, who were just
learning the ways of the Dance.

They worked in fours and eights. Sometimes there were adozen in the hall, more often eght. While
Vaderiastood beside the Lady, watching and wondering what she was supposed to see, four left and four
camein. Kerrec rode one of them.

Kerrec was even more beautiful on horseback than she remembered. Herein the heart of hismagic, he
had no need to hide what he was. He could show himsdlf for amaster.



Onfoot he wasinfuriating. She could not decide whether to hate him or smply despise him. As she stood
inthe hall, she decided that shewasin love.

The othersrode well, and it was lovely to watch them. Kerrec was perceptibly better.

Out of nowherein particular, Vaeriaremembered one of the questions that Kerrec had asked shortly
before she stopped listening. "What are the levels of mastery within the school ?*

She could seethe tablet in front of her and the stylus digging into the wax, writing the answers.

First, mastery of animals. That was the smplest, and camein childhood. The Called were dways
masters of beasts, dthough few of the order of Beastmasters were actualy Called. When the Called
cameto the schoal, if they passed the testing, they learned the first of the arts, the art of riding horses.

Second, mastery of men. Through the power of the stallions they learned to rule and guide. They could
be princes and kingsif their law alowed it, but the stdlions cared nothing for such things. Men who cared
too much were released from the school. Hunger for power had no place on the Mountain.

Third, mastery of the elements. Earth and air, fire and water, yielded to them as beasts and men had.
The gdlionswere like aburning glass, concentrating their power. They were great mages, those riders
who rose so high.

Fourth and highest, mastery of time and the Dance. Few riders ever reached this eminence. Master
Nikoswas one. Kerrec was another. These, in union with the stallions, could walk in the past and
foresee the future. Tradition had it that once in agreat while, in the cusp of destiny, one of them could
shift thetides of time and make them run according to hiswill.

Vaeriawatched the young stdlions move in their smple patterns. They were not railsing great powers.
They were students as she was, and only afew of them would come to the great Dance.

They were dancing a pattern that a most made sense. It had the emperor init, and the young woman who
must be the emperor's heir, and the taler, fairer young man who looked both like and unlike them.
Vaeriaglimpsed another face, which at first she thought was Euan Rohe's, but this was older and
harsher. It was hisfather's, maybe.

The landscape of her vison was dark, lit with fire. A stone loomed against the stars, standing doneon a
barren hilltop. Robed figures gathered in acircle around it. She smelled blood, strong and cloying, and
the sweet stink of desth.

A tattered thing flapped in the wind, wound around the top of the stone. It was a banner, alegionary
standard with its device of sun and moon. Then she redlized that there was something indgdeit. A man's
body was wrapped in the standard. His hands and feet were spiked to the stone. Blood dripped dowly,
gligening in Sarlight.

Sunlight stabbed her skull. The Hall of the Dance wasfull of it. The bay Lady stood between her and the
darkness.

The young stalions were till dancing, but Vaeria could not somach any more of it. Although she had
been told to stand and watch, she had done as much of that as she could. She needed the sky, and the
unclouded daylight.

The Lady knelt. Vaeriadragged her leg over the broad back. The bay mare rosein a smooth motion and
carried her out.



Vaderialay on the grass. The sky went on forever . She heard the mare grazing close by, and fdlt the
rhythmic beat of hooves on the earth asin each court, the stalions danced.

That rhythm ruled the world. The stars sang it. It sent the moon through its phases. The sun rose and set
withinit.

It was as powerful as anything that was, and yet it was unspeakably fragile. In an ingant it could shatter,
fdling into darknessand slence.

"Something wantsto destroy you," she said to Kerrec.
She did not particularly care where he was. He could hear her, she knew that.

Asit happened, he was sitting on the grass beside her, dmost under the bay mare's bdly. "Weve aways
had enemies,” he said.

"I know. I've heard stories. The Red Magicians. The cult of the Nameless. Half the noblesin the court of
any givenregn.”

He snorted. "More than half in thisreign. We're superannuated, they declare. Our powers have eroded, if
they ever actually existed. We're aworthless collection of mountebanks on fat white ponies.”

She sat up and stared at him. "They actudly say that?"
"That and worse," he said. "'l don't suppose you were ever tested for the Augurs College.”
"That would be Paulus" shesaid.

"Of courseit would be," said Kerrec. Asusud, she could not tell what he was thinking. He masked
himsdif too well.

She could see why he might, if he was seeing and fedling such things as she had since she came here. She
was only achild, untrained and hopelessly confused. It must be overwheming to be amaster.

He stood and reached down, pulling her to her feet. The earth was unsteady under her, but his hand was
strong. As soon as she could stand on her own, helet her go. "Y our testing is done until tomorrow," he
sad. "Apart from your dutiesin the stable, your timeisyoursto do with asyou please.”

"What if | want to go back with the others?’

"Y ou could do that," he said. "It's not necessary.”

"I think it might be" shesaid.

Helifted ashoulder inashrug. "Asyou please,” he said.

But she did not leave quite yet. "Did you find what you were looking for?" she asked.

"You know wedid."

She hardly knew what she knew, but she nodded. "Isit that overwheming for you? Or isit worse?"

He offered no answer. She had not expected one. That, like so much elsein this place, wasfor her to
discover.



Therest of the Cdled were dtill in the schoolroom answering questions of deliberately infuriating
samplicity. Vaeriadipped in as quietly as she could, found adesk and aset of blank tablets, and let
hersdf drown in words.

They were only words. She made sure of that. She had had enough magic to last her for awhile.

Chapter Ten

The School of War occupied the northeastern corner of the fortress. It had its own gates and its own
daff of guards and servants, even its own stables. There were no white gods there, only ordinary horses,
and preciousfew galions.

The hostages had been delighted to discover that once they were admitted to the school, they were no
longer treated like battle captives. They were sudentslike all the others. They shared aroominthe
dormitory, with as much freedom to come and go as any of the offspring of imperia noblesandrich
merchants for whom this place was an entry into officers rank in the emperor'sarmies.

"Remember," Euan Rohe had told hiskinsmen before they came here. "They want to civilize us, which
means carve usinto puppets. Let them teach us everything that we can learn—the better to useit against
them when the Great War comes."

They were good men, hiskinsmen. Every one was a member of his own warband, sworn to him by oaths
of blood and stone. The arrogant imperials had made no effort to select princes of opposing tribes, or
even to discover what enmities there might be among their enemies. That, the One God willing, would be
thelr undoing.

Thelessons so far were ghastly enough. It was beneath a prince's dignity to play the dave to astablefull
of hairy, farting beasts, but if the war demanded it, then he would do it. The riding was painful but dightly
lessinsulting. Asfor the handful of hours each morning in abox of aroom with tablet and stylus, learning
to read and write the imperia language. ..

"Wedidn't come herefor that," Gavin said in disgust. "These scratchings on wax stain our souls.”

"They help our cause," Euan said. "They're not the runesthat only priests can touch and live. These will
gain us knowledge we might never have had otherwise. They give us power."

"They give us corruption,” Gavin muttered, but under Euan's glare he subsided. He submitted to
ingtruction, and learned hisletters, although heflatly refused to form them into his name. He knew better
than to snare hissoul.

Euan did not tell these loya kinsmen that he dready knew how to read. Hisfather had insisted that he be
taught. The old man was wise when he was sober, and he could see farther than most.

Letters, for awhile, would be Euan's secret. He pretended to struggle as the others did, and watched and
waited.

Hedid not have to wait long. The message came through one of the grooms, apallid young creature with



aperpetualy startled expression. He looked flat astonished now, but he spoke the words he had been
given without adip or astammer.

"Tomorrow as the sun touches noon," was Euan's answer. "Outsde the walls. Follow thetrail | sat.”
The boy bowed. He did not argue, asthe recipient of the message dmost certainly would.

He would come to the summons. He would not be able to help himsaif.

Euan Rohe walked openly out of the School of War, testing for once and for dl thelimits of his position
there. No one gave him a second glance. He stood outside the high grey walls and took along breath. It
was not free air, but it was as close as he would come until this game was over.

Hunter'singtincts came back quickly in spite of more than ayear in cities or under imperia guard. Euan
took inthelie of theland, chose histrack, and set about leaving atrail that another hunter could follow.

The place that Euan found was pleasant, aclearing in the forest that robed the Mountain's knees. The
great stands of trees were amost bare of undergrowth, but the clearing was carpeted with grass and
flowers.

When hefirst came there, he had thought the flowers much thicker than they were. Then as he walked
onto the grass, dl the white blossomstook flight. They were butterflies.

He sat in the midst of them and sipped water from the bottle he had brought with him. It was till cold
from the stream farther down the Mountain. He had a bit of bread in his bag, and cheese and dried
apples, but he was not hungry yet.

The one hewaited for arrived just after the sun touched the point of noon. He made no secret of his
passage through the trees. That was deliberate, and might be construed as an insuilt.

Euan stayed where he was, propped on his elbow in the grass, with the water bottlein his hand. The
other man rode on horseback. His mount was white, but it was not one of the gods from the school.
Euan was interested to discover that he could tell the difference.

The man on the horse was small and dark and sharp-featured for a Caletanni, but he wastoo tall and fair
to be animperid. Helooked like what he was, hdf-blood, with hisbrown hair and freckled skin. He
wore hishair in along plait, which was consdered quite daring in the imperid city, but he went
clean-shaven. He was not daring enough to affect the full fashion.

"Prince" Euan gregted him.

"Prince," he replied, swinging down off the horse with grace that few Caetanni could match. Hetied up
the reins and | eft the beast to graze, and came to stand over Euan.

"Good of you to come done," Euan said. "Or isthere an army on the other side of the hill?"

"No army," said the prince from Aurelia. He had a suitably imperid name, but the one he claimed in front
of Euan was Gothard. "Thereisacompany of guards not far from here. Do | need to summon them?"

"Not yet," sad Euan. He gestured expansvely. "Come, sit. Befree of my hall."



Gothard was not amused. "None of thisisyours," he said, "even after you've won the war. Remember
the bargain. Aurdiasthrone belongsto me."

Euan amiled hismost exasperating amile. "'l won't forget," he said.

Gothard made no secret of hisdoubts, but he refrained from putting them into words. He said instead,
"S0. Yourein the school. How goesit? Have you found arider yet?'

"Maybe," said Euan. "It'sonly thethird day sincel came here. Do dl your caravans march at asnail's
pace?!

"Only when timeis of the essence," Gothard said sourly. "Gods. Y ou should have been there amonth
ago. Tomorrow isthe Midsummer Dance. It's a bare three months until the Great Dance.”

Euan did not comment on the pagan oath. It was a habit, one could suppose, from living with imperids.
"I'mwell aware of thetime," he said. Hisvoice shifted to the half-chant of an imperia schoolboy's
recitation. "We have to be in Aurélia on the autumn equinox, when the emperor celebrates hisfeast of
renewal, four eights of years on the throne of this empire. The white godswill leave the Mountain for thet,
asthey have not done in ahundred years, and dance in the court of the paace. That will open the gates
of time and alow us—the One God willing—to impose our will on what will be. Then the emperor will
dieand hisheir be digposed of, and anew reign will cometo Aurelia.”

"If it can be so smpleand so tidy," said Gothard, clearly annoyed by the mockery, "well thank every god
thereis, whether he be One or many.”

"I'll do my part," Euan said with studied patience. "I'll find the rider who can be persuaded—one way or
another—to subvert the Dance. Y ou have enough to do. Y ou've no need to fret over that."

"Noneof itisworth aclipped fathing if you fail."

"There now," drawled Euan. "l wouldn't say that. If we can't control the Dance onceit's away from the
Mountain's power, we can certainly corrupt it. Well have our war, one way or the other.”

"Therewill bewar," said Gothard, "but who will win it? The Dance can determine that—but only arider
can rulethe Dance."

"It will be done," Euan said. "And then you will have your part to do, and so will others. In the end, well
winthewar."

"l envy you your surety,” Gothard said.

Euan smiled sunnily. "I'm araving barbarian and you're an effete imperid. Of course I'm ablind optimist.
Y ou'll be my voice of reason, my wise philosopher.”

Truly Gothard had no humor. He was fast reaching the limits of histemper. Euan waited to seeif he
would say something ill-advised, but instead he froze.

Euan heard it amoment after hedid. A hoof chinked softly against rock. A bit jingled even more softly.

Gothard's grey horse had been standing till, head down and hind foot cocked, adeep. At the sound of
another horse's passing, he threw up his head.

Gothard drew acomplex symbol in the air. Euan saw the shape of it limned in dark light. Hisskin
prickled.



Two ridersrode into the clearing. They were mounted on white gods. Through the veil of Gothard's
sorcery, the creatures coats glowed like clouds over the moon. The men were shadows encasing a core
of light.

Euan sat perfectly ill. Gothard's horse stood like amarble image. Only Gothard seemed at ease. He
was dert but calm. Euan had understood that Gothard was afair journeyman of one of theinnumerable
schools of imperia magic, but thiswas alittle more than journeyman's work.

The riders never saw them. One of the horses might have cast aglancein their direction, but if it did, it
did not sound the darm. They rode on through the clearing and away.

The sun had shifted visibly when at last Gothard | et go the spell. He sagged briefly and swayed, then
thrust himself upright. He had to draw a deep breath before he could speak. "It's safe,” he said. "Y ou can
move."

Euan stretched until his bones cracked, then rotated his head on his neck. His muscles were locked tight.
He rel eased them one by one, adow dance that Gothard watched with undisguised fascination.

Euan let his dance stretch out somewhat longer than it strictly needed. When he was as supple ashe
could hopeto be, hewas on hisfeet. "Y ou're a better sorcerer than | thought,” he said. "I saluteyou.” He
followed the word with the action, the salute of awarrior to achampion.

Gothard accepted it with little enough grace. Euan left him there, Stting next to his motionless horse, and
dipped away into the shelter of the trees.

Chapter Eleven

The last test of the Cdlled fell three days before Midsummer. It wasthe only public test. Those who
passed could regard it as an initiation into the life of arider. Those who failed had the right to vanish into
the crowd and be mercifully and formaly forgotten.

A great number of people were gathered in the largest of the riding courts, seated in tiers above the floor
of raked sand. All the riders were there, and al the candidates who had passed thistest in their own day.
Students from the School of War, guests and servantsfilled al the rest of the benches.

Some of the Caled had family there. One whole flock of peacocks belonged to Paulus. Vaeriasaw how
pale hewas and felt dmost sorry for him. She at least did not haveto fail in front of alegion of brothers
and uncles and cousins.

That gave her an unexpected pang. Her family would never see her here, or know whether she
succeeded or failed. Whatever happened, she had |eft them. She could never go back.

All of the Called waited together in the western entrance to the court. The eights were intact except for
Vaerids, but she suspected that certain decisions had been made. Some of the Cdlled had adrawn and
haunted |ook. Others seemed dulled somehow, asif the magic had drained out of them.

Only afew ill had alight in them. Some actually shone brighter. Iliyawas one. So was Batu. And, she
saw with someincredulity, Paulus.



She could not see hersdlf, to know what the others must see. Shefelt strong. She had dept last night
without dreams, and been awake when the bell rang at dawn. Now at full morning she was ready for
whatever wasto come.

Supper last night had been water from the fountain and nothing else. There had been no breskfast, but
shewas not hungry at al. Shewas dizzy and sated with the air she breathed.

She amiled at Batu who stood next to her. He smiled shakily back. "Luck," he said.
"Luck," shereplied.

The hum and buzz of the crowd went suddenly quiet. Asbefore, Vaeriafelt them before she saw them.
The gdlionswere coming.

Thistime no one rode them. They were saddled and bridled, walking beside their grooms.

Her heart began to beat hard. There was not a sound in that place except the soft thud of hooves on
sand, and now and then agtallion's snort or the jingle of bit or bridle as he shook hishead a afly.

There were eight of them, asadways. She had not seen these eight before. They were massive, their coats
snow-white. These were old talions, how old she was almost afraid to imagine. Their eyes were dark
and unfathomably wise. The tides of time ran in them. With every step, they trod out the pattern of
dedtiny.

She had an overwheming desireto fling hersdlf flat at their feet. All that kept her upright wasthe
redization that if she did that, she would not be able to get up again. She stood with the rest of the
Called, wobble-kneed but erect, and waited to be told what to do.

Kerrec had appeared while the gtalions arranged themsalvesin ahdf circlein the center of the court. He
caled the candidates together in eights, with the broken eight lat.

The test was as deceptively smple asdl the rest. Each man wasto select a horse, mount and ride.
"Ride how?" asked a gangling boy from the second eight.
"That isthetest,” Kerrec said.

By now they knew better than to ask him to explain. They exchanged glances. Somerolled their eyes.
Otherswere praying, or maybe incanting pells.

Vaeriadid not envy thefirg rider in the dightest. He sdlected himsdlf, shrugged rather desperately and
left hisfellows and walked out onto the sand.

The crowd's sillence degpened. The galions stood unmoving. They did not fidget as ordinary horses
would. Ther tillness was monumentd, rooted in the earth under their feet.

The young man stood in front of them. His head turned from sideto side. He was blind, Vderiathought.
He could not see what he was supposed to see.

When he moved, his stepswere dow. Hisfists clenched and unclenched. He wavered between two
nearly identica white shapes. They looked like brothers, with the same arched nose and little lean ears.

His choice was visibly random. He seized the rein from the groom and flung himself into the saddle.



The stdlion did not move amuscle. At first therider heaved asigh of relief, but when he asked the
gdlion to advance, his answer was the sametotal tillness as before.

A titter ran through the crowd. Therider flushed. His body tensed. Just as he would have dug hedsinto
the broad white sdes, the stdlion erupted.

The rider went off in thefirst legp. Helanded well, rolling out of reach of the battering hooves. The
crowd applauded that, but he did not stay for the accolade. He was gone as he was alowed to do,
vanished and forgotten.

The second rider could not choose at al. He turned and fled. The third chose reasonably well, mounted
gracefully, and plodded alifeless circle before he conceded defest.

Vaeriahad lost count before any of the would-be riders managed aride worth noticing. The crowd had
been by turns amazed and amused, but even devoted followers of the art were glazing over.

Then a candidate mounted and rode—really rode.

Hewas awiry little creature with the pinched face of astarveling child, but he waslight and quick on his
fedt. In the saddle he blossomed. The stalion danced for him, agtately pavane that won a murmur of
approva from the benches.

Vaerianoticed an important thing. It was the stallion, not the rider, who danced. Therider had the sense
to gt perfectly till and not interfere. His expression lingered in Vaerias memory. He was half terrified
and haf exdted.

Three more received the gift of the dance, out of three eights. The winnowing was fast and merciless. No
one died, but one broke an arm and another left with abloodied nose.

Then there were the five of them, the broken eight, who were either the best or the worst of them dl. The
entrance that had been so crowded seemed echoing and empty. The four who had passed the testing so
far had drawn to one Side, watching with acombination of smugnessthat their ordeal was done and
sympathy for those who had il to undergoit.

People were whigpering in the crowd, telling one another why this eight was missing three. Their attention
had sharpened.

Paulus went first. He had the most to lose and the least patience to spare. He walked straight toward the
tallest of the sdlions, but halfway there, he veered asde. When he hdted, he was face-to-face with the
least lovely of them, acomically long-nosed, long-eared cresture with amottled pink muzzleand a
spreading pink stain around one eye.

Paulus lip curled. At the same time his hand crept out and came to rest on the heavy crested neck. A
smadl sgh escaped him, asif something inside him had let go. He mounted as punctilioudy asdways. The
gtalion shook his mane and pawed once, then gathered himsdlf and rose in an extravagant and
breathtakingly beautiful legp.

Vderiafdt thelightness, the sheer joy of that dance. It was perfectly startling and perfectly wonderful.
Paulusrodeit in terror and delight, until he had to laugh or burst into pieces.

The rest of them rode on that lightness. Batu, then Iliya added their own steps to the dance.



Then there were two. Dacius came forward with steady steps, but the magic had passed him by. The
gdlionsturned their backs on him.

He did not seem crushed as most of the others had been. He shrugged and sighed, and bowed to the
gdlions and then to the crowd. They ushered him out with arhythmic samping of feet.

Vaeriastood alone while the court fell dowly slent. It was even harder to belast than first. Every eye
was on her. Every face was expectant. Would she pass? Would she fail? How devastating would it be if
shedid?

The stdlions had turned to face her. They were waiting as the spectators were, but they must know how
shewould choose. They were the living incarnation of foreknowledge.

She had a brief, wild urge to smply ask them, but that passed. None of them in particular called to her as
the Lady had. They were al Great Ones, gods among gods. Any one would be pleased to show her the
full force of the magic for which shewas born.

She stood in front of them and offered herself. She did not know which to take. Surely if they were
willing to carry her, they could decide which of them was most inclined to doit.

Their amusement tingled in her skin. They found her impudence refreshing. She had not meant it to be any
such thing, but gods had their own way of looking a human behavior.

After amoment, one of them came forward. He was one of the brothers with whom the first candidate
had failed. Hiseyewaskind, initsway. He invited her to take the rein and mount.

Shedid asshewastold, if he pitched her into the crowd, she would let him. It was hisright to do with
her whatever he pleased.

He danced for her. It was aportion of the Great Dance, the pattern that opened the wall between
worlds. He stopped short of that, with greet care, but she felt how close he came. He asked nothing of
her but that she be still, and that she learn. Thiswas her magic, he wastelling her. Thiswas her place and

her power.

The end was a dramatic departure from the Dance, an exuberant coda. He rose as his cousin had for
Paulus, straight up on hishind legs, and legped. Eight times he did it, and each time the crowd gasped in
awe.

He came down lightly, dancing in place. Vaeriahad given up any pretenseto grace. She clung blindly to
his mane and tried to remember how to bresthe. He was breathing hard himself. Evenfor agod, lifting
that much flesh and bone through so many legps was a powerful, effort.

It dawned on her dowly that people were screaming and stamping and yelling the name she had taken.
She did not see why they were so excited. She had done nothing but cling for dear lifewhilethe stalion
danced.

She did from his back and stood on shaking legs. The others who had passed were al around her,
dapping her on the back, cuffing her until her ears rang. She was too weak to fend them off. They swept
her clean off her feet and heaved her onto their shoulders.

The riders were coming down from the benches. Kerrec was on the sand aready, with Master Nikos
close behind him. She wanted to be on her feet, one of many, not riding on their shoulders like a hero.

She struggled, weakly at firgt, then more strongly. Batu and another burly young person whose name she



did not know were carrying her. Hands caught at her. She began to fight in earnest.

It was as clear asthe pattern of the Dance. Her flailing hand struck Batu's ear and rocked him. At the
sameingant, as shelost her balance on his shoulder, one of the clutching hands tangled in her coat.

Shefedl headfirst through the crowding bodies. Her coat wrenched free of itsfastenings. Her shirt caught
init and tore. Her arms were bound in strangling leather and cloth. She could not help herself at dll.

She lay with the wind knocked out of her. The forest of legs had drawn back in a spreading silence,
[liyasvoice spoke, clear and penetrating. "By the Mother! That'sa—"

Paulus stooped over her. He wrenched at her belt.

No. Shedid not know whether she said theword or smply thought it. It filled her from edge to edge and
spilled over in absolute and implacable refusal.

She had more discipline than Cullen had. She did not kill Paulus. He flew up and away and landed hard,
but hewas aive. The wound to his pride would be worse than any of his bruises.

She got her feet under her and stood up. No one reached to help. She was more aware of the stalions
than of the human crowd. They were watching dispassionately. Of course they had known thiswould
happen. It was asinevitable as a phase of the moon.

She could not look into every face. She settled for Master Nikos, aware that Kerrec stood close by him,
dlent and expressonless. "My nameisVderia" shesad. "I'm sorry | lied. Everyone said | couldn't be
Called—except that | was. | thought if | let you al think | was like the others, then once | passed, you
would—"

"That isnot the way of things," Master Nikos said. Histone was gentle, which surprised her. "I, too, am
sorry. But awoman cannot—"

"Shedid pass," Kerrec said. "We can't deny that."
Master Nikos mouth snapped shut.
"Master," said Kerrec, "1 think thisis not a ddliberation for the open court. If you would be pleased to—"

"Yes" said Master Nikos. "Yes, of course." His eye caught two of theriders. "Seeto her," hesaid. And
to therest: "The celebration will continue. Andres, look after the candidates. Lords, ladies, honored
guests, afeast and entertainment have been prepared. If you will follow my riders, they will show you
whereto go."

It was admirable, and remarkable, how quickly confusion settled into order. One of the riderswho had
been set in charge of Valeriabrought her coat. All of its buttons were gone, but it covered her enough for
modesty. She was glad to have it back again.

A path opened through the crowd. No one wanted to touch her, asif female gender could passto them
like afever. Sheressted the urge to taunt them. Her mood had gone wild.

The gtdlionswere gill watching. They were not going to help her. No one was. She was aone as she had
been from the moment she was Called. She was the gods mistake, or maybe their jest. A human could
never tell, with gods.



Chapter Twelve

"Absolutdly not'”

Firg RidersMikel and Gallus and Regan had formed awall of adamance. Nikos was saying nothing.
Kerrec wished he could do the same, but there was the smple truth that al of them refused to see.

"She passed every test," he said doggedly. "The Lady chose her out of al the Caled. The Great Ones
declared her champion of the testing. Sheisthe most powerful candidate that we have had since the gods
know when."

"It doesn't matter," Mikd said. "She'safemae. She belongsto the Moon. Our power comes from the
un

"She has our power,” Kerrec said. " Ours. Pure and strong and straight from the source. I've never seen a
human like her. Shesamost like one of the sdlions.”

"That's blagphemy," said Mikd. "Shée's strong, yes. Then let her go to the Beastmagters or the ladies of
Adtarra. They can handle power of that intensity, and focusit in one of their familiars. She does not
belong here.”

"The gdlions say that she does," said Kerrec. "The Ladies have blessed her. She sees through the
world'silluson. She understands the Dance."

"And that makes her dangerous.”

It was the first time Nikos had spoken since their council began. His voice was soft, but it would have
taken more courage than any of them had to interrupt him.

"Sheisthe Moon's child," he said, "but the Call came to her and the white gods accept her. She'stoo
strong to ignore and too perilous to send away. Maybe Astarracould control her, but | have my doubts
of that. Not this one. Not this magic. She's our burden to bear.”

"The gdlionswon't doit,” Regan said. "It will be left to us. Godsl | never signed on as an executioner.”
"Youwouldn't,” Kerrec said.

"What else can we do?' Mikel asked. "We can't keep or, godsforbid, train her."

"Why not?'

"Train awoman?Isit even possible?’

"l would do it," Kerrec said.

"Of course you would," said Mikel. ™Y ou're too young to know better."

Magters had discipline. They did not cometo blows. Kerrec focused on his breathing until it was firmly
under control, and unclenched hisfists with deliberate care. "1 may be young, but I'm not blind. | see that
the stallions not only reckon her worthy, they seein her apower that none of the male candidates can
match. That power must be controlled—and not by killing the body that housesit. If we do that, we incur
the wrath of heaven. That same heaven, | do remind you, which Caled her here”



"That could be debated,” Mikel said.

"All the more reason to keep her here where we can watch her, and train her as only we know how to
do. Because most surely, brothers, if we don't do it, someone esewill."

"Who else can—" Mikel stopped short. Good, thought Kerrec. He had remembered how to think. "Oh,
no. Hewouldn't—"

"Shewould be agift of the godsto the one we refuseto name,” Kerrec said. "Do you want him to get
hold of her, with her power over the sdlions?’

"All the more reason to get rid of her," Regan said, echoing Kerrec's words of amoment before. "Well
raise wards againgt retribution, and do it as quickly and cleanly as may be. We can't risk keegping her
dive"

"Wards can avert athunderbolt,” said Kerrec, "but can they keep the stdlions from turning on us?’

He watched that prospect sink in. They were dl blind bigots, but they were still masters of the art. They
knew thegdlions.

Kerrec pressed his advantage. ""Without the white gods we are nothing but overwrought Beastmasters.
Our art does not exist unlessthey completeit. if we refuse this one whom they have blessed, we forfeit

their goodwill."

"And if they turn againgt us" Galussaid, "the empire will loseits heart. The barbarians have been waiting
for just such athing. They'll fdl on uslike awave bresking."

"If thereisanything left to fal on," Kerrec said. "Thisempirés existenceis bound up in the galions—in
the Dance, in the magic that they embody. If the stallions abandon us, well break into a confusion of
warring states. There will be no empire. There will be nothing but chaos. The emperor will do what he
can, but between the warlords within and the barbarians without, helll be doomed to fall." Kerrec leaned
toward them dll, asif he could lift each one up and shake senseinto him. ™Y ou know what's been
foreseen. Y ou've seen the number of futuresin which the empirefals, and the terribly few inwhichiit
endures. Without us, without the Dance, even those few may vanish. We can't afford to refuse this
candidate, brothers. Woman or no, sheisone of us."

"Never," said Mikd. His voice was clotted with disgust. I will not have awoman in my court, laying
hand on my horses. | will not suffer her hysteriaif shefdlsand bregksanail. | will not—"

"Thiswoman," Kerrec pointed out through clenched teeth, "has been living as aman since spring. |
believe we can trust her to conduct hersdf with suitable restraint.”

"I won't haveit, either,” Regan said. "They are different, boy. They can't be handled in the same way.
They're weaker, more ddicate. Our candidates trids are hard enough on aman's congtitution. A woman
would scken and die.”

"Everyone knows," said Galus, third in the chorus, "that the Moon's children lack the strength of the Sun.
Granted that she needstutdlage in the use of her magic, sheistill not fit to be taught here. Our methods
are not suited to awoman. Agtarrais not idedl, but surdly, in the circumstances—"

"Listento yourselves," Kerrec said in amazement. "None of you has awife—and no wonder. Presumably
you had mothers. Did you learn nothing from them? At al?

"Enough,” Nikos said before the others could erupt. "Kerrec, thiswoman cannot be admitted to the



school. Even if theriderswould tolerate her, the masters will not."
"She must betrained,” Kerrec said.
"So shemug,” said Nikaos, "and you will doit."

Kerrec had expected nothing else. He was smply surprised that he had not had to fight for it. ™Y ou will
give me complete discretion?”

"Within the bounds of the stallions approva,” Nikos said.

Kerrec bowed to that. "And if she excels? If she proves herself aswell as any candidate? Will you
reconsider her place here?'

Nikos paused. The other First Riders were rumbling to the boil. Kerrec kept his eyes steady, willing the
Master to see this matter clearly and not through afog of usaless prejudice.

"l will think onit," Nikossaid  last.
That wasthe best Kerrec could hope for. He bowed again, lower. "By your leave?!
Nikoswaved him away. "Go. Ded with her. The sooner the better."

They had shut VVaeriain one of the storerooms. It was better than a prison cell, and she had found away
to make hersdlf useful. She was ditting in atangle of strgps and buckles, rubbing oil into the discrete parts
of abridle.

Kerrec watched her for awhile before he alerted her to his presence. He had never thought that she
looked particularly masculine, but he supposed that if one had not first seen her naked in the midst of
attempted rape, the disguise was convincing enough. Her features were strong for awoman's and cleanly
carved. Her body was dender, her limbslong, her breasts smal. She moved with astrength and surety
that was not common among her sex. Women learned young to shorten their steps and weaken their
bodiesin the cause of attracting males.

Even 0, her skin was too soft to be aman's. Her hands were narrow, with long supple fingers. Her neck
was long and smooth, with the black curlsfaling softly on it as she bent to her work. Her mouth wasfulll,
the kind of mouth that in another woman would beg to be kissed.

Kerrec was not amonk or aeunuch priest. He could well appreciate beauty in awoman. But if hewasto
be her teacher, he must put al such thoughts aside. She needed instruction, not seduction.

He scraped hisfoot dong the floor. Shelooked up. At sight of him, her face closed. ™Y ou could be more
imaginative," she said. "My mother locked mein theroot cellar.”

"l believe we have one," he said. "Would you prefer it?"

"Why not?" she said with forced lightness. " She said awoman could never be Called. Has there never
been one? Ever?”’

"Not ever," hesad.

"] don't bdieveit," shesad.



"It'strue,” said Kerrec. "The stdlions remember. Y ou are thefirgt."
IIWI,V?I
Hewas not prepared for the directness of that. He should have been. "Gods know," he said.

"It'snot fase, isit?It'sred. | can fed the galions, and the Ladies behind them. | can see patterns. The
Dance—"

"ltisred," Kerrec said.

"It doesn't matter, even though | passed the testing. I'll be sent away. Or killed. Have you cometo kill
me?'

Her sght was brutdly clear. It was part of her gift. "Y ou will not bekilled or sent away," hesad. "You
can't be admitted to the school, but you are allowed to stay. Y ou will have ingtruction. Whatever the
gods havein mind for you, you will not face it without knowledge.”

She had not been expecting that. He watched the play of emotions across her face, the shuttered mask
forgotten. She was angry and disappointed, and no wonder. But this was more than she had any right to

expect.
"I'm... tolearn?' shesad. "How—"
"l will teechyou," hesaid.

She wasless than delighted. The best he could say was that she wasresigned. It hurt alittle. Hewould
have liked her to be happier about it.

"Y ou knew thiswould happen,” she said. "Y ou've known al dong what | am. Why didn't you speak?"
"YouwereCdled," hesad.

"That didn't make any differenceto anyoneese."

"It didto me.

"Why?

Shewas as persagtent asasmadl child. "Not every family isglad to lose a son to the Mountain,” he
answered.

"Yourethefirghorn?'
He nodded.

"I'm the fourth,” she said, "but the first daughter. | was going to be awisawoman in Imbriawhen Mother
got tired of it."

"That would be like kegping an eagle to chase the crows off the corn.”

That startled her into laughter. "What, you're afarmer's son, too? And here | wasthinking you were a
least as high up as Paulus.”

Kerrec refrained from responding to that. It did not matter what he had been before he cameto the
Mountain. He said, "Bring the bridle with you. Once you've finished cleaning it and put it back together,



it'syours.”

She stood up hastily, but he noticed that she had the whole bridlein her hands, bit and reinsand al.

"A Fird Rider may have apersond servant,” he said. ™Y ou will occupy that position. 1t will give you—"
"Won't peopletalk?" sheinterrupted him. "They al know what 1—"

"You will not interrupt,” he said coldly. "A Firg Rider's servant has aroom of his—or her—own. It's
small but adequate, and offers you both privacy and modesty. Y ou will perform such dutiesas | set you,
while pursuing the studies of arider-candidate. | will expect the same of you as of any other candidate. Is
that understood?’

"Quitewll," shesaid.

The ease that had been growing between them was gone. He refused to let himsalf missit. She must be
perfect in her discipline and impeccable in her pursuit of her sudiesif she hoped to remain here. No one
must be ableto accuse elther of them of impropriety.

Intime hewould explainit to her. For now it was enough that she observed his distance and imitated it.

He turned without another word. She was behind him as he left the storeroom.

Chapter Thirteen

While the youngest of the rider-candidates cel ebrated their success with areve that ran far into the night,
Vaeriacleaned saddles and ran errands for her new master. He was ingenious at finding things for her to
do. He was also merciless in demanding that she do everything exactly as he wanted.

It was obviousthat he had not had aservant in quite some time. His rooms were clean, after afashion.
The First Riders tower had servants for that purpose. They were not dedicated to any task more
complicated than sweeping the floors and making the beds. His clothes were washed regularly, at leest.
Hemust ingst on that.

Everything else waseft to itsdlf. His clothes were piled wherever they happened to fdl. His belongings
were in ashocking clutter. She found books everywhere, and pots of ink and pens and scraps of
parchment and enough tablets to test another year's worth of the Called, tumbled in with bits of harness
and stray buckles and, buried in acorner, an ancient and crumbling saddle that must once have been
resplendent. The gold plating on it was tarnished or gone, the sirgps and billets were missing and the seat
was worn through.

It was more than afull day's work to make order of that chaos. She did what she could, for a start, while
Kerrec went off on some business of his own. She supposed he was attending the feest.

For her therewas aloaf of bread and gjar of quite decent i wine, which she ate and drank when she
remembered. The bread sank like a stone. The wine went straight to her head.

She was shifting books from the floor to a shelf when he camein. Night had fallen. None of the lamps
waslit, but she had awitchfire hanging above her, casting acold blue light on her work.



Kerrec was weighted down with plates and bottles, which he set on the table. "What are you doing?’ he
asked her.

"Something | shouldn't?' she guessed.

"No," hesaid. "No, no. It'svery diligent. It'saso rather late. Y ou should eat and then deep.”
"| ate," shesad. "I'll degp when | can. I'm wide awake now."

"I brought you dinner fromthe hall,” he said. "You did earn it."

"I was the champion of thetesting,” she said. It was petty, but she could not stop herself. "Who drank the
champion's cup? Paulus?'

"No one," he said. He uncovered plates and poured from bottles, as deft asif he had been the servant.

She truly had not been hungry until she saw so many different delicacies arranged in front of her. She
recognized bread and roast fowl. The rest she had only heard of.

There was agreet variety of everything, but not so much that her ssomach revolted. When the edge was
off her hunger, she paused. "No one drank the champion's cup?'

"The champion was not present,” he said. He had sat across the table from her while she ate.
"Should | have been?"

"No."

Shenibbled abit of stewed fruit. "Y ou must al bein aterrible sate.”

Hislipsthinned. ™Y ou will do best to keep your head down and your face out of sight for awhile.
Eventudly everyonewill grow accustomed to you."

"Youthink s0?"'
"The quieter you are, themorelikely itis."

She hit her lip. She had no good reason to provoke him. He had taken her when no one else would.
Whatever hope she had of learning the ways of her magic, he was the meansto that end.

She bent to the feast that he had brought her. Her appetite was gone, but she made hersdlf eat every bit
of it. If shepaid for it later, then so be it. Kindness was not acommon thing here. She should take
advantage of it while she had it.

The day of Midsummer was agrest festiva in the empire. Here on the Mountain, it was more. The sun's
longest day and the moon's longest night tugged at the tides of time. Just at sunrise, when the moon was
gtill above the horizon, the stallions entered the Hall of the Dance.

Vaeriahad discovered an unexpected advantage in being a servant—she could watch from the salions
own entrance. It had been her responsibility to seethat her rider was properly dressed, his coat and
breeches spotless and his boots polished.

Therest of theriders servants had left, either to find seatsin the galery or to amuse themsaves whilethe



Dance went on. Vaeriastayed where she was. Thiswasthefirg true, full and forma Dance that she had
seen outside of dreams.

It was better and stronger than dreams. She woke from it to find her face wet with tears, but she could
not remember having shed them.

This Dance had not changed the world. It had confirmed the starsin their courses and steadied the sun as
it rose toward the summit of heaven. It was a Dance of strength and stability. When it was done, the
Augursraised their saffsin agesture that, she had learned, meant It iswell.

She could fed it in hersaf astheriders|eft the Hall. She was stronger. Her head was clearer. Her heart
was light as she went to her duties. They were few today, and when she had done them, she would be
freeto do as she pleased.

Everyone was talking of the second grest event of the day, the coming of the young stallionsto the
school. Riders had gone up to the spring pastures days before and brought back those in their fourth
year. Today they would seethe insde of these wallsfor thefirst time. Riderswould take them in hand
and assess them before beginning their training.

After the ordered perfection of the Dance, this was happy chaos. Riders drove the herd down the
processiond way from the north gate into the central square of the citadel, which was paved with grass
and surrounded by high walls. Some of the riders were dready in the square, mounted on older stallions.
Spectators watched from windows and balconies.

Vaeria had squeezed onto a balcony midway down one of the walls from the entrance. She did not
know any of the people crammed in with her, including the pair of riders. They did not seem to know
who she was, ether, which suited her perfectly.

Long before the horses camein sight, the waiting crowd heard the thunder of hooves. It grew louder as
the herd drew nearer. Vaeriacould fed the vibration in the stones under her feet.

She could fed the coming of power. These were gods, raw and young. They came like astorm off the
Mountain, pouring into the square, atumbled stream of black and brown and grey, with here and there a
flash of white,

They were rough and bony and big-headed and beautiful. They swirled around the square like the herds
of Vderiasdreams. There were fragments of the Dance in the patterns, and movements that with time
and teaching would transmute into art.

They shied at the confinement of walls, but most settled in time and stopped to crop the grass. A few
remained rebellious, and would not stop running.

One was standing perfectly il inthe center of the square. Vaeriastarted dightly at the sght of him. He
was nearly white, with a hint of dappling like the face of the moon.

She knew him. She had dreamed him over and over, but he was not the calm presence of her dreams at
al. His gtillness was somehow ominous, like astorm rising.

Her skin prickled. The otherswere gods, but this was something more. Just asthere were levels of
magtery, there were levels of godhood. This stallion was born beyond mastery, and amost beyond
restraint.



Hewas angry. He had lived free on the Mountain and been happy. He knew that he was fated to come
here, and that order and discipline were hislot, but he had no intention of submitting to them.

All the young riders and rider-candidates, along with afew of the higher-ranking riders, had come down
to the square with ropes dung over their shoulders. Vaerias heart clenched a the sight of Batu and lliya
together not far below her. She should have been there. She should have been with them.

Her anger threatened to match the young stdlion's. That could not happen. She must not let it. Discipline
was arider'sfirst virtue. If she ever hoped to be arider, she had to be more disciplined than any of the
men.

The young stallions had drawn in toward the square's center. The circle of riders closed around them.
Each young stdlion would find arider, acompanion and teacher for hisfirst year. Some riderswould
take more than one. Others might not be chosen at dl. It wasthe stallions choice. The stalions had dl
gone cam, even the rebels. Only the angry onewas il in the center, gtill seething. He did not want to be
cam or focused. Above dl, he did not want to submit hiswill to any pallid dug of aman.

Vaeriaeyed the distance to the ground. No one €l se seemed to notice that there was trouble brewing.
Men and gtallions were finding one another, the patterns drawn like lines of force across the square. The
angry onewas asmoldering holeinthemiddle.

Some of his brothersjostled him, crowded even more tightly now that there were humans mixed into the
herd.

One man, arider whom she did not know, moved asif to dip aloop of rope over the salion's head.
The pattern was warping and fraying. Vaeria could see the void underneath the world.

The rider was oblivious. When the gtdlion shook him off, he came on more strongly.

The stdlion erupted. His brothers scattered. The rider screamed as he fell under trampling hooves.

All the masters ran from the corners of the square. Vaeriawas aware of Kerrec, youngest and fastest,
aming draight for the degth in the stalion'seyes.

Through the tumult of shouts and cries, she heard amaster's strong voice caling. "Kill him! Quickly!

"No!" Kerrec shouted back. He paused, and his death hesitated. "If we destroy the body, we unleash the
power. We haveto contain him!"

Someone near Valeriawas praying. It was one of the riders on the balcony. His face was the color of
wax.

The gtdlion whirled in the center of awidening circle. No one but Kerrec dared come near him. The
other masters had stopped. Kerrec was still running. He was going to die. He would touch the edge of
that maegl strom and spin into nothingness.

Vaeriavaulted over the edge of the balcony and did down apillar. The ground came up an ingtant
sooner than she expected. She staggered but managed to keep her feet.

There wereridersin front of her. She darted between them into the full glare of the sun. Therewasno
timeto pause or take stock. She ran blindly toward the thing that was no longer exactly agtdlion. His
mane and tail had turned to streamers of fire.



Something small and dark tried to thrust her aside. She knew dimly that it was Kerrec. As gently as she
could, shelifted him with her magic and st him out of harm'sway.

Shefaced the gdlion. Hisrage beat on her. She could fed its power, and yet it did not frighten her.
Something in her was resonating with it. She could take it, shape it. She could, with effort, take the edge
off it until he could control himsdf.

He glowered at her. She glowered back. "Y ou are a Great One," she said. "lan't it time you remembered
it?'
Hisearswent flat. Hislip curled.

"What would you do on the Mountain? Be afoal again? Try to crawl back to your mother'steat? Here is
where you belong. Thisiswhat you were born for."

He shook his head and snapped at her, but hisfit of temper lacked force. She dipped past his bared
teeth and laid ahand on his neck. 1t wasrigid. She smoothed it in long strokes, digging in until the knots
loosened.

Theworld had settled inits orbit. The earth was solid again. The rest of the stallions were cregping
closer, with riders haf hiding in their shadows.

The stdlion warned them off with teeth and hedl's. They backed avay. None of them was strong enough
to chdlengehim.

That, thought Vaeria, was the trouble. No one had ever been able to control him. ™Y ou are dangerous,”
shesad, "unlessyou learn to rule yoursdlf. Great One or not, they'll kill or cull you. Do you want to
wadte yoursdlf that badly?'

His head lowered. She would not call him chastened, but the defiance had drained out of him. Her fingers
worked under his mane, massaging his crest. He sighed and gaveiin.

Chapter Fourteen

For the second time in three days, Vaeria had aroused consternation among the riders. If she had had
any hope of changing their minds by saving them from the Great On€e'srage, that vanished in front of
those stony faces. She had made matters worse, not better. She had reminded them that awoman could
outdo them all.

They had brought her from the square to aroom in the citadel, the round floor of atower with high,
narrow windows letting in the light. Between the windows hung portraits of old masters and great
ddlions.

The living masters had the same stern and unreadable faces astheir painted counterparts. They sat at a
half-moon-shaped table, so that they faced her in asemicircle.

Vaeriawould rather have faced the stallions. She stood as straight as she could and tried not to look asif
shewanted to burst into tears.

After along while, Master Nikos sighed. The sound echoed around the room. He folded his hands on the



table and leaned toward her. " Suppose you tell uswhat you thought you were doing,” he said.

Vderiaswalowed. "l was doing what had to be done,”" she said, "sir. The Great One was out of control.
No one was able to stop him."

"And yet you could."

"l do gpologize," shesad, "if | interfered with the destined destruction of this Mountain and every living
thing within aday'sjourney.”

Kerrec made a strangled noise that sounded suspicioudy like laughter. She refused to look at him. Her
eyeswere fixed on Magter Nikos. He was not laughing, but he had not risen up and thundered anathema
at her, ether.

"You areadifficulty,” he said. "Even the most resstant of us cannot deny that you did what no oneelse
was ableto do. At the sametime, you are here on sufferance. Y our forma postion isthat of a servant.
Servants do not tame renegade Great Ones.”

"So makemearider,” shesaid.
It had dipped out. She never meant to say it aloud.

"That will not happen,” said the Master on the end opposite from Kerrec. "Not while | live, and by the
gods, never after I'm dead.”

Hewas an old man, asrigid in the mind asin the spine. He was afraid, she thought, and it made him
angry. He did not want the world to change. Above dl, he did not want awoman to changeit.

She opened her mouth to ask him why he hated women so much. Before the first word came out, Kerrec
sad, "1 am respongblefor her. Whatever sentence you pronounceis mineto serve.”

"That isabsurd!" the old man sputtered. ™Y ou cannot—"
Kerrec regarded him blandly. After awhile he stopped sputtering.

Ancther of the masters, younger but no less obstinate, said grimly, "Y ou won't do it. Y ou won't be
alowed. This game has gone on long enough. Let us dispose of her and be done with it.”

"No." Master Nikos said that, to Vderids surprise. " She will continue as before. She has our thanks for
the service she has done us, but now more than ever she must be taught the proper restraint of her
power. If needs must, she will participate in lessons and exercises with the rider-candidates, at her
master's discretion.”

Vaeriastopped breathing. Her glance shifted to Kerrec. The Master had laid the burden of decison on
him. She caught hersdf praying to whatever gods would hesr.

Kerrec said nothing. He rose from his chair and came around the table. His shoulder shifted, agesture as
subtle asagdlion's. Shewasto follow.

She did not ook back, although she knew they would erupt when she was gone. She could fed the
explosion building.

It was no matter to her. All that mattered was the Master's decree.



Vaeriawould not have been surprised to be shut in Kerrec's roomswith every bit and bridle and strap of
leather in the citadd, and ordered to clean them al. Instead she found herself behind the stallions stable.
There were rows of paddocks there. Most held older stallions, let out to bask in the sun, but oneina
corner, set apart from the others, held the Great One.

His brothers werein the stable, learning to live in walls. No one trusted him to do such atthing.
"That'samistake," shesaid. "Or am | alowed to say that?"

"What would you do?' Kerrec asked her.

"Treet him like the others" she said. "No singling out.”

"And if hekills one of them or one of us?'

"Hewont," shesaid. "You know that. YoureaFirst Rider. I'm only—"

"Stop that," he said. "There'sa hater on the gate. Fetch him and take him where you please.”

The stdlion watched their conversation from the far side of the paddock. His anger was not gone, but it
had burned low. He had been pacing, pining for his brothers. When Vaeriadipped through the gate, he
stopped and flared his nostrils at her and snorted.

"Come" shesad.
He was not atame beast, to come at her bidding. He tossed his head until the ragged mane flew.

She leaned againgt the gate. Kerrec, outside it, had gone gtill. He was a horseman. He knew what she
was doing.

So did the stdlion, but hiskind were born curious. He could not resist the opportunity to investigate her.
He went back to his pacing, but with each round, he came alittle closer. His eye was on her, with no
anger left init. He had found something to focus on, and that wasits own kind of joy.

Vaeriasuppressed asmile. Helearned fast, once he put hismind to it. He was not at heart avicious
beadt. It was only that the power in him was so strong and the flesh so feeble, and hefound it &l so
frustrating. He had hated to be afod. He loathed to be small and hel pless, unable to move or think as he
knew in his heart that he should. To be so great and to be shut in so small a space had been more than he
could bear.

Now as ayoung stallion he was closer to what he felt he should be. He did want the art and the Dance.
He had not wanted to pay the pricefor it, the loss of hisfreedom to run the mountain pastures.

"It'sadifferent kind of freedom," she said. He was directly behind her. It was a dangerous place to be
with astallion who was not to be trusted.

She trusted thisone. "What is your name?" she asked.

Shereded in asudden blast of light and sound. A god's name was beyond words, and amost beyond
human endurance,

"Here hewill be called Sabata" Kerrec's voice was quiet, It stilled theringing in her ears.
The gtalion shook his head and pawed, unrepentant. Vaeriadipped the halter over hishead.



He stared at her in astonishment. She stayed loose and calm, but she braced for an eruption.

It did not come. He was thinking hard. His ears flicked and his mouth worked. He ground his teeth once,
loudly, and gave himsdf to her.

There would be eruptions later, and plenty of them. For now hewasinclined to play at obedience. She
led him quietly into the stable in which his brothers were.

They cdled to himinjoy and relief. They had been afraid for him. He called back with afine edge of
arrogance, but when she had brought him to astall near the middle of the stable, he fell on the manger of
hay asif he were sarving.

Horses did that when they needed to think. He had agreet deal on hismind. Valerialet him egt for a
while, then fetched brushes from the box by the feed room. While he ate, she brushed the mud and dust
from his coat and the burrsfrom his mane and tail, and cleaned and trimmed hisfest.

Kerrec watched in silence. He did not offer to help, and she did not ask him.

It was surprisingly comfortable to work while he watched. She had aready learned that he did not
intrude. He knew how to let aservant go about her business. She had stopped minding it, or even being
digtracted by it.

When she was done with the stallion, Kerrec said, "Y ou'll look after him, since hé'sagreed toit.”
"Asif | werearider?' Valeriaasked.
"Don't say theword," Kerrec said, but she could have sworn he dmost smiled.

She was learning to read him alittle. He was terribly young to be what he was, and his defenses were
sometimes excessively strong. Still, oncein agreat while acrack gppeared. Then she could catch a
glimpse of the man undernegth.

This crack vanished as soon as she caught sight of it. He was his cold outer self again, expecting her to
saddle Petrafor the afternoon exercises. She had saddles to clean then, and plenty of them, which kept
her busy until sundown.

Vaeriahad dways been asolitary creature. Even in the middle of alarge and boisterous family, she had
managed to keep to hersalf. Here in the school, where women were al wives, daughters or drudges, she
was acomplete oddity.

Theridersdid their best to pretend shewasinvisible. That hurt more than she had expected. For afew
days she had been one of them, and now they would not even look her in the face.

Shetold hersdlf shedid not care. Nothing mattered but the teaching.

Kerrec wastrue to hisword, teaching her asthe other rider-candidates were being taught. She did nat, in
spite of what the Master had said, share their lessons. She was donein that asin everything else.
Sometimes she thought that no one in the world cared for her, and Kerrec least of all.

He was a good teacher. His lessons were clear and to the point, and she never succeeded in trying his
patience. She did not succeed, elther, in tempting him to act like a human being. Now more than ever, he
was the First Rider, the great mage, the master of hisart. She looked a him and saw him cased in glass,
cool and impenetrable. Nothing she did or said could get apurchase onit, let done lure him out of it.



Chapter Fifteen

Euan Rohe had not expected to be engrossed by his studiesin the School of War. He was herefor a
particular purpose, but the pursuit of that purpose meant learning to fight on horseback. He was no better
rider than he had ever been, but one thing he could do. He could shoot a bow or aim a spear from the
back of arapidly moving horse, and hit histarget more often than not. It was a surprising talent, but a
ussful one,

Then there were the hours that he had expected to be deadly dull, shut in walls away from theair and
subjected to the torture of books and words. Those books were books of war. The words were strategy
and tactics, great battles and great generals, and defeats aswell asvictories.

"Victory isagrand thing,” said the grizzled warrior who taught the newcomers, "but defeat teachesa
commander to be wise. Welearn from our mistakes, if we survive them, and we benefit from the
mistakes of others. Study the great |osses, gentlemen, aswell asthe great triumphs. Learn to see where
failure begins, the better to avoid that failure in the heat of your own battles."

Gavin sheered at that and was caned for it. Punishment here was swift, and the masters never shrank
fromit, regardless of the rank or station of the victim.

Euan kept his thoughts to himsalf, good or bad, and avoided the whip and the cane. He was not here to
gain stripes. He was here to defeat the empire.

One day that was as hot as days could be on this mountain, he was on hisway from along morning of
mounted exercises and an afternoon of lessonsin the art of war. Even a sunset the heat weighed heavy.
He was done, having stayed behind to answer questions from some of the imperia recruits asto how he
managed to nock an arrow, aim and shoot while the horse was in motion. The men of hiswarband had
gone ahead in search of amore pleasant dinner than they could find in commons.

Hiskinsmen had laid clam to alittle hole of atavern near the western gate. It was run by abig fair-haired
woman whose mother had been a battle captive from the Caetanni. She knew how to brew deinthe
real way, theway of the tribes. It was good ale, brown as an acorn and nearly as bitter, and she served it
with gritty bread and hard cheese and butter as sweet as any he had tasted.

Imperias scorned butter. It was rancid cream, they declared, and far inferior to the oilsin which they
soaked their thin and tastel ess bread.

His mouth was watering with anticipation. He paid little attention to the sounds of commotionin the
tavern. It was always boi sterous—the ale was strong and imperias were weak in the head.

Then he heard Gavin's voice lifted above the rest. There were no intelligible wordsin it. He sounded like
abull & the daughter.

Euan lengthened his gtride.

There were afew imperidsin the tavern, but they were trapped there and visibly unhappy abott it.
Euan's kinsmen had caught themselves a coney, asthey would put it.

Euan had thought that they knew better than to flout imperia law with regard to women. Then he saw the



jar onthetable. It was not the plain, squat earthenware jug in which' Gitta served her de, but afiner
glazed pottery with the sed of one of theimperia vineyards. They had been drinking wine, theidiots.
From the strong sweet smdll and the high flush of their faces, they had not been watering it, ether.

Gittawas nowhere to be seen. Her husband, alittle brown mouse of an imperial, was cowering behind
the bar. The girl who fetched the beer and fed the customers was struggling in the middle of Euan's
warband, and giving agood account of hersdlf, too.

Conory let out ayelp. Gavin cursed. They till had their trousers on. It had not gone too far yet, then.
They weretrying to force wine into the girl, to soften her up. She was objecting, strongly.

Just as Euan gathered himsdlf to wade in, someone brushed past him, running very fast. A sharp scent
prickled in Euan's nogtrils, like hot metal.

It was Valeria. Euan would know her in the dark, by the way his skin quivered and his heart beet faster.

She was oblivious to anyone but the hostages and their prisoner. She heaved up Conory and tossed him
out of theway. Stools and benches splintered where he fell.

Gavin grinned with drunken delight. "Little rider! Just intime. Y ou want some? There's plenty.”
Vderiasfigt caught himin the teeth. Heroared in pain.
He roared even louder when she broke hisjaw.

The captive had broken free. Her face was sticky with wine, and wine stained the front of her gown. She
snatched the knife from Conory's belt and stood at bay.

They had al forgotten her. VVaeriahad Gavin down on the floor, the whole massive bulk of him. Shewas
not going to stop until Gavin was deed.

Euan was no coward, but it took every scrap of courage he had to lay hands on Vaeria. Somewhat to
his surprise, she neither blasted him nor laid him flat. She went till in hisgrip, bresthing hard, shakingin

Spasms.

Gavin lurched to hisfeet. Vderiajerked toward him, but she had come to her senses somewhat. She
made no effort to break away from Euan.

Euan let her go. As he had hoped, she stayed where he put her.

Gavin wastoo far goneto notice that he was hurt. His eye fell on the tavern girl with her torn shift and her
ripe breast showing, then shifted to Vderiain her sexlessrider's clothes. He reached for one or both, it
little maitered which.

Euan sghed faintly. Blasted foals, dl of them. They left him no choice. He moved coolly, with considered
judgment, to beat his kinsman to a pulp.

Gavin fought back weakly, but after he went down, he stopped even that. Euan looked up from his
bloodied body. The serving girl had findly had the senseto get out of there. So had everyone else who
was not one of hisown.

Hiswarband stared blankly at him. So did Vaeria. He scowled a her. "Get out,” he said.

Shedid not move.



He hissed in exasperation. "The watch will be here any moment. Get out before they seeyou.”
She till did not appear to understand.

He wanted to seize her and shake her, but that would have been avery unwisething. "If you're caught in
one more difficult Stuation, you can bet the emperor's gold that you'll be tossed out of this place. Now
will you leave, or do | haveto pick you up and carry you?'

Shedid not likeit, not even dightly, but he had got through to her at last. She stared at her bruised and
knuckle-split hands asif she had never seen them before, locked them tight under folded arms, and
vanished into the rear of the tavern.

She had escaped none too soon. Just as Euan saw the last of her, atroop of guards tramped and rattled
toward the tavern. They found Euan standing over the unconscious and badly battered Gavin, and the
rest of hiswar-band forming into ashieldwall between their prince and the world.

Euan cdled them off. "Go on. Let be. Thisismy fight."

They would not obey him. Thewinewas 4till inthem, even if it had gone sour. There was a béttle
brewing, and for oncein hislife Euan neither wanted it nor could see away out of it.

"Whet isthis?'

The voice was clear and cold. It brought the guardsto rigid attention. Even Euan'skinsmen yielded toit.
Euan felt its power, the power of astrong mage.

Firg Rider Kerrec surveyed them al. His brows drew together a the sight of Gavin. He knelt on the
filthy floor and laid his hand on the bloodied forehead. Euan found he could not move, elther to retreat or
toress.

Kerrec looked up beyond Euan at the man in sergeant's stripes. "He's il dive. Fetch Hedler Martti. Tell
himto bring hiskit."

The man ducked hishead like a servant and ran.

Kerrec had aready forgotten him. He ordered the guards to herd Euan's kinsmen together and escort
them back to their quarters. They would hear from him later.

That left Euan stripped of his shieldwal, with haf a dozen guards around him and Gavin barely breething
at hisfeet. "I'm sure you can explain this" Kerrec said.

"You cant tell by looking?"

Kerrec'snogtrilsflared ever so dightly at the insolence. "1 would rather you told me.”
"Therewasawoman," Euan said. "They had got into the wine. They were attempting to forceit on her.”
"l see no woman," said Kerrec.

"She escaped,” Euan said.

"Indeed," said Kerrec. "There was awoman. And you tried and sentenced the one who forced her.”



"Itismy right," Euan said.
"Not here"
Euan did not answer that.

"Youredizethat if helives, hell be expelled from the School of War. Hostage or no, he broke one of the
Sterner of our laws."

"I do know that,” Euan said. "Our laws are like enough to yours."

Kerrec inclined his head dightly. "Y ou are not the law here. Whatever you were, that hasto be forgotten.
For thisyou could be court-martialed.”

"For defending awoman?'
"For stepping above your present station,” said Kerrec, "and for violating the peace of this place.”
"That was dready violated," Euan said, "athough the woman was not.”

Euan was head and shoulderstaler, but Kerrec still managed to look down his nose. " The woman was
fortunate. Y ou will stay until we know whether thisonelivesor dies. You are his servant and his dearest
brother. Do you understand?’

"Well enough,” Euan said. He kept most of the growl out of it.

Gavinwould live. Hewould be along while hedling, and he might not walk as straight as he had before,
but Martti the healer had skill enough to keep his soul in his body. He had the proper fear of the One
God in him, too, once he was awake enough that Euan could remind him of the imperia sentence for
holding awoman againgt her will.

Asfor Euan, there was no court-martid after all. Whatever Kerrec had done or said to the powersin the
School of War, no one said anything of that night's doings. Euan was safe—and so, thank the One, was
Vaderia Theplot could go on.

Chapter Sixteen

Vderiacould have killed Euan. How dared he order her about as if hewere arider? But damn him, he
wasright. She could not afford another moment in the hard glare of the Masters scrutiny.

Shedid ashetold her. Sheleft him to face the consequences of the whole bloody mess, and took the
coward's way, out the back and down an aley reeking of stale beer and worse.

She nursed her bruises and her skinned knuckles and ran through the memory over and over. She should
never have gone near the tavern. She had gone looking for Euan, and found anightmare unfolding itself al
over again.

Euan's kin were like any other malesin apack. Thewine wasin them, they saw afemae, they had to



have her. The serving girl was fortunate that they had fixated on getting her drunk. What they would have
done after that, Vaeriaknew all too well.

Her mind had gone blank. She was remotely aware that she had got Gavin down and wastaking him
gpart. Shewas equaly conscious that when she finished doing that, he would be dead.

She wanted him dead. Shelooked into that broad freckled face and saw another not terribly unlikeit,
bending over her, grinning as he set about raping her. There was no Kerrec thistime, no oneto stop her
from taking her revenge—until Euan cameroaring in, twice as big and just as maddening as that other
rescuer. Then it al went from bad to worse.

She could not face Kerrec that night. She hid in Sabata's stal. He did not mind, and his straw was deep
and clean. When helay down, she curled against him.

She did not mean to fal adeep. It was dawn when she woke. There was just time to scrub her face and
handsin the rain barrel outside the stable before she had to begin the morning's duties.

Her dreams had al been of gtdlions and the Dance. They usualy were, but tonight they had been
stronger and clearer. The stalions were speaking to her in their way. She dreamed their dreams, the
dreams of gods. They stayed with her after she woke and through the whole of that day.

Kerrec said nothing to her. He did not even notice her bruises. He would have said something cutting if
he had, of order and discipline, and the necessity of keeping her head down and her nose out of trouble.

Men were dl the same. She hated them. If it had not been for the gallions, she would have shaken the
dust of that place from her fedt.

The sdlionswanted her to stay. The Cal was Hill in her, had become her. Magic smmered in her veins.
Her boneswerefull of it.

Men had failed her, but stallions would not. She would learn from them and | et the men do asthey
pleased.

Vaerias solitude was complete. No one but Kerrec ever spoketo her, and he did it rarely outside of
long days lessonsin riding, in books of magic and horsemanship, and in the daily duties of ridersin the
school. Among humans she was as close to invisible as she could be.

Among the galions, a night and in the early mornings when the rest of the humanswere either adeep or
engaged e sewhere, shelearned little by little to be arider. Shelearned how to sit on their backs and call
in the magic and magter the powersthat she raised.

One morning toward the middle of summer, she had been practicing a particularly difficult variant of the
Dance. Petrawas teaching her, with Sabatawatching, because he was charged with learning it aswell.
Just as shefinished the third repetition, shefelt aripple on the edge of her concentration.

The gtallions were unconcerned, but her hackles had risen. She looked toward the edge of thefield in
which shewasriding, and saw ared wolf watching. His amber eyes were intent, trying to takein what he
was seeing. The fur on his neck and back stood straight up, and he growled softly in histhroat.

She blinked, and the wolf became a man. Euan Rohe stood beside thefidd.



She had not seen him since the night in the tavern. He had been hunting her, and she had been eluding
him.

Now he had caught her, in more ways than one. She did from Petra's back and thanked him politely as
was proper. He bowed his head, blowing warm bregth into her hand. She fed him ahandful of sugar and
walked with him back to the stable.

Euan followed. The stdlions did not try to drive him off. Even Sabata, who could beterribly jealous, was
choosing to tolerate him.

Sometimes she could not understand the stallions. When Petrawas cooled and brushed and settled in his
gdl with amanger full of hay, Vaeriafaced Euan.

Hewas visbly careful not to seem threatening. It was hard, as big as he was, but he made himsdlf as
gmdl ashecould. "Youridevery wel," hesad.

She brushed that aside. "What do you want? Y ou know you're not supposed to be in this part of the
school.”

"Are you supposed to be doing what you're doing?' he shot back. "I'm just an uncouth barbarian, but |
don't think afirst-year candidate is alowed to creep out with the white gods in the morning.”

"They cdled me" Vderiasad. "I'm supposed to cultivate obedience.”

"Why then," he said, "I'm cultivating repentance. I'm sorry for what my kinsmen did. Gavinwill live, but
as soon as he can travd, helll be sent away. He won't lay ahand on any woman in Aurdliaagain.”

"Good," she sad, "though you'd have done better to kill him. There's blood between you now."
"That'sasit may be" hesaid. "I'd rather not be sent down for murder.”
"Thereisthat," she admitted.

Helooked hard at her. "You," he said. "Are you well? What they did, for awomanit'sahard
thing—whether sheé'sthe victim or the defender. Even awoman as strong as you.”

She redlized that her jaw had dropped. He stood there, big and bright and outlandish, and understood
more about her than any supposedly civilized man ever had.

Hedid not seem to know how unusua hewas. Hefrowned. "Y ou're not well. That'swhy you're avoiding
everybody. By the One! I'll kill that son of a—"

"l anwdl," shesaid asfirmly as she could. "l just never—no man ever—you're not like anyonedse."
"Why? Because | haven't gone after you likeabull in rut?'

She laughed shakily. "Y es, because of that. And because you understand. How isthat? What makes you
different?’

He shrugged, rolling hiswide shoulders. "I have amother. Sisters. They talk to me. Sometimes| even
liglen. My mother swore an oath when | was small that she would never let me grow up thinking | was
better than awoman. 'Bigger isnot better,’ she said. 'Usudly it'sworse. Remember what the imperials do
to aman who rapes awoman, and reflect on the reasons why.™

"Was she one of us?' Vaeriaasked.



Hisgust of laughter was more than half shock. "God, no! Her ancestors were kings when my father's
faherswere till grubbing in the mud.”

"So your blood ispure,” she said. She had to touch him. She could not help herself. He tensed alittleas
her hand cameto rest over his heart, but he did not draw away. "We're distant cousins, | think. My
mother comesfrom Eriu.”

"That'swhy," he said. Was he breathless? " That'swhy your eyes are different.”

"Mongre eyes" shesad. "No pure blood here.”

"Purity only mattersif youreapriest or aking."

"Areyou both?"

Hewas oddly reluctant to answer. Findly hesaid, "Not apriest. Priests are... strange.”

"So are mages.”

"It'snot the same." Hisfinger brushed her cheek. She shivered. "Y ou don't know you're beautiful .
She should have struck him for that, but she could not lift her hand to do it. Y ou're making fun of me."
"Never," hesaid.

"I'm not—"

"Learnto seeyoursdlf,” he said. "Beauty is power. Beauty and magic and brilliance dl together—those
can ruletheworld.”

"l don't want to rule," she said, peevish with discomfort. "1 want to be arider.”
"Thereisadifference?’
You wouldn't under stand.

Shedid not say the words. She said instead, "Beauty gives nothing but grief. Giveit afemae body and
every beast in the woods goes howling after it."

"For most beasts,” he said dryly, "femae doneisenough.” He touched her again, thistimeto tilt up her
chin so that she had to look into hiseyes. "Think of what | said. It'saweapon. Y ou can useit.”

"What, to conquer armies with the bat of an eyelash?’
"Why not?'

"l can't do that," she said.

"Can't or won't?'

Thistime shedid hit him, or tried. He caught her hand and kissed the inside of her wrist where the blood
was running hot and quick. His breasth was warm. His mustache tickled. It was dmost enough to make
her pull away, but not quite.

She did not want to think of Kerrec's smooth-shaven face or his graceful compact body. She knew that
body rather well by now, having looked after it for over amonth. This one she did not know at al.



She should not try. He was an enemy. He tempted her, charmed her, seemed to understand her. He
could be lying through histeeth.

Her magic was usdess here. Shetried to remember the miller's son whom she had been meant to marry,
but even his name escaped her. If he was lucky, he had found another wife, one who was not aready
married to astrange and difficult magic.

Euan had no magic beyond the fact of being young, male. and roydly born. He was beautifully clean and
ample

She needed smplicity. She pulled his head down and kissed him. She meant to be fast and hard, but his
armswent around her and hislips warmed. He turned her sudden attack into along, dow, lingering thing.

Shewas dizzy asif she had drunk the fiery poteen that her mother's family sent from Eriu. Her body
tingled. There was adeep warmth in her belly, spreading upward from the meeting of her legs. She ached
there, but it was a pleasurable ache.

His hand ran down her back, not too firm, not too light. It came to rest below the curve of her buttocks.
She arched toward him. She could fed the hot, hard thing under histrousers.

Her bresth came fast and shallow. She had in no way forgotten her grievance againgt his sex. The anger
in her was hot and strong.

Thiswas different. She wanted it. She needed it. She knew that if shetook this, instead of being taken
againg her will, shewould start to hedl. It wasimportant that she hedl.

The stdlions were watching. They would let no harm cometo her. This must happen, it was part of the
Dance.

Euan started to draw back, but Vaeria stopped him. Even though he let himself be held, he said, "Not
here. Not now. Tonight—somewhere safer.”

She knew of nowhere safer than the stallions stable, but he would not understand that. "Tonight,” she
sad not atogether willingly. "Meet me here. I'll think of a place wherewe can go.”

He was amenable to that. He took histimein kissing her goodbye, but in the end he had to go. So did
she. Shewas gill Kerrec's servant, aslittle as she wanted to remember it.

Chapter Seventeen

Euan knew better than to betray the dightest hint of hisation. Not only had he caught the school's most
troublesome student at |essons he knew the masters would not have approved of, he had found her more
than willing to play into hishand.

He had been thinking he would need along, dow campaign. Women who had been forced, in his
experience, wanted nothing to do with any man. This one had transformed her anger into passion. He
sensed in her no fear. It had burned away.

The day was unbearably tedious. Only the urgency of hismission kept him from running out onit al. He
must continue to play the well-mannered royal hostage. Vaderiawas part of amuch larger plan, and he



could not sacrifice therest of it to his hunger for her.

Evening came none too soon. Some of the imperia noblesin the House of War had taken it into their
heads to be hospitable to the barbarians. Euan was hard put to escape from the revel before dark. He
had to confide in Conory, who looked enough like Euan by lamplight thet if their hosts were too drunk to
count, they might not notice that one of the barbarians was missing.

He did not tell Conory who the woman was whom he was meeting. Conory was too polite to ask. It
amused him to play at being Euan, while Euan, as he observed, had dl the luck.

Luck indeed, Euan thought as he made hisway to the white gods stable. He had bathed before he went
out, and put on clean clothes. His hair was still damp initsthick braid.

She was not in the stable. The stdlions had been fed, and were eating as stupidly as horses dways did.
Euan saw nothing godlikeinit, or for the moment in the thickset white or greyish beastswho did it.
Divinity in such circumstances was entirely ametter of faith.

Euan found achest to St on, and perched there rather uncomfortably. The grinding of jaws and the
rustling of hoovesin straw, combined with the wine he had drunk before he escaped, made hiseyelids
too heavy to lift. He struggled to stay awake.

Sleep crept up on himin spite of his best efforts. He started out of it to discover that night had fallen.
Moonlight filled the stable.

There was no moon tonight, and the stars were hidden in cloud. Thelight shone from the gallions, a
blue-white shimmer, bright enough to cast shadows.

Completely without thinking, Euan made the sign of the One. The gtallion nearest, who had come to peer
a Euan over the door of hisstal, snorted wetly. Euan could have sworn he was laughing.

Inthisignominious state, wiping bits of wet hay and less delightful things from hisface and coat, Euan
looked up to find VVaerialooking down. She was flushed and her cropped curls looked windblown. She
wore the same nondescript coat and trousers as dways. She was beautiful enough that for amoment he
was content to Smply stare.

"I'm sorry," she said, as closeto flustered as he had seen her. "I was kept later than | expected, then he
found something dsefor meto—"

Euan was on hisfeet. He would not have moved if she had recoiled, but her body swayed toward him.

They did not go dsewhere after dl. In the deep clean straw of an empty gdl, with agdlion leisurely
chewing hay on either side, they went down in atangle.

His clothes came off first. Hers were more stubborn. He unbound the breastband with the sense of aman
unwrgpping agift.

She was not what she would be, not yet. Her curves were scant, her breasts till budding. When she was
grown she would be magnificent. Tonight shewas aslovely asayoung doein her first season.

That was not smply poetry. He truly was her first. She had courage—her bresth hissed at the pain, but
shedid not cry out. Her legslocked around hiswaist, and her fingers wound themselvesin hishair. He
waswd| and truly bound.

Her thighs were strong. She had endurance, and arider's sense of rhythm. She rode him like one of her



gdlions, with acasua assumption of authority that left him breathless.

He could have been outraged, but she had driven al rational thought out of his head. He had cometo
seduce her, and she had bound him with her spell. It was astonishing—glorious.

Hetried, but he could not keep up with her. He was the great bull of the people, high prince of the
Cdetanni. Hefdl in defeat before adip of animperid girl.

He dropped like astone. Sherose over him. She could kill him now. He had no strength to stop her.

She brushed hislipswith akiss, and stayed there, hovering, with those gold-flecked eyesfixed on his
face. Princes were always stared at, and handsome ones even more so. Even at that, he had never been
examined quite so thoroughly. He wondered, with a shiver deep insde, just how much she could see.

She neither killed him nor denounced him. She smiled, long, dow and deeply content, and ran her finger
down hisface from eyebrow to jaw. "Beautiful," she said.

His cheeks flushed hot. Her touch cooled them, then her kisses heated them again.

Before she could drive him quite insane, she released him from her spell. With along sigh, shedid down
to lay her head on his shoulder, and stretched her arm across his chest.

He dozed for awhile. When he started awake, she was ill there, warm againgt his side. Her breathing
was deep and even, but when he moved, it quickened. Shelooked up from the hollow of his shoulder.

Hissmile had no calculation init. He was glad to see her there, glad to be there.

She did not smile back. Her eyes turned smoky grey when shewasthinking. "Y ou weremy first," she
sad.

"I know." He drew her hand up to hislipsand kissed it. "It'sagreat honor."

"You do meanit." She sounded faintly surprised. "I thought men of your nation were—"
"Barbarians?' He grinned at her. "We are. It's an honor to be chosen by aking's daughter.”
"I'm nothing royd. Y ou know that."

"l do," he agreed. "Y ou're something more. The white gods dance for you.”

"Not that it mattersto their riders,” she said.

Euan struggled mightily to hide the surge of excitement. She was bitter—how much, he had not suspected
until he heard it in her voice. She was much further gone than he had thought.

The One had not done giving gifts, it ssemed. Euan had to take this one very carefully, and take even
greater care not to drop or bresk it.

When he could trust his voice to be noncommittal, he said, "Riders are only human, eveniif they are
famous sorcerers. Not like the stallions, who are gods.”

"Riders makethelaws," shesad. "They say | can't be one of them. If I'd been born aman—"
"If you had been born aman,” Euan said, "you wouldn't be what you are.”
"Yes" shesad. "I'd bearider.”



Imperials made agrest virtue of logic. Euan did not seethe usein it himsalf. He paused for the duration of
abresath, then asked, "Have you ever heard of the School of Olivet?!

Her frown answered him even before she spoke the words. "No. What isthat?!

"It'saschool of horse mages," Euan said. "Olivet was amaster here, but after awhile hetired of the laws
and limitations and withdrew to found his own schoal "

"Did he?' She wasintrigued, but she was not ready to surrender yet. "Why would he do that?"

"Have you ever thought that you might not be aone? How many others have comethisfar only to be
turned away? Y ou're the strongest, and you won the testing, but even you have been shunted aside.
Wouldn't you rather be the chief of ridersthat you were meant to be?"

She sighed so deeply her body shuddered. Still she clung to her resistance. "If it's such awonder of a
place, why have | never heard of it?'

"It's not spoken of here" he said, "as you might imagine. They won't want you of al peopleto learn that
there's a place where you'll bewelcome. Y ou're too strong, and they're afraid of you. They're keeping
you where they can seeyou.”

"Yes," shesaid, "but there was no word of it before, either. | listened to dl thetravalers tales. Therewas
never one about Avila"

"Olivet," Euan said. "He was hidden for along time. For years he waswith us. Then he had hisown Cal
to come back to the empire and open a school. That was not so long ago. It's still new, and with this
school suppressing anything that's said of him, travelerswon't betelling tales yet. In timethey will. | don't
have any doubt of that. Maybe some of them will be of you."

"Maybe," shesaid.

He could fed her withdrawing. There was more he could have said, but he stopped before he lost her.
He had tempted her. He should | et the temptation sleep now, and let her think.

He dipped away while she was deep in thought. She made no effort to stop him. He would come back,
and shewould want him again, and ask him what more he knew.

Hewould tdl her. Then, the One willing, she would fal into his hand. If the One was especidly kind, the
gtdlion would come with her, the young one whose life she had saved.

That was Olivet's greet failing. He had been driven off the Mountain before he could secure any of the
white gods. Now Euan was close to winning one, and therider to control him. It was an entirely
incidentd gift of the Onethat the rider was female and beautiful, and that Euan could not get her out of his
head.

Chapter Eighteen

Summer was passing. Up on the Mountain, the |leaves were beginning to turn. Down in the schooal,
tenson wasrising. On the day when summer turned to autumn, the chosen of the riders must bein the
imperia city with their stallions, prepared to dance before the emperor. It wasthe greatest of the Great



Dances, the dance of the empire'sfate.

Eight riderswould dance the Dance, and eight stallions. Twice that number would rideto Aurelia,
attended by servants and guards. Most of those servants would be rider-candidates.

They were fighting over it in their barracks. Vderia saw them in the mornings, bruised and scowling. One
was sent away after he trapped another with magic. He was lucky not to be executed for it.

Vaeriahad her own transgressionsto atonefor, if she should be caught at them. The nights were so full
that she spent most of her days drunk on lack of deep. The stdlions taught her how to dream awake, or
she would have had to make a choice. She would have had to give up either their teaching or the hours
afterward with Euan.

He came nearly every night to the stdlions stable. When she was done with her lessons, he was waiting.
He taught her his own art of resting without deep, so that her mind could drift away while her body lay
warm and sated.

She was happy, athough she knew perfectly well that it would not last. Euan could not stay. Hewould
finish hisyear in the School of War, then go off to whatever e se the empire had in mind for him. She
knew he hoped to go home.

For now, she could be glad that he was here. He was beautiful and strong, and he devoted himsdlf to
pleasing her.

He had reasonsfor that, of course. She did not care to know what they were. If he hoped to use her asa
oy, he would not gain much that he could use. The riders shared no secretswith her. What the stalions
shared, he was not born to understand.

A month before the Great Dance, the riders were ready to go. Vaeriahad packed and repacked
Kerrec's belongings and the few that were her own until she could count them off in her deep. Petra
would go, that went without saying. He was the strongest of the trained stallions, and Kerrec was his
rider.

The day before they wereto leave, a powerful storm came off the Mountain. It lashed the citadd with
wind and hail, and drenched it with rain. There was no riding in the outer courts that day, and the riders
training took itself indoorsfor aday of books and harness cleaning.

Vaeriawent looking for Kerrec at midmorning. He had promised to test her in certain exercises of
magic, and she had been waiting for an hour, reading and rereading the same passage in the book of
spdlsthat he had given her to study. It was completely unlike him to be late for anything. He never
forgot, ether. Something must be wrong.

She cdled up asmall seeker spell and sent it on itsway, and followed close behind.

. It did not go far, only to the Master's study. Vaeria knew better than to eavesdrop. That did not stop
her from dipping as close to the door asits wardswould alow, and sharpening her hearing with asubtle
working.

The pricklein her spine had been right. They were talking about her.

"Y ou know we can't leave her behind," Kerrec was saying. " She's too dangerous on her own, and no
one hereiswilling or ableto ded with her."



"One of theriderswill look after her if he'scommanded,” said Master Nikos. "The Dance will take most
of your strength, and whatever isleft, you know your family will want. Y ou can't let yoursdf betorn by
the need to look after achild.”

"That child," Kerrec said, "isthe strongest mage of her age and level of training that | have ever seen.
Now granted I'm young and haven't seen dl that you have, but tell me the truth. Have you seen anything
like her?'

"Not in my time," Master Nikos admitted grudgingly. "Even o, thisis the most vitaly important Dance of
your life. It has been ahundred years and more since it was last done. It may not be danced again while
you live. It must be done perfectly. The patterns must be flawless. There must be no dip or error, and no
wavering. The empire's stability rests on the execution of this Dance."

Kerrec could not have been pleased to be lectured asif he had been arider-candidate, but his response
was quiet. "I do know that. | am ready, and so ismy stdlion. Nevertheless, my student must cometo
Aurdia That isapremonition, Nikos. She must come.”

Master Nikoswas slent for awhile. Then he said, "I have apremonition of my own. No good will come
of this"

"Lessgood will come of leaving her here," Kerrec said. "When we reach the city, I'll take her to my
ggter. Shelll be safe there while I'm occupied with the Dance.”

"Areyou sure of that?'
"Surer than | am that ether she or this school will be safeif weleave her behind.”

Magter Nikos sighed gustily. "Very well. Y ou know therisks and their cost. There's nothing morethat |

"l don't think you'll regret it,” Kerrec said, "intheend.”

"I would hope not," said Master Nikos.

Onething Vderiahad not been letting hersalf think about. If shewent to Aurelia, she would not see Euan
again for monthsif at al. Like Kerrec, she knew she had to go, but it was not as easy asit might have
been.

Euan was not in the stable when she went there. She waslate, but she had been later on other nights.
Tonight, if he had come, he had not waited.

The galionswere unusualy quiet. Instead of their usud night'sinstruction, they had given her avison.
She saw herself on Sabata's back, riding a pattern she amost recognized. There were stars underfoot
and darkness over her. Everywhere she turned was impenetrable night.

It was abrief vision. There was nothing overtly frightening in it, and yet she could not get it out of her
head. It had something to do with the Dancein Aurelia, but what, the stallions were not telling.

She needed Euan. She needed his warmth and his solid presence, and the forgetfulness he could give her.

She knew where he must be, but she could not make hersdlf go there. She had not set foot near the
Schoal of War since the brawl in the tavern. Tonight was not the night to face that memory.



She dipped into Sabata's stall. He cocked an ear at her but did not lift his head from his manger. She
dipped her arms over his broad warm back and pressed her face to his neck, drawing in the warm smell
of clean horse. It kept her from burgting into tears. Euan knew that she was leaving in the morning. He
could at least have come to say goodbye.

She left Sabatato his hay. He went with her into the night, riding soft and quiet in the back of her mind.

Kerrec had been safely adegp when she crept out. He was awake when she came back, sitting in her
cupboard of aroom with the moon shining through itswindow, bresking through awall of cloud. He
looked asif he had been there for some time and was ready to stay until morning.

Then she was dmogt relieved that Euan had abandoned her on this of al nights. The only scentson her
were horse and hay and the sudden squall of rain that had drenched her as she crossed the last
courtyard.

"We're leaving before dawn,” he said. "That's the word from the Master. Y ou won't be deeping much
tonight, if youdeep a dl."

If she had dept in the stable, she would have been caught there when the grooms came for the horses.
Euan had been wise. Had he known? Or had he been prevented from coming?

"Why?" she asked Kerrec. "'Is something wrong?'

"Probably not," he said. "The guard's been doubled. Y ou'll stay as close to me as my shadow. No
wandering off. Do you understand?'

"Tel mewhat itis" Vaeriasad.

She held her breath. She was pushing her limits, and she knew it.

Thistimehelet it go. "It's nothing the Master can name. A fedling, that'sal.”

"Canyou nameit?'

His brows drew together. He had a surprising beauty by moonlight, like an antique carving.

That was not asensible thought. She was till missing Euan. Thiswas aman and young, something she
did not often remember, and he was sitting on her bed. She hated his arrogance and his cold distance,
but shewasin love with the way he moved. Even sitting sill, he was perfectly upright, perfectly poised,
with adancer's balance.

Her wandering wits had taken her far away from the question she had asked. When he answered it, she
amogt did not understand what he meant. "1 don't know if it has aname. Something's waiting on the
road. We'd best be prepared for whatever itis" He paused. "What isit? Do you know something?'

"No," she said. Shewastdlling the truth. The vison the stalions had given her had nothing to do with this.
It was about the Dance, and that wasin Aurdlia.

"Ah," hesaid asif it did not matter. "Wel. Maybe it's nothing. An extracompany of guardswon't hurt us,
and might even be useful. Some of those passeswill need every hand we have, to get the mules and
horses over."

"You'd think the stdlionswould fly," Vaeriasad.



He surprised her with asudden smile. "Oh, but that would be too easy. They'll make uswork. It'sour lot
inlife"

She could not help but smile back. On those rare occasions when he showed the lighter side of himsdlf,
hewasirrestible,

He stood up. He seemed almost awkward, which was not likehim at al. ™Y ou'll want to deep as much
asyou can. Be sureto wake at the night bell. I've left athing or two for you in the outer room for the

journey.”
Shedid not know what to say except, rather weskly, "Thank you."
"Don't thank meyet," he said. "Go. Regt. Until morning.”

Heleft so quickly she dmost thought he was running away. Could it be? Wasthe grest rider afraid of a
woman in her bedroom at night?

Sometimes he was dmost human. Then he found away to make her hate him again. Hewould be hisold
and unpleasant s&f in the morning, she was sure. Meanwhile she was thinking of him in waysthat would
have made Euan furioudy jedous.

"]," she said to the moon, "am an idiot. What would he want with me? He's as blind to women asa
eunuch priest.”

The moon might have begged to differ, but Vaeriawas not listening. She stripped and lay down in her
solitary bed. It was not cold, that much she could say for it. It till kept the warmth of Kerrec's presence.

Shewould rather have had aliving body in her arms, evenif it cost her whatever deep she might have
had. Asit was, she dept longer than she had in amonth, but when the bell roused her, shefelt asif she
had not dept at al. Her dreams had been dim and strange. They dipped away even as she woke, but the
memory of sadness and the shiver of fear stayed with her.

She shook it off. The storm had dissipated in the night. The sky was clear, the stars eerily bright. The
moon was setting. It would be afine late-summer day with ataste of early autumn.

She dressed and hefted her pack and saddlebags. Kerrec's gifts were waiting outside. The bow wasa
horseman's bow, made light for awoman's hand, but strong. There were two quivers of arrows withit,
and aknife amost long enough to be asword.

That was ameasure of hisforeboding, that he went so far asto arm awoman. She dung the bow inits
case behind her and belted the short sword around her waist. She was |oaded down as she made her
way to the market square where the caravan was forming.

The galionswerewaiting in the middle, four times four of them. A few had riders sanding by them, but
most dozed by themselves with agroom here and there. The rest of the horses were morta beasts, and
the pack train was along line of mules.

Petra ngpped, hipshot, near the end of theline of stdlions. Vaerialooked around for the sturdy chestnut
that she had sdlected from the common stables yesterday. 1t would be like the grooms to forget to bring
him out, but after amoment she saw him with the rider-candidates horses. Most of those were il
riderless, which suited her perfectly.



She angled across the courtyard toward the red gelding.

Before she was hafway there, awhite whirlwind roared over her. She staggered and clutched at thefirst
solid object her hands could reach.

Sabata's mane tangled in her fingers. His neck arched, snaky with fury. He hissed like a cat and struck at
the chestnut.

The gelding was no fool. He backed away hadtily, dragging haf theline of remountswith him. Sabata
shook his mane at the lot of them and presented himself broadside.

She did not clamber astride as he was ordering her to do. Y ou can come,”" she said. "I'm not the oneto
stop you. But you've never carried arider. Y ou don't know what you'rein for.”

He pinned hislittle curling ears and refused to listen. He was not going to let her ride anyone else. She
would ride him or shewould walk.

"Very wdl," shesad. "But | did warn you. Come here."

Shewas not entirely sure he would obey, but now that it seemed she would cooperate, he was glad
enough to do as shetold him. She had to go all theway to the stalions stable for a saddle wide enough
to fit him, and a bridle made for that short, broad, deep head. He sucked in his breath and fussed a the
girth, but he tolerated it. He champed the bit in amazement at the taste of cold meta on histongue.

He was gtill contemplating the novelty when sheled him back to the caravan. By then most of theriders
werethere, and al of the servants. They stared. Some scowled, and others whispered to one another.

She kept her chin up. Thiswas Sabata's decison. Theridersdid not like it in the least, but they were not
about to cross a Great One.

Kerrec was one of the last to come out. Only Master Nikoswas still missing. He took in the scene with a
lift of the brow that was dl the comment he chose to make. When she set about mounting, he was there
to steady the stirrup and the horse.

Sabata did not buck or panic asamorta horse would have. He was stronger than amortal horse, too,
and bore her weight eadily. But he forgot to bresthe.

Kerrec stroked his neck and whispered in his ear. She felt Kerrec'sloving amusement, although none of
it showed in that mask of aface. Sabata wheezed, sghed hugely and shook himself from earsto tail.

"You," said Kerrec, singling out arider-candidate. "Make sure her horseisready. Shelll be changing
mounts on the road.”

Vaeriaglanced over her shoulder. Therider-candidate he had chosen was Paulus. Vaeriawould not
have done that.

Paulus would not have, either. Hisglarein her direction was sulfurous, but he obeyed the First Rider.
That much discipline he had learned. He took the chestnut's rein and mounted his own nondescript brown
mare.

Then at last Master Nikos came out with an escort of riders, guards and servants. He, like Kerrec, took
inthe sight of Vaeriaon the Great One's back and said nothing. That surprised her. She had thought a
master would argue with a Great One, but apparently not.



It was nearly sunup when they rode out. Vaeriahad been scanning the faces of the crowd that gathered
to see them off, searching over and over. There was no big redheaded man anywhere. No Euan, and no
goodbye. It would have had to be secret, but she did not care. She needed it. She found hersalf hating
him for abandoning her.

She turned her mind resolutely to the horse under her and the ride ahead of her. The anger stayed, but
she buried it. Shewould bring it out again when she had time.

Men, she thought. In the end they weredl vermin.

Sabatawaked very carefully, getting the sense of the weight on his back. His brothers and cousins came
to surround him, carrying riders who had given up hope of commanding them. They were agrand
procession, riding out of the citadd in the first rays of the sun.

Chapter Nineteen

Sabatalasted until nearly noon. He would have gone longer, but Vaeriacould fed thetirednessin his
unaccustomed muscles. She stood up to him then. When he snapped at the chestnut for daring to carry
the one he considered his, she dapped him hard.

The pain was dight and passed quickly, but the shock lasted for agood hour. Sabata had not had such
discipline since heleft the mare band as aweanling.

"It's about time, then," Vaeriasaid with anotable lack of sympathy.

He sulked along beside her with earsflat and nostrils wrinkled, but he did not threaten the chestnut any
further.

No one but Kerrec would spesk to Vaeria, but that was nothing unusual. Neither were the stares and
whispers behind her back. They were closer, that was dl. There was no getting away from them.

In camp thefirst night, she looked after Sabata because he would let no one ese do it. When she went to
tend Petra and the chestnut, she found Paulus there and most of it done. She moved to do therest, but he
blocked her. "I'll doiit," hesaid. "First Rider's orders.”

That was not exactly true. She had heard what Kerrec said. "Get agtart on it," he had said. "Vaeriawill
come when she's done with the young one.”

The last thing she needed to do tonight was get into afight, but she was still raw with Euan's absence, and
she had had enough of cold shoulders and hogtile stares. She planted herself in front of Paulus. He would
have to knock her over if he wanted to finish the chestnut's rubdown.

She watched him think about it, but his eye did toward Sabata, who was quietly esting grain at the end of
theline, and he blanched. That left him with nothing to do but stand and glare.

"Ligten," she said. "We can play this game forever in the school, but out here we can't afford awar. I'm
sorry | lied to you al aout what | am. I'm even sorry | won the testing, sinceit was for nothing. Less
than nothing, from what's happened since. Can we at least have atruce? Were in the same caravan, for
the same reason. We need each other, however little we might likeit."



"Areyou sorry for that?" Iliya demanded, pointing with his chin toward Sabata. She had not seen him
come up with Batu.

She looked where he pointed. A faint sgh escaped her. "No, I'm not. Will it help if I'm sorry I'm not
orry?'

Paulus scowl deepened. Iliyafrowned as hetried to make sense of that. Batu laughed suddenly. "I
wouldn't be, either. Do you know what | think? 1 think if you were aman | would hate you because
you're so much morethan I'll ever be. Because you're awoman, | don't need to bother with hate. I'm
angry because we traveled so far and went through so much and | never guessed—buit that's not anger at
you, not redly. I'm mad a mysdlf. Wedl are.”

"Except Paulus," lliyasaid. "He hated you to begin with. Now he just hates you more.”

"l do not." Paulus drew himsdlf up. "'l couldn't possibly hate you morethan | did before. I'll never be your
friend. Don't even think it.”

"Not for amoment,” Vaeriaassured him. "Still, even if we loathe each other, we can be dlies, can't we?
It happens all thetime. Look at the empire and the Caletanni.”

"Why would | want to be your dly?'
"If you redly areaduke'sson,” shesaid, "'l don't need to answer that."

Histeeth clicked together. "Allies have to trust one another. Y ou came here on the back of alie. How do
we know that anything you say istrue?

"Youreamage" shesad. "You cantel."

"Oh, | do hateyou," he said.

"We know you do," she said. "Truce? He wants us to work together. Can you do that much?”
"l haveto, don't 17" he said hitterly.

She did not offer ahandclasp. That would have been too much. "Allies, then,” she said.

"Allies" said Batu and lliya, a heartbeat before Paulus grudgingly said the word. She had not been asking
them to say anything. The fact that they had, made her fed much lessaone.

"Wewerethe broken eight,” Iliyasaid. "We had to fail, or we had to succeed beyond anyone else. That
bindsus, evenif we can't cal it friendship.”

"Y ou have to admit," Batu said, "there was never an eight like us. Three dead, two failed, three passed
and one legped right up over us and found herself on the back of a Great One. They may never make
you arider, but the gods don't care. They've doneit in spite of everything.”

"They'vedoneit in spiteof me" Vderiasad. "l didnt mean—"

"Of courseyou did,” Paulussaid. "Wedl do. Just not so fast. Areyou going to let mefinish with the
horses, or will you do it?"

"Il doit," shesaid.

"Well dl doit," said Batu. "Then welll eat. Areyou hungry? I'm starving.”



Batu's gift, Vaeriathought as she worked with them to settle the horses, was to turn abudding war into
an uneasy but reasonably peaceful aliance. He seemed actually relieved to have her back inthecircle
again, lliya, too. Paulus was disgusted, but he always had been. Paulus would never be happy aslong as
someone else was better at anything than he was.

She would have gone off to eat by hersdlf, but Batu would not let her. The hardest part wasfilling her
bowl from the rider-candidates pot under al their eyes, and Stting down between Batu and Iliya. Once
she had done that, the rest was easier. They were working hard to forget what had happened since the
testing. They dmost succeeded in making it fed naturd.

Shewas grateful to them for that. They let her go finaly, because they were astired as she was, and
morning came early. Her bedroll was spread by Kerrec's, with no one else near and the stallions close
by. They werealittle gpart from the rest.

Kerrec was dready wrapped in his blanket. She thought he was adegp until he said, "Y ou did well
there”

She paused in dithering into her bedroll. "That was Batu. Did you put him up to it?"

"Batu isaborn peacemaker.” Kerrec raised himsalf on hiselbow. The nearest fire wastoo far away to
illuminate anything here, but there was enough light from adiver of moon that she could make out the
paeoutline of hisface. "Y ou need dlies. Y ou've been too much adone.”

Not at night, she thought. Euan and the stallions had seen to that. She bit her tongue before she spoke the
wordsaoud. "I don't mind being done," she said.

"Most mages are solitary children,” he said. "Even the ones with greet followings are done in the crowd.
That'swhy we form aliances, schools, priesthoods, cabas—anything to lessen the londliness.”

"I'm not lonely,” shesaid. "l like being by mysdif. It's quieter. No one troubles me."
"What, nooneat dl?'

Shewas glad it wastoo dark for him to see her expression. He was provoking her. She could not seem
to armor hersdlf againgt it. "Why are you doing this? What benefit do you get fromit? Areyou trying to
help, or are you smply crud?"

She heard the hiss of hisbreath. That had stung. Good, she thought. " Those were your friends,” he said,
"your comradesin arms. They wereill-advised to turn againgt you, and you were unwiseto let them.
Riders who pass the testing together are bound in heart and magic.”

"I'm not arider,” shesad. "That's been driven home to me far too often.”

Kerrec snorted. "1 heard what Batu said. He'sright. The stallions have made their own judgment. No
matter what we may say, you are what you are.”

"Would you say that in front of the other riders? Would you even dare?’
"l have," hesaid. "They can't hear it. It's more than they're ready to face."

"Why?What's S0 terrible about awoman and this magic? Most schools of mages make no distinction,
between mae and female. The few that do are more likely to exclude men than women. Why isit so
unbearable that afemde should be given thisgift?"



She had not meant to burst out with al of that. She blamed it on the dark and the moon and the way his
voice sounded warm in the night, nothing like his cold daylight sdif.

Hewas slent for long enough that she knew she had overstepped and he would not answer. Then he
sad, "l think it'sjealousy, and afair amount of fear. We don't like to admit it, but the stallions don't rule
on the Mountain. The Ladies do. The Lady who cameto you in thetesting isa Great One, as Sabatais.
It'sunheard of for one of them to come down and pretend to be amortal horse and examine one of the
Cadled. Sabatais her son, did you know?"

"No," Vderiasad. "No, | didn't. Then she was—"

"Shewasjudging you," Kerrec said, "but you knew that. She was deciding whether to send you the one
who was meant."

"That is... amazing," Vaeriasad, "but what does it have to do with the riders refusing to accept me?'

"Everything," he answered. "The Ladies never come down, never trouble themsaveswith mortals. They
bear their sonsfor us and their daughters for themselves, and of what they think or do, even what they
redly are, we. know next to nothing. Most of us are content with that. It lets usthink they'retoo far
beyond usto be bothered, and from that we conclude that only the salionswill concern themselves with
the empire and dance the Dance."

"And only men will ridethe stdlions" Vderiashook her head. "Any decent horseman knows awoman
makes a better stallion-handler than aman. A manisariva. A woman isthe queen mare.”

"But you see," he said, "awoman has never been Cdled. Not in athousand years. We dlowed ourselves
to conclude that none ever would be. Then you came."

"You knew," shesaid. "Y ou knew what | was, and you never said aword.”

She thought maybe he shrugged. It wasin hisvoice. "'l could fed the Call.! asked Petra, and he said to let
you be. Then the Lady came.”

"Y ou told me that before. It doesn't explain anything. The others are absolutely horrified, but you never
were."

"I'm the youngest," he said. "I suppose I'm il flexible.”
"That can't bedl itis," shesad. "Why are you the only rider who can stand the thought of me?”

It seemed that she had finally gonetoo far. He did not answer that. When she looked, hewas lying down
with hisback to her, and his blanket was pulled up over hisears.

She hissed in frugtration, but short of hauling him out and shaking an answer out of him, there was nothing
she could do.

Shefinished crawling into her bedroll. With al she had to think about, she bardly even thought of Euan.
Only on the very edge of deep, just before she dipped off, did she know a brief stab of anger and then of
sadness. He's not dead, she thought halfway into her dream. Why am ...

The thought never finished itsalf. Whatever the dream was, it was gone when she woke.

Chapter Twenty



This caravan traveled more quickly than the one that had brought VVaeriato the Mountain. It had much
farther to travel, and amuch more urgent errand. The riders had to bein Aureliawell before the Dance.

After eight days on the road without sight or sound of athreat, some of the travelers were beginning to
wonder why they needed an army of guards. "Maybeit'sadiverson,” one of the rider-candidates said.
"Maybe there's going to be an attack on the Mountain.”

The others scoffed at him. Vaeriadid not believeit, either. If anything had threatened the Mountain, the
galionswould have known. They were quiet, keeping their thoughts to themsdlves. It was easy to think
of them as horses and forget what else they were.

The caravan was till deep in the mountains. A day or two before, she had stolen alook at the guides
maps and seen that they were angling through rough and remote country instead of taking the longer but
easer way through the northern passes. They were avoiding attention, and keeping the stallions awvay
fromunfriendly eyes.

Even with that, they were coming toward the end of the mountains. Then wasagreen plainin aring of
snow-crowned peaks, rolling down to a broad bay of the sea. On the bay with its sheltered harbor was
thecity of Aurdia

Therewas no indication at the moment that they were coming to gentler country. The road waslittle
better than agoat track, winding up along knife-edged ridges and down into steep and narrow valleys.
The mountains rose higher and higher around them.

Thisway, as steep and difficult asit was, was the only pass through that jagged range. They had not seen
so much asavillagein two days. Intwo more days, if al went well, they would come down out of the
pass and find themselves on the edge of the plain.

The stallions were unperturbed by the roughness of the road. Vderia had the distinct sensation that they
were humoring their riders. They could have walked through veils of time and space and gone wherever
they pleased, but humans had to do it the hard way.

That day they stopped early. It was till broad daylight, but they had cometo the last large, level space
that they would find until they reached the lowlands. Travelers had obvioudy camped here before. There
was astone-wall enclosure for the mortal horses, and acircle of stonesfilled with the ashes of old
campfires.

It did not look asif anyone had camped therein sometime. The grassin the horses enclosure was thick
and tall. The gallions shared it while the riders made camp, but one by one they |egped the wal and
sought out thelr riders.

Sabata hung over Vaerias shoulder while she baked bread for the servants dinner. He was afrightful
nuisance, but after the third time she tried and failed to push his head out of the way, she Sighed and let
him be. He was interested in the barley bread, and ate part of her share when it was cool enough to
touch.

Batu and Iliyaand even Paulus had grown used to him. As Batu remarked, "Well dl be feeding our
dinners to white horses when the time comes. Hers camefirst, that's al."

That was an eminently sensible way to look at it. Sabata approved. He lipped Batu's hair and charmed



an gpple out of him, then dribbled bits of it over them all.

Vaeriawas smiling when she went to her bedroll. It was set gpart as usud, with Kerrec's between it and
therest, and the stallions just behind it. She wrapped hersdlf in her blankets, for the nights were cold at
this height, and closed her eyes.

A ddlion screamed in earsplitting rage. Vaeriawas moving—bumping, swaying. Her head was full of
fog. It ached horribly. She groped for the comfort of her magic and fell headlong into emptiness.

She clawed her way back up. There was no passage of time in thisworld she had falen into, but
somehow she knew that hours had passed in the place where her body was. She aso knew, as her mind
cleared dightly, that she was on the back of ahorse. She was trussed like a sack and hung face-down
over asaddle. Someone was riding behind her, holding her in place.

Her magic was sill out of reach. Shewas dizzy with trying to find it.

The stalion screamed again. It was Sabata. There was the sound of astruggle and aman's sharp curse,
then the clatter of hooves and an explosion of breath on the back of her neck.

Therider either dismounted on hisown or fell. Vaeria garted to dip. She tucked her head and tried to
roll, but even with that, the landing knocked the wind out of her.

Shelay in aheap. Sabatawas standing over her. She could fedl the heat of his body and the stronger
heat of hisrage. His magic was trapped, but that was not the reason for hisanger.

Sherolled and wriggled until she was on her back. Then she could St up. She was hdf-blind with the
achein her head, but she could see well enough.

Tl treesloomed overhead. Light filtered through the branches. Two dozen men on horseback had
stopped to stare. Haf of them were ordinary dark-haired men in hunting clothes. The other half seemed
astal asthetrees, and their hair was either gold or copper.

In between them was a man who seemed half of one and half of the other. Hewastall, but not astal as
the Caetanni. His hair waslight, but not aslight astheirs. With asmal but powerful shock, she
recognized him from her visons of the emperor and the Dance.

Maybe he was the emperor's son. Maybe not. Whatever the truth of that was, one thing was absolutely
certain. He was amage. Even with her magic closed away where she could not touch it, she could
recognize the power in him. His spell had trapped her and Sabata and, she saw as she turned her head,
Kerec.

He was bound hand and foot as she was, but he sat upright on the back of aplain bay horse. Therewas
anet of magic over him, so strong she could seeit in the daylight.

It held him perfectly till. Theonly living part of him was his eyes. They were open, dert and fully as
enraged as Sabata.

"Tdl your stalion to stand aside,” the mage said. His accent was not Caetanni at al. He sounded like
Kerrec. When she gaped at him, he said with even less patience, "Tell him we will unbind your hands and
feet and let him carry you, but he must let us near enough to cut the cords."

"No," said Vaeria That made him gapein histurn. "I'm not riding him. HEs too young. Give me ahorse



that's strong enough to carry me. | promise| won't try to bolt.”

"Youwill notinany case" the mage said, "but your promiseis reassuring.” He gestured toward the
dark-haired men, who must be his guards.

They came forward warily, even after Sabatamoved off at Vaeriasingstence, and cut her bindings and
hauled her to her feet. She promptly lost the last of her dinner in the roots of atree, but once her ssomach
was empty, shefelt better.

There was ahorse waiting for her, which she managed to mount without disgracing hersdlf. She stroked
the horse's neck in apology and glared at Sabata when he snapped histeeth in the gelding's face.

Sabata followed reasonably tamely as the riders took to the road again. It was a narrow track winding
among trees, mostly uphill. The Caetanni rode in the front and rear. The Aurdlianswerein the middle,
surrounding their captives.

The mage was behind her. He was strong. He had snatched aFirst Rider and arider-candidate out of an
armed camp under the eyes of two quadrilles of stalions, and captured and more or less controlled a
Great One.

Vaeriahad had no inkling. She wondered if the stallions had.

Shelooked back over her shoulder. The man seemed mortal enough. Hisface was shuttered and hislips
weretight. He wastiring, maybe, but she could not fed any weakening of the bonds.

Somewhere deep down below her magic, shewas afraid. Fear made her angry, and that was good. It
kept her headache from overwhelming her. She had to think clearly, to be ready for whatever came, in
whatever form.

Kerrec wasriding in front of her. Even spellbound and haf-conscious, he rode beautifully.

He must be the reason for this. She must be incidental, and Sabata, like an idiot, had followed and been
caught along with her.

Those were not comforting thoughts. Neither were her speculations asto what their captors meant to do
to them, especialy Kerrec. She was not dead yet, which meant she was going to be kept divefor a
while. Probably shewould live long enough to find out why the three of them had been captured.

The Aurdians did not speak to her or to each other. The Caletanni exchanged aword or two now and
then, but they were mostly silent aswell. They made aslittle noise as possible, riding under ashield of
magic, up and over along ascent and down to a big rambling house in asudden clearing.

It was a hunting lodge, built entirely of wood except for the hearths, which were of stone. Trophies of the
hunt were everywhere. The rugs were hides of bear and deer and boar. Antlers and skulls hung on the
walls. She noticed gaps where wegpons might have hung, but those had al been taken away.

The Caetanni carried Kerrec into the depths of the lodge.

The Aurelians|eft her in aroom that did not much resemble aprison cell, or aroot cellar, ether. It was
nearly ashig asthe house in which she was born, with abed in it that could have held al her brothers and
sisters and a dog or two for good measure. Sabata could have taken a corner of it and barely crowded
her out, if she had not seen him safely settled in the stable before she came into the house.



She missed him. The room was enormous, and it was cold. Thefire in the hearth barely took the edge off
thechill.

There was a copper basin by thefire, full of eaming water, and al the necessitiesfor abath. After the
hot water had warmed V a erias bones, she found athick robe to wrap hersdf in. Servants, whom she
had last seen doing guard duty on the road, brought mulled wine and roast venison and fresh-baked
bread.

Her first impulsewasto refuseit dl, violently, and run screaming after Kerrec, but sense prevailed. She
needed her strength. She should est, then she should deep.

The room was warded within and without. She could not use magic, but neither would the wards let any
other magic touch her. She was as safe as she could be in enemy hands.

Chapter Twenty-One

Morning found Vaeriaawake in the enormous bed. She had been trying for half the night to break the
wards or else dip through them, without success. Her headache was notably worse.

She closed her eyesfor afew moments. When she opened them, Euan smiled down at her.
She squeezed her eyes shut. That was not the dream she wanted, at all.

When she looked again, he was till there. Hissmile had died, but it lurked in hiseyes. He had
abandoned the drab coat and breeches of the School of War for the richly embroidered tunic and vivid
plaids of the Caetanni. There was agolden torque around his neck and a heavy gold armlet on each arm.
He was as gaudy an object as she could bear to look at this early in the morning.

"| should have known it would beyou," she said.

"Youreangry," hesad. "Will it hepif | grove?'

"Nothing will help,” shesaid, "but letting usgo.”

Heraised hisbrows. "Don't you want to know who we are and what we want?"

"You're enemies of theempire,” shesaid. "Y ou want to disrupt the Dance. Y ou didn't go about it very
well. It won't make any difference just to take onerider, even aFirst Rider. That'swhy they went in
double strength, in case something happened to one or more of the riders. Now you've taken us, they'll
be on guard. Y ou won't get near them again, even with the magic that you've managed to raise. The
gdlionswill gopyou.”

"Y ou know agreet ded," he said, not obvioudy making fun of her, but she could fed it undernesth.
"Come with me. We need you."

She stayed where she was, buried in blankets. "Not without clothes, I'm not.”
"Inthe chest," he said, "at the foot of your bed. Would you like meto help?'

"Get out," shesad.



He laughed, but he got out. She could feel him on the other side of the door.

She was tempted to take half the day to put on whatever she found in the chest, but something else had
crept through the wards, a sense of urgency.

The clothesin the chest were women's clothes. She tossed them across the room. She would have
shredded them, except for the one who was calling her. His anger was much stronger than hers.

She stalked to the opposite wall and snatched up the blouse and short jacket and the divided skirt. The
boots were riding boots, at least. The skirt was alittle better than usdess. She pulled it dl on, cursing the
excess number of fastenings.

Euan was still outside the door. It was not locked, which surprised her. She glowered a him. "When |
get back," she said, "I want proper clothesin that chest.”

"I had thought those were—" He stopped before she could hit him. "I'll seeto it. Will you come now?"
"Didn't| just say | would?'

She knew shewaswalking athin line. Euan was not afriend, no matter how many nightsthey had been
lovers.

Thismorning he needed her. That made him tolerant. She resolved to keep her temper under control, the
way shewas learning to do in the school. Rider's discipline was to be cam and focused no matter what
she might befeding underneath it.

She needed every scrap of that as she came nearer to the force that called her. It was Sabata, of course.
Hewaslocked in astable with wards on it so strong they made her ssomach heave. Even through those
she could fed hisrage.

She broke the lock with alittle rage of her own. It was wonderfully satisfying to spray the metal in molten
droplets across the door. Even more satisfying was the sudden pallor of Euan'sface.

He must have forgotten the extent of what she was, or else never believed it. Magic was not common at
al where he came from. But the magic she had was not common anywhere.

Sabata had broken down the inner walls of the stable. They were smashed to kindling and flung up
againg the outer walls, which the wards protected from destruction. He stood in the middle of the empty
space, pulsing so brightly that she shaded her eyes. She moved toward him carefully. He was no danger
to her, not redly, but he was angry enough to forget himsdif.

She had hardly thought it before he exploded in awhirlwind of hooves and teeth.

Euan was behind her. She struck him with ablast of her own rage. It was focused and controlled as
Sabatal's was not, and it drove Euan back without harming him, out of the door and into the safety of the
stableyard.

Sabata could not touch him there. The stalion did not care. The man was gone, that was al that
mattered.

He came quietly to Vaeriaand breathed into her hands. "Can you get us out of this?' she whispered into
hisear.

It flattened. Aslittle ashe liked to admit it, he could not. The wards were too strong.



"There must be away," she said. ™Y ou need to eat and drink, to keep up your strength. I'll try to find
Kerrec. Hell know what to do."

Sabata snapped lightly at her. He was frustrated even more than angry. He was too young and weak.
Thisbody was still growing and changing. He was not master of it yet, or of the power that had been
borninit.

She comforted him as best she could. He had not destroyed the hayloft or the grain bin, and the water
barrel wasfull. She fed and watered him, then groomed him with atwist of straw. They were both much
camer when she was done.

Euan was il outsde when she came out. "No onewill come near him but me," shesaid. "No onedse
should try."

"That shouldn't be too difficult to arrange,” he said dryly.

"Y ou don't think you can use him against the Dance, do you? He's a Great One, but he's terribly young,
which ishow you can hold him captive at dl. His control is poor. He wantsto carry arider, but he's not
redly ready. If you had to stedl awhite god, you should have stolen any one of the others—if you could
havehdd him."

"He was the one that came," said Euan. "Heinsisted on it, rather strongly.”

She could imagine how strongly Sabata had indgsted. "What do you want of me?* she asked. "Redlly. Tell
me thetruth. 1'd be dead if you didn't want or need something you think | have. What isit?'

He should not have been as surprised as he seemed, if he knew her a all. It wasthefirst time she had
ever seen him at alossfor words. "l think," he said, "you had better come with me."

Shewas not afraid to follow him. Euan, like Sabata, would not hurt her if he could help it. He could ill
kill her, just asthe stalion could, but not unless she pushed him to the limit.

This place was enormous. There were wings opening into wings. A maze of dark, wood-paneled
corridorsled to blind turns, sudden courtyards and occasiondly ahall big enough to ridein. Large parts
of it must be underground or built into the hillside, because she did not remember its being nearly so large
on the outside. Whoever had built it must have had amind as twisty asthese passageways.

Shetried to remember the way, but she was hopelesdy turned around by the time Euan halted. This hall
was smaller than some, and its windows opened on along view of hillsde and trees and, in the distance,
the glimmer of alake. A man was sitting againg the light from the windows, playing chesson aninlad
board. His opponent was visible as aflicker of light and shadow, it was substantial enough to move the
pieces, but Vaeriacould see through it asif it were made of glass.

She hardly needed that to know that the man was the mage who had captured both aFirst Rider and a
Great One. He wasllittle more than a silhouette, except for his hand. There was aring on hisfinger, heavy
gold, set with acarved black stone. Her eyeswould not fix on that stone for anything she could do. The
harder shetried, the more they did away.

His magic wasin the stone. Sheraised her eyesfrom it to hisface, narrowing her eyes againgt the glare,
peering until hisfeatures came clear. He looked more like the emperor than she had thought when she



first saw him, but mostly he reminded her of Paulus. He had the same mincing accent when he spoke, and
the same air of grievance with theworld.

"Y ou took your time," he said.
"Theddlioniscdm," shereplied, "for thetime being."

He curled hislip. His eye bent to the board and fixed on the king, which was crowned with agolden
diadem. It marched unimpeded toward the enemy's camp. "Checkmate," he said.

The shadowy opponent dissipated into sunlight. The man's hand swept over the board. The pieces
scurried for cover, diving beneath the squares or springing into the box that lay beside the board.

Only the knight stayed on the board. He was beautifully carved, shaped like arider on acobby white
horse. The horse tossed itsivory head and sprang into Vaeria's hand.

She stared down at the chess piece. Onceit touched her skin, it turned into carved ivory, cool and inert
in her pam. Shelaid it down carefully.

"Y ou have strong magic,” shesad.

"Areyou awed?' he asked.

"No."

That stirred him out of hisboredom. "Y ou are.”

"I'm not." She sat where the shadow-thing had been. It made her shiver, but she was not about to let him
seethat. "Euan thinks I'm too clever for my own good. Suppose you tell me what you want, and what it
hasto dowithme."

"You are clever,” the mage said, "and well above yoursdlf. What are you, afarmer's daughter?”

"And you are an emperor's son,” she said. "Does it matter, in your order, what you were before you
werecdled toit?’

"Inmy order wearedl princes" hesad.
"Inmine," shesad, "weared| horsemen.”
"But you are not aman,” he said.

She smiled her sweetest amile, it made him blink. "Nor do | wish to be. So, Sir prince, what do you want
with afarmer's daughter?'

"Not what you might be thinking," he said with aglance that dismissed the whole graceless length of her.
Eveninaskirt, it said, she was no more dluring than aboy.

"Gothard," Euan said in asurprising growl, "get over yoursdf and answer her question. Or | will."
"Gothard?' said Vderia "That'snot an Aurdian name.”
"Soitian't," Euan said. "'l beievethey cdl him Marcdlus Aurdianus when hes at home.”

Vaerianodded dowly. "Yes. Yes, that'sthe name | remember from my lessons. Not that | care, mind
you. Rudeisrude, whether you're adave or aprince. He's not going to answer my question. Do | have



to keep guessing?'

Gothard's face had gone siff. Euan looked asif he was fighting back laughter. ™Y ou guesswdl in light of
what you know," he said. "We have in mind to influence the Dance, yes. We work toward acertain
future, and the Dance can shapeit.”

"Then why do you need me? I'm newly Cdled. I'm years from being able to dance the Dance.”

"If you wereto stay on the Mountain," Gothard said, "most likely you would never danceit a dl. They
won't grant thet privilegeto awoman.”

"Y ou don't know that," she said. "No one does, even theriders.”
"Y ou know them," he said, "and you can say that?"

Her jaw set. She wanted to keep defying him, but he was too nearly right. "It's not me you need, anyway,
isit?It'sthe Firg Rider. I'm just an accident.”

"Actudly," said Gothard, "no. Y ou are an anomaly. A woman has been Called, and a Great One has
cometo her. These are great things, unheard-of things. I'm not amage of the Dance, or an Augur, ether,
but | have adegree of foresight. | see how the tides of time swirl around you.”

She shivered, but she said, "It doesn't matter. I'm too young to make a difference.”

"Wedon't think so," Gothard said. "My aly here hastold you of aschool of horse mageswherea
woman would be welcome. Have you thought about that?"

"Not much," shesad.

Hislip curled. Whatever he might think of her importance in the redlm of magic, he clearly had alow
opinion of her inteligence. ™Y ou should think about it," he said. "Think hard. Y ou'll never be morethan a
servant on the Mountain. Here is a place where you will be welcome, and where your arts and powers
will be venerated.”

"I don't know anything about it," she said. "I've never heard of it. There are no stalionsthere, no white

gods”

"Therewill be," hesaid. "They'll cometo you. The Mountain doesn't rule them, whatever the ridersthere
might think. They rulethemsalves. They'll go where the true power is.”

"If that's s0," she said, "why aren't they there aready?
"They're waiting for you," Gothard said.

She shook her head, but there was no usein arguing. "It's less than a month until the Dance. | ill don't
know what you think | can do to it, or why you think I would."

"That will come clear intime," said Gothard. "For now, be content to keep your stallion under control,
and to ponder your choices."

"And thoe are?"

She wastrying his patience sordly, but he had more sdlf-control than she might have expected. He kept
histemper, just. "To hep uswillingly or unwillingly. To act under duress, or to act freely asarider of the
Schoal of Olivet. Not acandidate, you will notice. A rider of thefirgt rank, and likely to rise quickly, if



your talents are as consderable asI'm told.”

"I don't have the choice of leaving?' she asked. "What about Kerrec? Where is he? What are you doing
to him?You'll never make him play your game. HesaFirst Rider. He can't be won away for any—"

"Mestre Olivet was aFirst Rider," Gothard said.
"Kerrec won't betray the school,” she said. "He's not capable of it."

"That remainsto be seen,” said Gothard. He turned his shoulder to her, dismissing her.

"That went well," Euan said.

Vaeriaglowered at him. Shewasin no mood to make light of anything, let alone a case of obvious
treason.

Not that he would seeit as such. He was a barbarian. He wanted the empireto fall.

"l don't likethat man at dl," shesaid. "I don't care how beautiful hismagic is. HE's an arrogant bastard.”
"Heisthat," Euan agreed, "but he'salso my cousin, and he's ussful to our cause.”

"Not mine," Vaeriasad.

"It could be," said Euan. "Wouldn't you be glad to have free rein with your powers?'

She decided not to answer that. Her silence seemed to satisfy him, to apoint. He left her in the room she
was thinking of as her prison, and shut the door on her.

He did not kiss her. Maybe he thought of it, but if so, he did not Iet her know it.

Sheflung hersdlf on the bed and buried her face in cushions, and thought about tears. But those would
solve nothing. She decided to stay angry. Anger was useful, if she controlled it properly. Anger would
keep her fromgivingin.

Chapter Twenty-Two

Kerrec was drugged. It was an unusua potion, not so much for the herbsthat werein it asfor the magic
that acted on them. He occupied himsdlf for along while in untangling the different e ements. They were
complicated, but he liked complicated things. The Dance was the most complicated thing of al. Thiswas
mere smplicity besdeit.

It was smple but effective. He could think, more or less. He could seg, if his eyes happened to fall open.
His body was perfectly immobile. He could not even twitch afinger.

"Good morning, brother," avoice said above him.

He could not turn his eyesto see who belonged to the voice, but that did not matter. He only had one
brother, and that brother belonged to the voice.



Gothard moved into hisrange of vison. "Y ou're wesker than | thought. Or am | stronger? How long has
it been since we saw one another?"

Kerrec would not have answered even if hislips had obeyed him. Gothard knew aswell as he that it had
been five years since they were in the same place at the same time. Gothard had been a sullen boy then.
Now he was abitter man.

He did seem afraction less bitter now that he had Kerrec in his power. "Imagine," he said, "the great
mage, the master of gods, captured and held like acommon mortal. Are you regretting now what else
you could have been?"

The spdll had dipped from Kerrec's head and shoulders. He till did not choose to speak.

"Y ou could have been emperor,” Gothard said. "Y ou gave it up, with your name and rank and dl else,
when you went to the Mountain. That doesn't troubleyou at al?"

"I know it troubles you that Brianais her,” Kerrec said.

"Of courseit does," said Gothard. "She's younger than | am. She'sfemae. Her only qudification for
supplanting me—the only one, out of al that we both are—isthat her mother was Aurelian and empress,
and mine was barbarian and a concubine. Therefore sheislegitimate and | am not, and sheisheir and |,
beyond appea and beyond recourse, am not. Can she lead armies in war? Can she keep the respect of
thelegions? Can she—"

Kerrec dlowed himsdlf to smile. "Y ou were dways an easy mark," he sad.

He saw the blow coming. He could turn his head enough to ride withiit, but it still half stunned him. His
cheekbone might be broken. He could not muster enough power to read his body, let alone hed it.

Pain wasillusion. It was not easy to convince hisbody of that. His eyes persisted in leaking. He blinked
at Gothard through the tears.

"Do you know," said Gothard, "your little doxy reminds me of our Sster. Isthat why you keep her? Gods
know, there's not much to her yet. Though | suppose, mewed up on the Mountain, aman will take
whatever he can find."

Kerrec had dways had one advantage over Gothard. He could control histemper. It was harder now
than usud, but that was the drug, hetold himself.

"You aregoing to learn alesson," Gothard said. "1 will pedl you away layer by layer, body and spirit.
When you are naked to the winds of heaven, then | will have atask for you. It will be wdll suited to your
talents. Y ou may even, by that time, enjoy it."

"Anger may serveyou now," Kerrec said steadily, "but atime comes when it betrays even the strongest
mege.”

"Oh, but it's not anger. It'sjed ousy and hate. | do hate you, my dear brother. Y ou had the prizein your
hand and you scorned it. Y ou walked away. Y ou abandoned it for yourself and for any heirsyour
so-disciplined body may beget. That was purely sdlfish, brother. Y ou could refuse the throne, but you
refused it for your sonsaswell. Do you think they'll forgive you?'

"Most men of sensewould thank me," said Kerrec. "l set them free."

"Sdfish," Gothard said, "and arrogant. Always arrogant. No one is better than you. Are you amazed that



| could master you with magic? Are you shocked? Indignant? Horrified?"

"I'mimpressed,” said Kerrec. "The House of Stoneswas awise choice for you, as schools of magic go.
The stones can channd your temper aswell as your magic—for awhile. Intheend, you'll either learnto
control it, or it will control you."

Gothard sneered. " Always the same condescending cant. Y ou'll never know redl joy, rea anger, redl
fear, not on your own. But I'll teach you. Y ou'll be awhole man before I'm done with you. Then I'll break
you. That will give mejoy, brother, and considerable satisfaction.”

"Youtak agreat ded," said Kerrec, turning hisface away.

He braced for another blow. Somewhat to his surprise, none came. Gothard said to someone out of his
range of vison, "Preparehim."

The spdl was gone. So were his clothes. Kerrec could move within the limits of the shackles that bound
him hand and foot.

A massive man in aleather mask sood over him. The mask was blank and featurel ess. There were not
even eyes.

With great difficulty Kerrec kept hisface blank. The Brothers of Pain, who wore that mask, were mages
aswdl astorturers. Their magic was subtle and terrible.

Thiswas ajourneyman of the art. His mask was brown and not the Master's blank white. It was small
comfort. Hewould gtill chalenge every scrap of discipline Kerrec had |eft.

Kerrec looked past him at Gothard and said, "Ah, how disappointing. | had thought you would bregk me
yoursdlf."

Gothard refused to answer. He nodded to the torturer. The man nodded back.

At firgt there was no pain. There was pleasure, which was startling. The hooded man touched him asa
lover would. Thethick fingers were as delicate as awoman's. They found the places where his body
shivered in delight. They saved the obviousfor last, bringing him amost to the point of release again and
again, but never quite letting him go. They fluttered and teased and eventually tormented. But for the rags
of discipline, Kerrec would have begged for mercy.

He built awall insde. Once that was up, what they did to hisbody did not matter. His spirit was
impregnable.

The drug was like acregping vine. It worked tendrils between the stones of hiswall, and cracked and
gplit them. It wrapped strong, woody branches around the fragments. They crumbled one by one.

At long last the torturer flicked afinger just so. The pain was exquisite, the release burned like molten
lead. He screamed. His belly convulsed asif hot metal had spurted over it.

Then histormentor let him be. It would not be for long, he knew. He could not make himself ook ahead
to the next refinement.

Horses, his Magters had taught him, even the white gods, live in the moment. For themit is always
and perfectly now. Time for themisall one. Therefore the Dance; therefore their power. Thereis



no past or present or future. Only what is.

Hewould think like ahorse. He would be in the now. He would think of nothing, not pain, not fear. He
would remember nothing and anticipate nothing. Hewould smply be.

Someone fed him. He did not see aface, only apair of hands that forced abland grue into him. When he
refused to take it from spoon or bowl, they shoved afunnel down histhroat and poured it in. Water
followed it.

After hisfeeding, histormentors|eft him aone. He stank of sweat and sex, with acrust drying on hisbelly
and inthe hairs of hisgroin. It itched. He could not reach to scratch it.

That was atorment. He wriggled and shifted, but he was bound too tightly. Helay <till and tried to build
hisinner fortress again. He would keep trying. It was dl he could do.

The Brother of Pain came back. Kerrec, caught in the perpetua now, did not know or care how long it
had been. He had soiled himsdlf, maybe more than once. He could fedl the burning of outraged skin
where helay in hisownfilth.

That dmost made him laugh. He was arider. His backside was as tough as old leather. He was aso
fastidious, enough to be ajoke among the riders. They said he bathed three times aday, which some
dayswas not far off.

The torturer cleaned him with those deceptively gentle hands. The water was warm and scented with
herbs. The towelswere soft and the salve cool and swest. Kerrec lay on his face while the Brother of
Pain stroked his back and buttocks.

He was not prepared for the sudden, sharp thrugt, although he should have been. He clenched againgt it
in pure outrage. That made it much worse. It turned indignity to outright pain.

Then pain became pleasure, and that was worst of al. It was not the rape, not that he was being used
like abrothel boy. It wasthat he could not shut it out.

Lie back, they told women, and think of something else. That was the horror of it. He could not. He
was absolutely in the moment, and completely in his bodly.

Without any raising of power on his part, avison cameto him. He saw afield newly plowed in spring.
He saw a hunt, and the quarry on the ground. She had skin like cream and hair so black it glinted blue.
Shewasfighting with everything she had.

Valeria. Her name was ahandhold. She had never been grateful to him for saving her from violation.
Maybe she would have fought her way free, after al. She was much more than he had known then. How
much more, hewas till discovering.

Her face hung in front of him. He dwelt on each separate festure. The curve of her cheek, the faint dimple
in the corner of her mouth, enthralled him.

Voices were whispering. At first heignored them. Ail hisfocuswason Vaeria

The voices crept through the walls of hisresistance. All too soon, the words came clear.



"Think of what you gave up. Y ou gained magic and power, very greet power, but you forfeited the
throne. Isthat fair to your heirs? Should you not rule both the gtallions and the empire?”

Hetried to shut out the voices, but they only grew clearer in the silence of hismind.

"Think," they whigpered. "Y our brilliance, your power, your discipline. What emperor has ever been as
perfectly trained asyou in the arts of both magic and empire? What man has ever been more deserving of
the throne? Y our breeding is flawless. Y our mastery isunparaleed. Y ou are the youngest Firgt Rider that
the Mountain has ever known. Y our destiny isabove dl others."

No, hesadingde himsdf. | will not listen.

"Look before you—see. What an emperor you will bel What beauty, what power. What mercy and
justice. All your people will love you, and your enemieswill despair.”

Hismind filled with visons. He saw himsdf in agolden diadem, wrapped in amantle of crimson sk,
segted on the thronein Aurdia He saw the court bowing before him. The massed ranks of the legions
roared his name. He was no longer smply Kerrec. Hewashisold, imperia sdf. "Ambrosiug
Ambrosus Ambrosius!”

"Ambrosus Aurdlianus." The Brother of Pain spoke as softly asawoman. "Greet lord, noble prince.”

Kerrec gritted histeeth. He was not hisimperia highness Ambrosius, crown prince of Aurelia Not now.
Not ever again. That had ended the morning he woke and looked up toward the Mountain and heard it
snging. He walked away without aglance. He had not looked back since.

The voiceswhispered and whispered. They told him he was wonderful, he was glorious, hewas
irretrievably wronged. "Y ou should rule. Y ou, and none other. The emperor should die. Y ou can bethe
ingrument of hisdegath. Hislifecan liein your hand.”

Kerrec probably should not have spoken. It was afailure of discipline, but he had to say it. "it isusdless
to tempt aman with the last thing he could possibly want."

That stopped the voices, at least for awhile. He hoped the torturer was taken aback.

"No one with agrain of sense wantsto be emperor,” Kerrec said. "The hours are endless and the
respong bility crippling. Every move iswatched. Every breath is counted. Not one thought can be his
own, until he determineswhether hisadvisorswill dlow him to think it."

"How isthat different from thelife of arider?’ the torturer asked in that soft, cooing voice.

Visonsflooded at the sound of it. Every dight, every humiliation, every shameful moment that Kerrec had
ever suffered on the Mountain reared up and crashed down on him. Life as anameless nobody had not
come easily to an escaped imperia heir. He had been amonster of arrogance and grandiose ignorance.
His peers had hated him. His masters had despised him. The stallions had humbled him in every way they
knew.

No. Again, findly, he had the sense not to say it doud. It wasn't like that at all. | was a flaming idiot,
but no worse than many another. | took my lumps as we all did. | was happy. | loved it, even when
my body and pride together were one enormous bruise.

Thevisonswere rdentless. Hewas afool and blind. He told himsdf liesto cover the truth. He had been



unspeakably wretched and bitterly homesick.
Then hisfather found him.

Hetried to run from that. Of al the memories hidden inside him, it was the most painful. He had faced it
four times, oncein each test of rank. By the fourth, the edge was alittle blunted.

Thiswasdl edges. Memory was agony. Every word, every glance, cut like divered glass.

The emperor came to the Mountain unannounced on the last day of the testing. Kerrec had expected him
sooner, and hoped that he would come much later. Never would have been best, but that was too much
to hopefor.

Artorius chose the most important day of al to appear with next to no escort. He had traveled asif to
battle, armed and mounted on fast horses. The guards at the gate recognized him as amage of another
schoal, but did not see the emperor in the windblown, mud-stained, and travel-worn rider who came
asking to speek to their master.

He had warded himsdf from his son. Thefirst Kerrec knew of the arriva wasin the middle of thefina
test, when he looked up as his mount began one of the legps, directly into hisfather's eyes.

Kerrec stayed in the saddle. The godsloved him that day, or he would have tumbled to the sand. Maybe
he would have failed the test, and hisfather would have reclaimed him and taken him back to Aurelia

Asit happened, he not only stayed on, he completed the test. He passed the last of it in adaze, and
accepted the champion's cup with numb surprise. By the time he was carried off to bed, he was so full of
wine and beer that he did not care who had cometo claim him.

Hewas cdlled to the Master's study the next morning. The Master was not there. Artoriuswas sitting in
the Master's chair, handstidily folded, completely aone. There was not even aguard hidden behind the
ancient and much faded tapestry.

Kerrec stood stiffly at attention, but he did not bow. He was arider now. Riders bowed only to the
ddlions

Hisfather studied him for along time before deciding to speak. Kerrec had acramp in his neck from
standing so tiffly, which would torment him for days afterward. He gritted histeeth and withstood the

pain.

"S0," said the emperor. After so long asilence, hisvoice was alittle too loud for comfort. "The Cal came
on you quickly. Even the Augurs had no warning."

Kerrec lifted ashoulder in adight, willfully insolent shrug. "It'stoo late now," he said. "'I've passed the
testing. | belong to the Mountain.”

"Not necessarily," Artorius said. "Y ou are thefirst imperid heir to be Caled, but thereis precedent for
sons of lesser rank. The emperor may supersede the Cal, if the empire's need requiresit.”

"At the moment," Kerrec pointed out, "it does not. Thereisno war in progress. The barbarians are as
quiet asthey can ever be. Even the nobles are more for you than against you. Has that ever happened
before?!

Artorius was keeping histemper with obvious effort. "Once or twice," hesad. "Tel me. Why did you
leave without aword?"



"If I had said anything, would you have let me go?'

The emperor hesitated just long enough that Kerrec knew the truth, regardless of what he actudly said. "I
would havetried to understand. The Call is sacred, and the Called must never be hindered. But for it to
cometo theimperid heir—"

"I'm not your only child,” Kerrec said. "If you'l listen to meat dl, you'l put Brianain my place. She's
young, but she's sensible. Her magic is strong. She—"

"That isno longer yoursto decide,” the emperor said gently.

Kerrec went perfectly still. He had known what answering the Call would do. When he cameto the
Mountain, the riders had been relentless in warning the noblemen that once they were accepted, they
forfeited everything. They became equd to the dave and the pig-keeper who passed the testing beside
them. There was no exception, and no appedl.

He said s0. "Even you can't drag me home from this."

The emperor's brow arched. "I may not haveto. Y ou're not arider yet, only the beginning of one." The
long hands unfolded. "I give you ayear before your breeding betraysyou. Y ou can't live the common life.
Itsnot inyou."

"Why not?Y ou can. Y oull dip your wand in anything that—"

Finally Kerrec had succeeded in bresking that imperia calm. He had brought hisfather to hisfeet and
won himsdlf asweeping, solid blow. He dropped to one knee with his earsringing, but he did not fall. He
saw the disappointment in the emperor's eyes, then the flinch of guilt.

"I'll show you," Kerrec said. "I'll be the best rider there ever was."

"Don't gtrain yoursdlf," said Artorius. Suddenly he sounded very tired. "Stay here and you have no father.
Y ou have no family. Y ou have no existence outside of thisplace.”

Those were the words of the rite of binding to the Mountain. The Master had spoken them the night
before. They had not seemed so final then, or so empty of hope.

"You know I'll stay," Kerrec said. "I have no choice.”

"Thereisawaysachoice," the emperor said. Y ou were dl my hope. Now you are nothing. Y ou are not
evenkin.

Kerrec would never let him know how those words tore at his heart. He bent his head, the most that a
rider would alow himsdlf in agesture of respect to a human creature.

The emperor's face went cold. "My son isdead,” he said. "The empirewill mourn. The priestswill sSing
therite over an empty tomb."

"That's absurd,” Kerrec said. "Y ou can't—"
"The dead may spesk," the emperor said, "but the living have no earsto hear."
He turned his back on Kerrec. He shut him out. He rendered him into nothingness.

The pain of it was amost beyond bearing. But Kerrec was as stubborn as his father. He would not beg
or plead. Above dl, he would not repudiate the Call. He belonged to the Mountain now. Therewas no



turning back.

That was twelve years ago. He had not seen the emperor since. Sometimes Briana cameto the
Mountain, or Kerrec went to Aureliaor one of the lesser cities on errands for the school, and shewas
there. Asfar asthe emperor was concerned, his elder son no longer existed. His name was erased from
the great book of thelineage. An effigy lay in the City of Bones, the tombs outsde Aurdiaswalls.

Kerrec was adead man. He might walk and talk and ride white stallions, but his heart was ascold asa
corpse. Heloved nothing. Nothing loved him. He had reached the pinnacle of his order and found
nothing there but emptiness.

Chapter Twenty-Three

Vderidsdreamsin captivity werefever dreams, dreams of fire. She would wake flushed and trembling,
with her body throbbing asif she had been with alover.

One night she started awake. Euan was sSitting on the side of the bed, dressed in plaid breeksand a
golden torque. Hishair wasloose. He smelled of beer.

He was not drunk, but he was not sober, either. She meant to scowl and order him out. Instead she
caught hersalf hungering for histouch.

She watched her hand creep out until it touched hisarm. It brushed the soft coppery hairs above his
wrigt, stroking them smooth.

He amiled. If he had said anything, she would have driven him away, but he had the senseto be quiet.

His mood must be as odd as hers. He let her push him back onto the bed and unfasten hisbelt. She
pulled off hisbreeks. Hewas till alittle dack, but he was growing hard.

She teased him with fingers and tongue. His breath caught. She smiled to hersdlf. His back had begun to
spasm.

She brushed hiseydidswith akiss. The charm shelaid on him was one of the smplest of dl. Any village
witch could have worked it. She gave him dreams. If he chose to dream of her, then so much the better.

Hisarmsclasped air. "Vderia," he breathed. "Vaeria"

Very carefully sherose from the bed and backed away. She had ingsted, with force, that she be given
clothesfit to ridein. She pulled on the shirt and breeches and the closdly fitted boots. She combed her
hair with her fingers, yanking out the tangles.

On the bed, Euan was making dow and luxurious love to the bolster. She suppressed apang of guilt. He
was her people's enemy. She was giving him better than most people would have said he deserved. He
thought he was spending the night with her, then in the morning he would remember wonders.

Sheturned her back on him. Kerrec was somewhere in this maze of a place.

Her dream tonight had been of him. She had seen him lying on a stone table, and his body was stippled
with bruises. A man in amask bent over him. The mask was eyeless and featurdess. She had never seen



onelikeit before, but she knew what it meant. The Brothers of Pain had been haunting children's
nightmares since the empire was young.

It was not an easy hunt. She was shaking with urgency, but she had to be supremely careful. She had to
beinvisble to magic, while hunting for aman who had been shielded by strong magic.

Sabata could not help her. He was under siege from more directions than she could count. In some ways
he wasin worse straits than Kerrec.

She roamed the darkened hdls until dawn, but she never found the room in which she had dreamed of
seeing Kerrec. A different kind of urgency called her back finaly to the room she thought of as her
prison. The charm was wearing off. She had just enough time to throw off her clothesand dideinto bed
with Euan before he twitched and snorted and was suddenly awake.

He smiled warmly and brushed her lipswith akiss. She tried hard to answer his smile, but the best she
could do wasawary squint.

That made him laugh. "Mornings never were your favorite time of day," he said. "Here, wake up. Kiss
me. Then put on your clothes. | have asurprise for you.”

Her heart legped, but she crushed it down. Euan would not give her Kerrec, free or otherwise.
Something e'se had him bubbling over with excitement.

"| wanted to tell you about it last night,” he said, "but then | thought, no, let her be innocent for yet a
while. It'svery good, thissurprise. | think it will make you happy."

Nothing but Kerrec, freedom and the road to Aureliawould do that. She bit her tongue to keep from
syingit.
She gave him hiskiss, abrush of lips across his. Naturally he wanted to turn it into something more. So

did she, in spite of hersdlf. It was awhile before she could pull hersalf away and dress again in the clothes
she had just got out of.

He had little to do but pull on his breeks and belt them, and braid his hair out of the way. He waited,
dancing dightly with impatience, for her to finish bracing hersdlf to facethe day.

After two days of fog and rain, it was a beautiful morning. Sunlight sparkled on the wet grass. Wisps of
cloud dissolved over the mountains.

The eastward wing of the lodge opened onto a grassy terrace that looked out over the valey and the
lake. A table was spread there. Silver and crystd gleamed in the sun. Sprays of autumn flowerswound
among the plates and bowls and cups.

Gothard was Sitting at the table, looking asif he had been carousing al night. \VVaeriaknew the marks of
too much magic sustained too long. They looked remarkably like the aftermath of debauchery.

A stranger sat with Gothard. Her first thought was that Gothard had captured another rider. Her second
was that he had only captured haf of one.

He was an older man, maybe Master Nikos age. His hair was abundant and beautifully silvered,
sweeping back in waves from an eegant and aritocratic face. He was the very image of asenior rider,
with his perfectly upright carriage and hisair of quiet mastery. And yet when Vaerialooked a him, she
thought of an apple with aworm initscore.



"Mestre Olivet," Euan said from just behind her.

"My lord," said the man, inclining his head. His dark eyes cameto rest on Vaeria. A gleeamwokein
them. "And this—caniit be...?"

"It can,” Euan said. He sounded terribly smug. "ThisisVderia Vderia, thisis—"

"Olivet," said the man, rising and coming forward. He caught her hand before she could escape, and
kissed it. "My lady! It isan honor. A very great honor. To stand in the presence of such power—to
know that it might consder—" He Sghed deeply. "Ah! The gods are kind."

Thiswas supposed to be a seduction. The elegant breakfast, the beautiful setting, were meant to lull her
into complacence. Then she would be ripe for what Mestre Olivet had to say.

She did want to heer it, but not for the reasons he might be expecting. He was amage, and strong, but
the power of arider, the power of the Mountain, was nowhere in him. When she looked for it, she saw
open wounds, and al the stallions magic bled away.

Only onething was left of the powers of amaster. He could seduce the gullible. His eyes drew peoplein,
and hisvoice cast aspell.

Heingsted that she eat before he began his speech. Hefilled a plate with his own hands, choosing dainty
bits of thingsthat he must think alady would find tempting. Left to hersdf she would have gonefor the
corn porridge and the hotcakes, but he selected little pastries and delicate dices of smoked fish wrapped
around diversof vegetables or fruit. Everything was either sweet or sweeter, and most of it had more
charm than substance.

She choked it down and resolved to find hersalf ared breakfast later. When she could not eat one more
bite, she did the plate away as politely as she could.

Mestre Olivet seemed asrédlieved as she. "Good," he said. "That's good. Now come.”

She had braced herself to be talked at, at length. Instead he took her to astable not far from the onein
which Sabata was imprisoned. Horses were waiting, saddled. They were mortal horses, and none was
ether white or grey. They had alook of studied patience.

"If you please, lady," said Mestre Olivet, "1 would liketo seeyou ride."

Vaeriaamost laughed. Euan was grinning. He had known. He also knew that she would rather ride than
anything dseintheworld.

She was not ready to thank him yet. She knew the look of atest by now, and thiswas one.

Shetook her time choosing a horse. Of the six that were there, the red mare seemed the least resigned to
her fate. Vderiaintroduced hersdf courteoudy, letting the mare sniff her hands, then stroking the mare's
head and neck. The saddle was pinching. Vaeriarequested another, and waited until one was brought
thet fit lesspoorly, if ill not well.

When the mare was saddled, Vaeriamounted. The mare stiffened, expecting pain. It took some few
minutes to convince her that there would be none. She was ready then to offer her paces, with evident
pride, in the order in which she had been taught them.

Someone who did not know the Dance might think that she danced. She shifted from foot to foot. She
sdled neatly across the riding court. She spun and reared. She bowed prettily.



Vaeriagave up trying to ride and sat quietly, doing her best not to interfere. It was nothing like the test of
the Dance that Petra had given her on the Mountain. That had been great power and strong magic. This
wastrickery.

None of the people watching appeared to know the difference. Gothard might, but he had not troubled
himsdf to walk asfar asthe stable. Mestre Olivet was smiling in evident pleasure. Y ou have greet art,”
he said when Vderiabrought the mare back toward him and halted. "Great art. A little rough, alittle
unpolished, but that will come. You, lady, arearider.”

Vaeriabit her tongue. She had been going to ask if the mare was mistrained, and if that had been the
test, to know what to do in the face of so many errors.

But Mestre Olivet said, "This that you chose, sheisthe best of our school. Y ou rode her beautifully. We
can teach you, indeed we can.”

"There are other women in your school, yes?' said Euan.

"There are severd," Mestre Olivet answered. "None as talented as this, but they are among my best
pupils. Women, | find, are more supple of mind and more delicate in their responses. Their bodiesfit less
well into the saddle than men's, but they are less difficult to teach and more willing to take correction.
Oncethey begin to learn, they learn quickly. They love the horses, and the horses return the favor.”

"Soit'snot just amagic for men.”

"Thereisno magic to theriding of horses," said Mestre Olivet. "Experience, perception, observation—all
of those, one honesto ahigh art. Therest is plain hard work and smple attention to detail .

Thisman had held the rank of First Rider. He had been amage of great power and discipline. Now he
deniedit all.

And yet, Vderiathought, for him she could be arider. Maybe she could teach aswell aslearn. Maybe
he could be persuaded to pass on what he had known, even if he had left it behind.

Shewas dipping, if she could think such thoughts after such aride. Hewas il talking. "All the yearsthat
the men on the Mountain claim are necessary to make a rider—nonsense. They cloak their artin
obscurity, whereasthe truth is divinely smple. A year, two years, and any talented horse or rider can
achievethe heights of art.”

"It can't bethat easy," Valeriasaid before she could stop herself.

"So they say onthe Mountain," said Mestre Olivet.

Chapter Twenty-Four

Vaeriasmiled and nodded and listened as best she could. Mestre Olivet seemed not to notice that she
was giving him less than her full atention. Her mind kept wandering. She kept remembering what the
g lions had taught her. Men could be mistaken, but surdly the white gods knew how to dance the
Dance.

Mestre Olivet made no moveto visit Sabata. He did not speak of the stallion or expressinterest in him.



All histalk was of his school and its noble students and its even more noble patrons, none of whom she
had ever heard of. He never talked about the horses.

Findly, late in the day, she could escape. Sabata needed to be fed and looked after. Mestre Olivet did
not offer to help.

A red master would have asked to see the stallion, to be sure he was properly cared for. Vaeriafound
that she was quite out of patience with Mestre Olivet. She attacked the stall cleaning with such force that
Sabata backed away and snorted. She apologized to him, but afew moments later she was spreading
straw with much more enthusiasm than was gtrictly necessary. He backed to the door and sneezed
explogvdy.

She flung down thelast armful and stamped her feet in frudtration. "That man,™ she said to the stdlion.
"That man! | cannot believe that he ever maderider, let done Firgt Rider. Heis an absolute and empty

windbag."
Sabata pawed the door. He wanted out, and no wonder.

She should ask before she acted, but she wasin no mood to be sensible. She shot the bolt. In the same
moment, she pushed the wards outward as far as her strength would alow. That was surprisingly far.
Gothard was not done for yet, but he was a great deal weaker than he had been. Asfar as she could tell,
he did not know what she had done, or if he did, he made no move to stop her.

Sabata stood in the doorway, nogtrils flared as wide as they would go. Without warning he launched
himsdf into thefreeair.

For a heart-stopping moment she knew he would break through the thinned and weakened wards and
escape. The temptation was overwhelming. But heressted it. He threw up histail and ran around and
around the field in front of the stable, but he never offered to go past the subtle shimmer of the wards.

When he had run the wildness out, he trotted up to her and blew into her hand. She dipped arms around
his neck. He was barely swesating. Sheinhaded the warm musky scent of him, burying her facein his
mane. "Y ou should have gone,” she said.

He snapped histeeth next to her ear, but he knew better than to nip. She wasthere. He would stay. That
wasal therewastoit.

That night she had to endure an endless dinner with the man whom everyone seemed to be regarding as
her new teacher. Afterward, Euan followed her to her room.

She surprised hersdf with how much she wanted him. Or maybe she should be honest and admit that she
wanted what he had to give her. It was ardlease. It took her mind, however briefly, off her predicament.

Hefell adeep dmost at once, and she made sure he stayed that way. She got up, dressed, and went
hunting with redoubled urgency.

She was dmost too urgent. She would not have heard it through the pounding of her heart, but she
happened to pause in ahallway not too far from the one that led to her room. The doors on either sde
were locked. Mot of the roomsfelt cold and empty.

One at the far end was occupied. The sounds coming from it raised the small hairs on the back of her
neck. They were dmost too soft to hear, and not particularly strident. They were still sounds of pain.



Instinct screamed at her to run in hurling bolts of magic. She forced hersdlf to go quiet and listen. The
sounds continued.

She crept forward as slently as she could. She barely breathed. She approached the door and pressed
her ear toiit.

She could not be sure whose voice she heard. The small gasps and suppressed whimpers could have
come from anyone, man or woman. Still, al things considered, there was no question asto who wasin
there and what was happening to him.

It went on for what seemed avery long time. Her nails had drawn blood from her pams by the timeiit
stopped. Footsteps sounded, moving away from the door. She stopped on the verge of running for the
nearest block of shadow.

She had to think fast. If thiswas Kerrec, and if shewas going to get him out, it had better be tonight. She
had no plan, no preparations and no means of escape. Except...

The hardest thing she had ever done was to turn and walk away from that door. Within afew strides she
was running.

Euan was still adegp. She cast the spdll again, dthough it was arisk to both of them, to keep him under
until morning. While he snored on the bed, she pulled what she needed from the chest of clothes, rolling it
together and fastening it with belts. Then sheran for the stables.

No one was standing guard there. She got Sabata out easily. The riding horses were abit more of a
challenge. She had to groom and saddle them in the dark, and lead them out without setting off the rest of
the horses. For that she used avariation on the same spell that bound Euan.

Shewastiring. Magic drew from the same well as physica strength, but faster and harder. She would
haveto useit judicioudy if she was aso going to carry a semiconscious man from aprison cell to theyard
infront of Sabatas stable. At least the stallion could keep the horses under control while she ran back to
Kerrec.

The door was locked. She had expected that. There was a spell for it, which her mother had taught her.
She did not have the herbs to burn, but the words were strong in themsalves. She drew the rest out of
her own magic, knowing what it would cost, but no longer ableto care.

Kerrec was lying on the stone table that she had seen in her dream. He was naked, hisbody clothed in
bruises. None of them had broken the skin. That would come later, if she left him there.

At firgt she thought he was unconscious, but as she started to dress him in the shirt and breeches she had
brought, his eyes opened, peering a her without recognition.

That was not supposed to hurt. Shefinished dressing him, set her teeth, and heaved him up onto her
back. He wheezed with pain, but she could not help that. Staggering dightly under hisweight, she carried
him out.

She paused only once, to shut and lock the door. That would baffle searchersfor alittie while.

It was along, hard way back down to the stables. The gods were with her. She met no one out walking
the hallways at night. There was no one in the stables, and the yards were empty and lill.



Sabatawas gtill waiting. The morta horses were adeep, noseto tail. They woke quickly when she dung
Kerrec over the bay's saddle.

So did he. He scrambled blindly until he was sitting upright. His head drooped, but his back was almost
draight. Even in pain, even semiconscious, he could ride.

She had bet their lives on that. She kept the bay's rein as she mounted the black. Sabatawas aready
moving. There were no gates where he was, and fences came down before he touched them. He passed
through Gothard'swards asif they had not been there—and that was avery interesting fact, if she had
had time or witsto think about it.

She hesitated as she approached the wards. Sabata glanced over his shoulder. His eye drew her onward.

There was adight tugging as she passed the wards, ahint of resistance, but nothing more. They had not
broken or fallen. No darm had sounded. She, with Kerrec beside her, had smply flowed through them.

Shefollowed Sabata because she could think of nothing better to do. She knew nothing of the country,
and the ways he took seemed as good as any. They were mostly south and east, she noticed. He was
taking them out of the mountains.

Just before the sun came up, he stopped. The trees had opened on agrassy clearing. Therewasa
stream, cold and clean, and room for the horsesto lie down and roll after she had pulled off the saddles.

Kerrec had dismounted on his own, athough his knees collgpsed under him after half a dozen steps. She
did what she could for him. The box of medicinesthat she had put together at the school must bein
Aureliaby now. She had cold water, afew handfuls of feverfew and abit of comfrey that she had found
growing wild near the lodge. With alittle magic and acharm or two, they were the best she could do.

Kerrec was quiet while she worked, except for a hiss now and then when she could not help but hurt
him. He kept hiseyes on her. She could not meet them except in quick glances. They weretoo raw.
Whatever had been done to him had stripped away years of defenses.

She did not know the person who looked at her out of those eyes. The Kerrec she knew was a cold and
haughty man. At vanishingly rareintervas, he showed a spark of humanity. Sometimes shetried to
imagine him with awoman, or for that matter aman. The effort made her head hurt. Therewas passionin
him, and plenty of it, but it was dl given to the sdlionsand the art.

He 4till had his magic. The discipline wasthere, surrounding it with wals and shields. Torture had not
touched that.

The same could not be said of his spirit. When shelooked into hisface, she did not seeaman at dl, but a
deeply wounded boy. There was no arrogance | eft.

The Brother of Pain had not broken him, not quite. His soul was like his body, badly bruised but till
intact. She had comein timefor that much at leest.

Hewas refusing to deep. She finished making camp, which did not take long. She would not risk afire
s0 closeto thelodge. His eyesfollowed her as she came back toward him. ™Y ou haveto deep,” she
sad, kneding besde him. "Sleep hedls."

"Dreamscankill."

Hisvoice was araw shadow of itself. She coaxed more water into him, until he grimaced and turned his
faceaway. "I'm here" shesad. "So is Sabata. Well stand guard over your dreams.”



He made arasping sound that after some time she recognized aslaughter. "A child and a haf-broken
colt. What do you think you can do?'

That was more like the old Kerrec. She resisted the urge to dap him. He did not need more bruises, even
if he had asked for them.

She ettled for silence. He shocked her by saying, "I'm sorry. That wasn't called for. | can't seem to keep
my tonguein order."

"It'sno matter,” shesad. "Well watch over you."
"Yes" Itwasasgh.
He still struggled. He had been fighting deep and dreams too long. He could not stop.

Shetook hishead in her lap. Even with the herbs she had given him, hisforehead was burning hot. She
cooled it with acloth dipped in water from the stream.

"Good," he said dreamily. "Cooal."

Shelad her pdm againgt his cheek. It was rough with stubble. She had never seen him dirty or untidy
before. He had aways been perfectly clean.

Shewaslosing her grip on herself. When she tried to remember Euan, she could not see hisface.
Kerrec's kept coming between.

It was not supposed to do that. But here she was, and not with Euan.

She could not stay herelong. For now, Sabatawas hiding them from discovery, but it would be much
better if they increased the distance between themsalves and Gothard. Valeria kept an eye on the sun,
ready to move when it came halfway to the zenith. Kerrec had falen adeep, thank the gods. If he could
manage even an hour, he would be the better for it.

Vaeriagarted awake. She had closed her eyesfor amoment. When she opened them, the sun was
gone. The sky wasthick with cloud and a chill wind was blowing. She smelled rain.

She could fed the sun faintly through the clouds. It was past noon. She had dept far too long.

Kerrec was snoring softly. Her legs were numb. She eased hersdlf from beneath him. The horses had
their backsto the wind, heads down, waiting for the rain. Sabata stood guard.

He snorted at her. Hewas not sorry he had let her deep, but it was time to wake and ride.

She hated to rouse K errec, but when she touched him after the horses were saddled, she could fed that
he was awake. He would not et her help him up. His face was set and his breath hissed, but he pushed
himself to hisfeet and stood reasonably steadily.

Oncein the saddle, he took amoment to smply breathe. Vderialeft him to it under cover of mounting
her own horse and turning the gelding where Sabata led.

The rain began soon after they |eft the clearing. Under the trees it was not too wet, yet. Vaeriahad
brought a blanket for each of them, which kept off therain that penetrated the branches.



They rode without speaking. Vaeriawatched Kerrec, at first for worry and then because her eyeswould
not leave him. He seemed unaware of her. His pain was a congtant thrum on the underside of her
awareness, but she thought it was alittle lessthan it had been. Smply being away from that room, on the
back of ahorse, with sky overhead, was helping to hed him.

The day grew darker, the rain heavier. Thewind had an edgeto it. Kerrec began to shiver. Vderiawas
none too comfortable hersalf.

"Sabata," she said to the white blur ahead of her. " Sabatal
Shefdt hisresponse. If it had been set in words, it would have been, "Hold on. Just alittle farther.”

Shewas not at dl surethat Kerrec could hold on. She rode her horse up beside him. His head was
bowed. The blanket had dipped from it. His hair was plastered to his skulll.

She did from her saddie to his horse's croup and wrapped her arms around him. His whole body was
shaking. "Sabatal" she said again. "We need to sop now." Soon, hereplied insde her.

Chapter Twenty-Five

It would never be soon enough before they got out of the rain. It was coming down in torrents. Kerrec
was cold to the bone, even with what warmth Vaeria could give him.

She could no longer see where she was going. Her horse was following Sabata, she hoped. For al she
knew, they were wandering aimlesdy through the wilderness of trees.

They stopped abruptly. The bay's nose was pressed to Sabata's broad dappled rump. Vaeria squinted
through therain.

Therewas an opening in the hillside, with aledge of rock overhanging it. Brambles hung down likea
curtain. Sabata disappeared behind them.

Vaeriadid to the ground, dipping in the mud, and led the mortal horsesin Sabata's wake. They hesitated
to pass the brambiles, but she willed them to move and they obeyed.

The cave was surprisingly large and light. A crack, asort of chimney, led upward in the back of it. It was
angled so that rain did not come in but light did, such asthere was on as dim aday asthis. It was enough
to show aceiling higher than amounted man's head, and a not too uneven floor of earth and stone. Most
wonderful of al, under the chimney was aring of stones, charred with fire, and nearby someone had piled
enough cut wood to warm the place for aweek or two.

Therewas no sign of whoever had left the wood. It was dry and well seasoned. Thefire pit looked asif it
had not been used in months or years.

Vderiagot Kerrec off the horse, leaving the animal s to stand—uwith apang of horseman's guilt—while
she tended the man. She spread the blankets on the floor next to the fire ring, persuaded Kerrec to sit on
them, and set to work making afire.



That was smple. She stacked the logs, arranged the kindling, and spoke the Word that her mother had
taught her when shewas achild.

Thefireleaped from her hand and dived hungrily into the kindling. Whileit explored its new home, she
pulled the clothes off Kerrec, againgt his hafhearted protests.

She had never seen him completely naked. While she was his servant, he had bathed and dressed
without her help.

There was no time now to be modest. Hislips were blue. He was shivering uncontrollably.

The firewas burning well, but it took time to grow to itsfull strength. She tried to persuade Kerrec to
drink alittle wine, but he was shivering too violently to swallow.

With ahiss of frustration, she pulled the saddles from the two ridden horses, rubbed them down hagtily,
then shook out the warm and redolent blankets and dropped them over Kerrec. Asthe horses nosed
along the cave's edge for the grassthat grew in mats and patches under the ledge, she pulled off her own
clothes and climbed under the blankets.

The sméell of horse was overpowering, but she found it more pleasant than not. She pressed her body to
Kerrec's. Hisskin wasicy. She rubbed his hands until somelittle bit of life came into them, and folded
them between her belly and his. His teeth chattered in her ear. She ran her hands up and down his back
and buttocks, rubbing them as she had his hands, being careful not to cause him pain.

Sowly warmth crept into him. His shivering dowed and then stopped. Histeeth no longer chattered. The
rigidity left him. He Sghed, gusting warm bresth past her ear.

His blood was flowing again. She knew how strongly by the thing that hardened between them.

She could have drawn away and left him to his blankets and the heat of the fire. She found she did not
want to. He was smdler than Euan, and his skin was smoother. He was only alittletaler than she, but
she knew well how strong hewas.

It was odd to kiss a shaven face. The stubble scratched and pricked, but not too badly. His skin tasted
of horsesand of rain.

At firgt he was tiff with shock. Then suddenly he gave way. It was like arush of fire.

With Euan, gods knew, there was passion enough. Sheloved him, maybe. She lusted after him for
certain. With Kerrec it was more. More everything.

Euan had no magic. Kerrec was overflowing with it. Even after torture, exhaugtion, the sick aftermath of
the drugs he had been fed, he was amaster mage. The sheer beauty of what he was made her want to
burst into tears, or go al dizzy with joy.

Hewanted her. It was not only that he had been cold and was warm again, and his body knew what to
do to finish driving out the chill. Helooked into her eyes and saw her—hersdlf, no onedse.

This man, cold? No more than the sun was. It had al been walls and shields and defenses.

There were no walls here. She kissed him until her head swam. His arms locked around her. His back
arched just as she opened to him.

There was no awkward moment, no half-comic tangle as they struggled to fit. He knew and she knew



exactly how and where to move. It was as smooth and inevitable as the Dance.

He had taught her that every rider had his own rhythm, and so did every horse. A rider learned to ride
whatever he was given, to find the horse's rhythm and match it. But when horse and man were matched
by nature, then everything wasinfinitely esser.

It was the same with this man. His presence that had been such an endlessirritation was as soft asthe
dide of slk. She could fed what he wanted and where he wanted it. What she wanted, he gave her
before she had time to think it. They were like one body and one spirit. What thoughts were hers and
what were his, she could no longer tell. They were dl one.

He had loved her from the moment he saw her, but he had hidden it because he was her teacher.
Digtance, discipline—he had tried too hard to cultivate them. He had come dl too close to making her
hatehim.

For adizzying while, her body overwhelmed her mind. Words vanished. The whole world was the touch
of hislips and hands, and the heat of him inside her.

She cried out. An ingtant later, so did he. Her body throbbed. She clung to the moment of climax for as
long as she could. But al mortal things ended, and thiswas briefer than most. Shelet go and sank with a
sgh.

"Why?"' she demanded.

They were dill joined in the spirit. His puzzlement ssumbled through her.
"Why did you hideit?' she pressed him.

"Y ou know why," he said.

"So what if you were my teacher? I'm not so weak | can't refuse aman | don't want—even if he does
outrank me."

"It wasn't fair," hesaid. "And you didiked me so very much.”
"| thought you despised me."

"Gods, no," hesaid. "'l wasterrified that you would see how undisciplined | redly was. | wanted you
desperately, but not by force. Not because | was your master and you were my servant.”

"Y ou don't know me very well, do you?"

Hebridled at that. The union between them stretched but did not, miraculoudy, snap. "What if | had told
you how | felt? Would you have laughed, or would you have dapped me? Would you have hated me
even more than before?!

"I don't know," she said. Honesty was not easy, but there had been too little of it between them. "1 didn't
know you very wdll."

He laughed. It was dmost agasp of pain. "I don't think | know myself.”

Shelifted hersdf on her elbow. 1t was nearly dark, but she could see him perfectly clearly. She did not
think she would ever be blind to him again. He wasinside her, as degp down asthe sdlionswere.



Thiswas more than she had bargained for. She had a sudden urge to leap up and run far away. All that
held her was the howling of wind outside and the hiss of the rain—and the sight of him lying there, amass
of bruises and half-hedled cuts, smiling crookedly. Helooked nothing like First Rider Kerrec.

The only thing she could think of to say was, "We should est, then try to deep. Assoon astherain stops,
we havetoride."

"Yes," hesad. Then: "Have you given any thought to where?"

She had hoped he would not ask that. But since he had, she answered, "I think were closer to the
Mountain than to Aurdlia It will be safer there™

"Nothing issafeif our captors do what they set out to do.”

"We can warn the riders through the stdlions,” she said. ™Y ou shouldn't—"
"l haveto goto Aurdia”

"You can't," shesaid. "Y ou aren't srong enough.”

Hisjaw sat. "I must. | know what they're going to do. | haveto stop it.”

"Didn't you hear me? Y ou're asweeak asababy. Y our magicisfull of holes. Y ou won't even get that far.
That mage, that Gothard, will kill you.”

"Maybe," hesaid, "but | haveto go."
"Y ou do not."

"l do," he said. He reached up and laid afinger over her lips. "No. No more argument. This needs my
training, and such discipline as| have left. It needs me. Gothard is strong, but hé's not invincible.”

"He's stronger than you," she said stubbornly, shaking off hishand.
He shook hishead. "Not in himsdf he'snot. | was dways stronger, even before | went to the Mountain.”

She opened her mouth, then shut it again. He was coming back to himself, and making her fed likeafool.
"I noticed before that he looks like you. What is he? Cousin?'

"Brother," said Kerrec.

"But that makesyou—"

He nodded.

"His mother was Caetanni. There's nothing of that blood in you. Which means—"
"es"

She was not angry. She was hardly surprised. She had guessed along while since that he had been born
anobleman, and aduke at least. Paulus was too respectful for him to have been any less. But—

"You'redead," she said.

Hethrew his head back and laughed until the tearsran. She wasready to dap him silly by thetime he
stopped. His eyeswere gill streaming, and he was hiccoughing, but he could talk, more or less. "There!



You see? I'min no danger. I'm already dead.”

She did dap him then, and not lightly, either. Deep down was the thought that the pendty for striking a
deceased imperid heir must be dightly less than the onefor flattening aFirst Rider.

Hewasin no condition to blast her, and he did not seem inclined to try. Helay in his nest of horse
blankets with anew bruise darkening on top of the old ones, grinning like anidiot. "Y ou're not evenin
aweof me" hesad.

"I want to throttle you," she said. "Can you even go to Aurdia? | heard that you died in tragic
circumstances, and your family mourned you for ayear. If that's what they redlly thought, and they see
you on one of the stallions, or worse, staggering in looking the way you do now, won't you be ripped to
piecesfor perpetrating afraud?'

"They know," he said. Hisgrin was gone. "I'm dead to my family. But the blood is till there. | know how
to find the cracks and flaws in my brother's power."

"He'sfound al of yours. He's damned near broken you, you blazing idiot. Can't you see—"

He caught her shoulders and shook her. The storm of anger had taken her by surprise. She was terrified
for him and furious with him, both at once,

Shetried to speak sensibly. "Whatever he was when you were children, he's a powerful sorcerer now.
He's been torturing you for days. Will you please apply your famous discipline and see that you are no
meatch for him?"

"l haveto be" hesaid. It waslike adoor shutting.
"You are s0 easy to hate," she said in frustration. " Why can't you—"

She never finished. He had pulled her to him and silenced her in the most maddeningly irresistible way of
al, with akiss. She wanted to beat him off, but the fire was risng under her skin. Her fingerstightened
just short of raking nails down his back.

She had taken him first. Now hetook her. It was a completely underhanded thing to do, but she had lost
her indignation somewhere. Anger was il there, burning strongly. 1t made her al the more eager for him.
Lovewaslike war, with bloodshed and sweet pain.

Chapter Twenty-Six

Kerrec was adeep. Vaeriahad drowsed for awhile, lulled by therain, but asit lessened, she swam
toward wakefulness. The horses had |eft the cave and gone to graze in the thin drizzle.

Sabata was not within reach. She was too dull with deep to be darmed yet, but she wondered t it.
Maybe he had gone for help. Maybe the caravan of riders was somewhere nearby.

As so0n as she thought it, she knew that was absurd. Even if Master Nikos had sent a party to search for
the Firgt Rider and his most annoying servant, the greater part of the caravan, with dl the salions, would
have gone on to Aurdlia. Nothing, not war, not invasion, not ambush in the mountains, could interfere
with the Great Dance. Even for the youngest First Rider in years out of count, who happened to be the



emperor'sfirstborn son, the Master could not turn aside from hisjourney.

That wasredity. So was the man adeep by the banked fire, wrapped in horse blankets. When Vaeria
looked at him, shefelt arush of fierce protectiveness. She could not let him go to Aurdliaand bekilled.
Hewould have to go to the Mountain, to the L adies and the white gods. No matter how he argued, she
would make sure he went where he was safe.

She dipped back into adoze. Therain pattered into silence. Slow light grew. Morning was coming. She
had to get up, break camp and ride.

She could not make hersalf move. The blankets reeked, but they were warm. Kerrec was buried in
rough wool, with nothing showing but atoude of black curly hair.

Just as she convinced herself that she could get up, a stone clattered outside. She froze.

It was only the horses grazing. She heard one of them snort. Still, she hunted down her clothes and put
them on. They were damp and her boots were stiff. She wished she had aweapon, but she did not even
have aknifefor cutting mest.

Kerrec was gill adeegp. Shelaid his clothes close by him in case he woke while she was outside.

There was nothing there but the horses. Shetold hersdf that, but she crept out with hunter's caution. The
rain had stopped but the clouds were still thick. Mist veiled the trees.

The horses were grazing far down the stretch of grass. Sabata was nowhere to be sensed. It was
perfectly quiet. No bird sang. No wind whispered in the branches. Even the sound of horses cropping
grass was muted.

She fetched her bay's bridle, which was as stiff as her boots. Neither he nor the chestnut looked up as
she approached.

That was odd. Horses were dert to everything around them, and a human walking toward them with a
bridlewasworth at least aglance.

She dowed. That moment of hesitation, of dawning suspicion, kept the blow from faling quite so hard.
The bolt of magic did not quite knock her unconscious.

She was aware of faling. She saw people around her, taking shape out of the mist. Mogt of them werein
guards uniforms, with faces she recognized. She looked from them to Gothard and knew a moment of
perfect hate.

She concentrated that hate, aimed and loosed it. Gothard reeled, but he was doubly and triply shielded.
Theworst of the stroke did away and blasted the earth around him to ash.

"My lord!" avoice cdled from behind her. Sherolled until she could see. Gothard's guards were coming
out of the cave, dragging the naked, stumbling, bruised and half-conscious Kerrec. He was laughing.
Even when they flung him on hisface at his brother's feet, he did not stop.

Gothard kicked him hard. He grunted. His laughter diminished to giggles but did not die away. Gothard
hooked hisfoot under Kerrec's ribs and heaved him onto his back.

Helay ill giggling, with hisface bruised and bloody. Gothard's foot poised to crush the silliness out of
him, but lowered to the ground with the blow unstruck. "Back," he said to the guards. Hisvoice was
thick. "Back to thelodge."



"Why do you laugh?'

Kerrec grinned at the Brother of Pain. He was beyond fear. All that was |eft was mirth. "Wouldn't you?"
he said—with difficulty. Hislip was split. So was his cheekbone. And his forehead, which had bled
abominably beforeit stopped.

"l find the world lessthan amusing,” the torturer said.

"Ah," said Kerrec, "but it'sdl avast pratfall. Everything that is has dipped in the dime of creation and
gone tumbling down and down and down and—"

"Kill him," said Gothard, his voice clotted with hate. "Do it as dowly asyou like, but kill him."

The Brother of Pain lifted ahand in agesture that might have begged to differ, but if so, he reconsdered.
He shrugged. "Asyou will, lord,” he said.

"lan't that abit of awaste?' Euan asked.

The torturer was plying histrade in alarger room than before, with agallery from which to observe his
handiwork. Euan was somewnheat of a connoisseur of torment, asit was sacred to the One. Thisimperia
torturer was afair journeyman of the art.

Nevertheless Euan said to Gothard, "Breaking him | can see. If hesadaveto your will, hell be useful
when we cometo the Dance. Killing him does nothing but indulge your temper.”

Gothard threw back his head until he could glare down his nose a Euan. Euan lounged againgt therail of
the gallery, conspicuoudy unimpressed. Gothard spat, not quite at Euan. "Tell me, then. What would you
do?'

"l would use him," Euan said. "I don't suppose theré's enough Ieft of him for the Dance now, but the girl is
obvioudy attached to him. Can't you see the possibilities?”

Gothard'slip curled. "What, gpart from the obvious?'

"Even the obvious hasits uses," Euan said equably. "This one broke before he bent. The other isyounger,
it's said she may be stronger, and she'sfemale besides. Sherisked her life for him once. What might she
givetokeep him dive?'

"] want him dead," Gothard said.

Euan could not afford to snap thisidiot's neck. Fool or no, without him there was no hope of succeeding.
Euan unclenched hisfigts, drew adeep breath, and said remarkably steadily, "Y ou'll get what you want.
But use him first. The girl won't capitulate to save her life, but shell doiit for his.”

Gothard scowled. Sometimes, Euan thought, he understood the riders insistence on discipline. This
gpoiled prince might be a powerful mage, and he was unfortunately indispensable, but he had precious
little control of histemper.

"Listen," said Euan as patiently as he could. "Think. We need the girl. The old man has al thewordsin
place and polished smooth, but he lost the horse magic along time ago. Y ou may gamblethat he can
control the Dance withouit it. I'll wager he can't. She's the one who will do it, and she's dready proved



that she's anything but tame. We can tame her—if we use thisman.”
"Use him, then," Gothard said with bad grace. "But watch him—and her—that they don't useyou.”
"| shdl be very watchful," Euan said.

Valeriadid not remember the ride back to the lodge. Shelet go of the world as the guards hauled her up
and flung her over ahorse's back. When she cameto hersdf again, shewaslying in the familiar, hated
bed. Her hands and feet were bound. The wards on her were so strong that her ssomach heaved.

There was nothing in it, which was fortunate. Bound as she was, she would have choked.

Then again, if she had, she would have been spared the inquisition that she knew was coming. She had
stolen her captors roya prisoner and escaped. She would pay for that. How dearly, she would certainly
learn.

She did into arestless doze. Her wrists and ankles were softly bound, the cords as gentle as they could
be, but after awhile she ached with lying in the same position. When shetried to roll onto her side,
further bindings stopped her. She wastied to the bedposts.

After what seemed avery long time, afigure loomed over her. Shelooked up into Euan'sface.

Of courseit would be Euan. She did not know what she fat when she saw him. She ill wanted him. She
liked him. Loved him? Maybe. But there was the smple fact, the one that overcame them al. He was not
Kerrec.

He was not amage, which at the moment was avery good thing. He sat beside the bed and looked hard
at her, searching her face. She hoped he read nothing there but resistance.

"You led my cousin on amerry chase," he said. He sounded dmost amused. "He'sterribly annoyed with
you."

"Ligten," she said. Her tongue felt thick and unwieldy. "Whatever you want, I'm not giving it to you. Just
dart the torture and get it over with."

"Torture?' He seemed honestly taken aback. "What makes you think we'd do that to you?"
"Y ou need to ask?'

"I'm not Gothard," he said, "and you're not Gothard's brother. | don't need to break you. | want to be
your dly."

"That's not true."

"Itis" hesad. "l won't hideit from you—Gothard wanted you on the rack, if not worse. But you're more
useto uswhole than maimed.”

"Why? I'm worthless as ahostage. The school doesn't want me. Morelikely they'll thank you for getting
rid of me"

"Y ou underestimate yourself," Euan said.

"I know what | am. Sabatais the one you realy want."



He spread his hands. "We want him, | grant you that. But not as much as we want you."
"Why?

Hedid not answer that. "If | untie you, will you promise not to bolt?"

"Wherewould | bolt to?'

He acknowledged that with atilt of the head and bent to unfasten the cords. When they fdl away, she
flexed her aams and legs carefully. They were stiff, and they ached.

She sat up. Euan braced, maybe not even aware of it, but ready to catch her if she madearun for it.
She was not running anywhere, not yet. "'I'm hungry,” she said.

Hewas quick to cdl for food, but he never took his eyes off her. She sat rubbing the arm that ached the
most and listening to her ssomach growl. "How long was | out?" she asked.

"Itsmorning again," he said. "Gothard hit you too hard with his sorcery. For awhile we were afraid—"
He shook himsdf. "We—Il—made him mend you as much as he could.”

She shuddered. Her stomach heaved. The thought of Gothard's hands on her, hismagic in her, made her
physcdlyill.

"Don't worry," Euan said with agrim edge. "He didn't touch anything that mattered.”
"How would you know?'

"l had aknife at histhroat,” Euan said, "and Mestre Olivet watched him to be sure there were no tricks.
Olivet likes you. Better than that, he'sin awe of you. He says you're stronger than any rider he ever saw.”

"Stronger than—"

"Stronger than the one who amost got away." Euan tilted his head. His eyes were steady, narrowed just
alittle, asif hewereawolf and shewere prey. "That was interesting, how eesly you stole him. | didn't
know they taught such skillsto rider-candidates.”

There was no thought in her at dl. She launched hersdlf a him. "What did you do to him?Whereis he?
What have you done? By dl the gods, if you've touched a hair of hishead—"

Hefended her off too damnably easily, though his eye would swell and bruise where her fist had caught
it. "By the Onée! | never ladd ahand on him.”

"Then | know who did," she said in stillness as sudden as her eruption. "He's ill dive. I'd know if he was
dead. How long will he stay that way?"

"That depends on you," Euan said.
She stared at him, empty of words.
"Comewith me" hesad.

Vaeriagtood in the gallery and looked down at Kerrec. The torturer was taking apart his mind and
magic, piece by piece. She could fed it in the air, adeep, subtly shattering vibration.

"Thisiskilling him," she said. Her voice sounded flat. The gallery was shielded. If she had tried to legp off



it, shewould have struck wards like awall.

Euan seemed unaware of the currentsthat ran through the air, that to her were dl but unbearable. "He
will die" hesad, "if this keegps on. Gothard will make sure of that."

"Gothard isafoal," shesaid. "If you're going to disrupt the Dance, dl you need isacask of thunder
powder and a spark. Y ou want to control it, and for that you need arider. Y ou won't be abducting
another, not after this. He's al you have."

"Oh, but heian't," Euan said. "We till haveyou."
"Doyou?"

Hetilted his head toward the figures below. "I've forced Gothard to agree. If | can make abargain with
you, that onelives.”

Her heart dammed into her throat. "And if you can't, he's dead.”
"You have afair grasp of the obvious," he said.

"So? What's the price?’

"I'm sure you know."

"I'mnot arider,” she said. "There's no proof | can do what you need.”
"Megtre Olivet saysyou can.”

"Medtre Olivet isabag of empty wind."

Euan did not seem either surprised or dismayed to hear that. "Oh, he'sawindbag, sure enough. If he
redly had the powers he clams, hed have taken stalions with him when he left the Mountain. Still, there's
onething he has, and that's aschoal of riders who aren't bound to the Mountain. He's been pondering
waysto divert the Called—not with any success, mind, but the seeds are planted. Just think what you
could do with them."

"Start another school? A redl one?" In spite of hersdlf, Vaeriafdt the pull of temptation. "The Mountain
would never dlow that."

"How do you know? The Mountain never Called awoman before, either. Maybeit's making changes,
and it'sthe men who arelagging.”

She shook her head, moreto clear it than to deny what he was saying. "Y ou want meto break up the
Dance, change the future and take the stallions away from the Mountain. Do you want meto do anything
elsewhileI'm at it? Bring down the moon? Turn the seato dry land?"

"All you need to do,” said Euan, "is break the pattern. Olivet knows how, even if he no longer hasthe
power to doit. HEll teach you."

"For what? So you can destroy the empire?’

"Dont think of it that way," Euan said. "Think of it as creating anew empire, one where your powerswill
be acknowledged and respected.”

"Under barbarian rule."



"Would that be so bad?"' he asked.
"I've heard about your god,” she said. "Hetolerates no rivals. Above al, he tolerates no magic.”

"Now that's not true," said Euan. "Magic isheld within gtrict bounds, yes, but isn't that what the Mountain
does?'

She shook her head again, harder. "I can't doit. | can't betray my people, my nation, my whole world.
Even—" Her throat closed. Sheforced it open. "Evenfor him."

"Very well," Euan said. He leaned over therail, but his eyeswere till on her. "Oneword,” he said, “and
your rider isdead.”

She stared at him. He was so much at ease, so sure of himsalf. Hewas ill smiling, evenin the face of her
horror as she saw him clearly for thefirst time.

She had thought she knew him. She had never mistaken hisloyalties, and she had certainly not taken him
for afriend to the empire. But she had been so blinded by his big beautiful body and hiswild red hair that
she had |et hersdlf dide past what it meant that he was a prince of the barbarian horde. Worst of all, she
had deluded herself into thinking that because he was her lover, he would not use her to get what he
wanted.

He had been using her from thefirst. She was aweakness, agap in the pattern. He had used her to
widen the gap.

Now he thought he had her. Kerrec was his weapon.

Therewas no way he could know what they had done in that cave. He was not doing this out of
jealousy. Hewas doing it because—why? Because he thought she was davishly devoted to her teacher?
Because he had eyes and she was an idiot, and he had known long before she did that shewasin love
with Kerrec?

Kerrec would tell her not to give in. No one man was worth the empire.

She was not aman. The school had made sure she knew that in every way possible. She was awoman,
and she did not think as aman thought. She did not see thisasasmple sum, alifefor an empire. It was
more complicated than that.

Kerrec would hate her with atrue hate, but he would be alive. He would find away to stop her, or else
to stop the barbarians once the Dance was disrupted. If he was dead because she refused Euan's
bargain, none of that could happen. No one would know what Euan was doing.

She bowed her head. Her sullenness was not feigned, but it also concealed the fact that her eyes had
fixed on Kerrec'sface. Let them think they had her, aslong as Kerrec lived to fight them. Shewas
expendable, far more than hewas. If she was vilified as atraitor, that would not matter to her. Shewould
be dead and he would not.

"I'll doit," shesaid. "I'll take your bargain. On one condition. Help me get Kerrec out of here. Let him
go, and never betray him, or by al the gods, | will make you wish you had never been born.”

"Help you—" Euan laughed in dishdlief. "Y ou can have him dive, kegp him asapet, walk him on aleash
in the garden—but what makes you think | would possibly let him go?"

"If you really do need me," she said, "you will do this. What does he métter, after al, once you have me?



His magic's broken. He's dead to the empire. Hell never muster troops or rally the people. HE's no
danger to you."

Euan eyed her, then the man bel ow. His doubt was like a pressure on her skin. Still, he was male enough
and young enough to be cocky. "Hismagic isredly gone?'

"There's nothing he can use,” she said. She did not add, "Now." Magic could mend, if dowly, but Euan
had not asked and she was not about to tell him.

"Eh, wdl," Euan said after awhile. "Hesbardly diveasitis. If wetosshim out, he'snot likely to live
long."

"Giveme aday to dowhat | canfor him,"” shesaid. "Then help me get him out.”

She was pushing her luck and his patience, but not quite to the breaking point. He let out a breath and
sad, "Wdl enough. Go with the guard and wait. Tell the servants what you need. Helll be there as soon
asl canget himout."

Chapter Twenty-Seven

It seemed unbearably long before apair of Euan's guards brought Kerrec to Vaeria's room. The servants
had brought most of what she needed, including a copper tub and haf adozen tal jars of Sseaming water.
They bathed him asif hewere an infant, while helay helpless, drifting in and out of consciousness.

It hurt more than she could have imagined to see him like this. She had to stop and pull herself together
before she went to work. Hewas dive, that was what mattered. She would find what was I eft of hismind
once she had done what she could for his body.

When he was clean, she et the servantslay him in her bed, but she stopped them before they covered
him. There were not many new wounds, but they were subtler and more painful. Most were burnsin the
tender skin of theinner thigh and the webs of the fingers.

She salved them carefully, hoarding her anger. Anger could feed magic. She would need it if shewas
going to undo what the torturer had done to his mind.

She sat on the edge of the bed. He winced in his dream. Everything was pain, hisface said, even
UNCONSCIOUSNESS,

She had one day. Then she had to send him away.
It would have to be enough.

Her mother had taught Vaeriasome of what she meant to try. The rest was part of the dreams she had
had dl her life. His magic was broken—shattered. She had to try to make it whole again.

When she was small she had broken her mother's greatest treasure. It was a bowl from somewhere so
far away that no one knew its name. It was shaped like aflower unfolding, and it shimmered in a shade of
green that her father said was only seen in the sea. Strange and elegant fish svam oniit in relief, around
and around.



The children were not supposed to touch it. It lived on ashdf above the hearth, where the light caught it
but inquigtive fingers could not reech.

Valeriacould not resist it. The more she thought about how she was not supposed to touch it, the more
she wanted to hold it in her hands and fed its creamy smoothness.

One day there was no onein the house. They were dl out in the fids or working in the kitchen garden.
She was supposed to be pulling weeds in the turnip bed, but her mother had been called away to ddliver
someone's baby, and her brother Lucius was more interested in pretending to be alegionary in battle than
noticing what his sster was doing.

She crept into the house and stood looking up at the bowl. Sunlight came in through the smdl round
window in the eaves, catching its green glory dantwise and making it glow in the dim room. It wasthe
most beautiful thing she knew, and the most dluring.

Vderiahad some thought of climbing up the chimney or piling chairs and stools until they were high
enough. In the end it was much easier than that. She thought about being up high with her hand on the
bowl, and al at once she was. Her ssomach was fluttering and her head was dizzy, but shewas up in the
air, bobbing gently under the rooftree.

The bowl wasjust as cool and smooth and wonderful as she had imagined. Shetook it carefully in both
hands, meaning to hold it for afew moments and then put it back.

As she hovered there, cradling the bowl asif it had been adeeping bird, something clattered in the yard.
It startled her out of her skin.

She dropped like astone. The bowl dipped from her hands and shattered on the floor.

She sprawled close by it. Later she would learn that she had broken her arm. Now she only knew that
the bowl wasin shards, and so was her life when her mother found out about it.

She lay on the floor with her body a distant ache, and |ooked at the shards through afilm of tears. They
were gtill beautiful, but al broken. She could mend them, shetold herself. Shewould find away.

Her mother had come home and found her till on the floor. She had tried to get up, lifting herself with the
arm that was broken. When the bones ground together, she fell down again. Then she vomited.

Shewas along time healing. While she did that, she set her own punishment, to mend the bowl as best
she could. It took even longer than her arm, and it was never quite the same. When it was aswhole as it
could be, it went back on its shelf. She never touched it again, and she never looked &t it. It was painful
to remember what it had been, and to see how much lessradiant it was now, because of her
disobedience.

All of that wasin her mind as she contemplated the shards of Kerrec's mind and magic. She had aday to
gart the healing that would have to continue on its own until he reached the Mountain. One advantage at
least aman's mind had over colored clay. Clay could only be glued and riveted together. Flesh and spirit
could hedl, if there was enough left of themto doit.

It was a huge task—insurmountable. Step by step, her mother had taught her. First find a beginning, then
take that shard and find the one that belonged next to it, and place them side by side. One by one,
fragment by fragment.



There was a pattern to it. That was the essence of Vaeria's magic, to see patterns. Kerrec's had been a
thing of beauty and incomparable complexity. Even broken, it hinted at its origina shape.

Thefirgt, essentid shard was awhite stalion gleaming in darkness. Petrawas whole and perfect there as
hewasin the outer world. He had been waiting for dl of timefor Vaeriato find her way to him.

Shedmost fdl out of the working in astonishment and relief. Somehow she had thought that because she
had sold hersdlf for aman'slife, the stallionswould abandon her.

There was no thought of that in Petra. He was the same as he dwayswas. He invited her to mount.

In her digtraction and confusion, she did not know what it meant until she had accepted theinvitation. The
joining of his power to herswas like astroke of sudden lightning. It knocked her flat.

"Lady." The voicewasdim and far away. "Lady! Wake up!"
It was Euan's voice. He was shaking and dapping her, trying to bring her back to life again.

Petra surrounded her with white brilliance. The morta world retreated out of reach. She no longer saw
the pattern of shards. She had becomeiit.

The stdlion needed her. He could mend the shards, given time, but he was not human or mortd. She
knew how the patterns should run.

He danced the Dance. She shaped its movements.

It was much broken and interrupted. Connections would not close, or would crumble as soon as they
were made. Stray bits of magic sparked into flame, then turned on one another or on the two who tried
to hed them.

Without Petras protection, Vaeriawould have been far out of her depth. Even shattered, Kerrec was
strong, and that strength was no longer constrained by discipline. Here was raw power, rebuilding itself
amodt fagter than VVaeriacould control it.

It kept wanting to twit, to go dark. She fought harder the stronger he became. She was growing afraid.
He was too strong and too broken. She might beraisng up amongter.

That might be exactly what Gothard and the barbarians wanted. A First Rider perverted from the white
magic was aterrible, an unthinkable thing. His very existence would disrupt the Dance of creation.

"Valeria!™ Euan was becoming more insstent, and intruding more strongly.

She clung desperately to Petra. He was struggling even more than Valeria, torn and twisted by the
corruption of Kerrec's magic.

The stdlion'simmortal substance betrayed him. Vderia, bound more securely to earth, had that grest
bastion to cling to. Petrawas too much of the higher realms. The seeds of darkness were drawn to him.
If they took root and grew, he would be in worse condition than Kerrec.

Shedid the only thing she could think of, which might be disastrous, but doing nothing wasworse. She
caled the renegade magic to hersdf. Shetook it into her center, where her own magic was, and bound it
to her own patterns.

She had seen ahedler priest do that once. A child had been badly burned on the arms and hands. The
priest had taken skin from her back and thighs and bound it to the ruined limbs, where it had taken root



and grown.

It had to be flesh of the same body, the priest had said, or the binding would not hold. The body rejected
what did not belong to it, even if in so doing, it destroyed itsdlf.

Magic must be different. Vaeriafdt Kerrec'sinsde her, but it was not exactly dien. It was asif he had
been madeto fill her hollow places.

If he could mend, he would mend there. She siwam up from the depthsinto the plain light of day, and
Euan'sterrified face.

"What in the name of the One were you doing? | thought you were dead!"

Shewas not ready for the storm of his anger and worry. Shelet hersdf flinch away from it. He softened
asmuch as he ever could, with such aguilty expression that she could hardly even hate him. "I'm sorry,”
he said. "Y ou scared me."

"Never," she said through gritted teeth, "never hurl amage out of aworking like that. Y ou could have
destroyed us both.”

He hung his head. She caught hersdlf reaching to stroke his hair. "There now," she said alittle more
sharply than she meant, "it doesn't matter. |'ve done as much for him as| can. Have you found men and
horses to take him to the Mountain?'

"They'll beready by morning," Euan said. He peered at her. "Areyou redly not dead?'
"Do | sound dead?’

He snorted. "No, but you look it. Y ou should eat. They say mages need agreat deal of provender when
they've been working magic.”

"Whoever your ‘they' might be, they're not far off the mark," she said. "I could egt alittle. And so should
I,Ell

Then findly she managed aglance at Kerrec. He did not look dead. He looked exhausted and bruised
and deep adeep.

"I don't think even he can ride now," she said. "Hell need awagon. Can you find one?'
"It'sdone," Euan said. ™Y ou're sure you want him to go to the Mountain?'

"Hell be safethere. They'll look after him. And better for your purposes, hell be out of the way of the
plotin Aurdia”

Euan nodded. "That's sensible enough. When we win, the Mountain will be yours. Then you can do with
himwhat you like."

She gtared at him. "'l thought | was going to Mestre Olivet's schoal.”

"That'swhat Olivet wantsto think," Euan said. "He's not thinking past himsdlf, any more than Gothard is.
I've lived on the Mountain. I've seen what's there, and I've seen you. The Mountain is where the stalions
are. You belong there. Think of the things you can do to change it, once the old order isgone.”

Vaerialooked at Euan with new and half-dismayed respect. Of al the temptations he could have
offered, that was the strongest. Olivet was afool who had long sincelost his power over the stalions.



She had no intention of becoming his pupil. But thiswas everything she dreamed of . If Euan could redly
giveit to her, if it could redly happen—

She could not let hersdlf think that way, even while she said, "I could rule? | could be the master?!
"Y ou could be whatever you wanted to be."
"That istempting,” she said honestly. "I would need teachers, but—"

"It ssemsto me," Euan said, "that the stallions have been teaching you a great deal more than any rider
has offered to do. | doubt they'll stop because there's been a change of regime among mortas. If they
were as bound to imperia laws asthe riderswould like us dl to think, you would never have been
Cdled"

"That'strue” shesaid. "They do have their own reasons for doing things. Maybe thisiswhat they want.
The empire has stood for athousand years. Maybe now isitstimeto die.”

"We do believe s0," said Euan. He ventured aliberty, reaching to touch her hand.

Her firgt ingtinct was to pull sharply away. A second, wiser impulse held her motionless. She did not want
this man, not any longer, or so sheingsted to herself.

Her body stood somewhat less on principle. Her hand turned to weaveitsfingersin his. He leaned
toward her. She had no will to recoil. His kiss began as abrush of thelips, but degpened into passion.

It was part of the game she had to play for Kerrec'slife. Shetold herself that. It wasterribly easy to give
way and melt toward him.

Helifted her with no effort at dl. The bed was occupied, but the rug in front of the hearth was not.

Just moments ago she had been pure spirit. Now she was pure flesh. Thefierce surge of pleasure
grounded her firmly to earth. Shewastruly in hersdlf again.

Had Euan known what thiswould do for her? Maybe. Maybe not. In the end it hardly mattered.

Chapter Twenty-Eight

Kerrec's mind was in fragments like amosaic on a palace wal. Here was gold, here was green, here was
blue. There was the red of blood, spreading like astain over the bright shards.

He was not sane. He knew that, but he could not make it matter. The walls of training and discipline were
broken. He could raise them again, if helived long enough. If the Brother of Pain did not bregk him first.

In hisright mind he would never have touched Vaeria. Therewas aprice for that, and he was payingit.
He knew he had escaped, but also that he had been captured again. He ached in every muscle and bone.
Hisskinwasonfire.

The Brother of Pain had come, but Kerrec could not manage to be afraid. He wastoo full of longing for
Vaeria Hewanted her with ahunger that was no saner than the rest of him.



He was empty of magic. All that was|eft was his awareness of her, and the brightnessfar down in the
heart of him that had been there since he was Called to the Mountain. That was the mark of the white
gods, the sense of their presence that would not leave him until he was dead.

Pain was a place. It was aways dark, except when it was shot with bloodred lightning. There were
stones, jagged of course, and rivers of fire. The ice on the mountaintops burned, and the sky rained ash.
His soul turned inward and began to devour itself.

Light crept dowly into the darkness. The pain and its maker receded. The ash turned to rain, and the
rivers flowed cool and clean. Shewasthere, dl around him, pouring magic into him.

She was beauty bare. A poet had sung that once when he was il a prince, and aremarkably young and
calow one at that. He had thought it absurd at the time. Now he understood.

He gathered the fragments of himself. Consciousness hovered just within reach. There was remarkably
little pain. He remembered that he had eyes, and opened them.

He did not recognize the room. The two on the rug by the stone hearth, he did know.

She was naked. So was the man who lay with her, big and ruddy and wearing agreat dedl of barbaric
gold. Kerrec did not need to see hisface to recognize Euan Rohe.

The broad freckled hand closed over Vaerids breast. She arched into it just as she had done with
Kerrec, and took Euan as she had taken him, with eagernessthat he, fool that he was, had taken for
love. If that was what it was, then she had plenty to share.

Kerrec could not have said what he felt. Pain was not only a place, but acolor aswell. There was no
name for that color. Eyes of the body could not seeit, and words could not describeit.

He squeezed his eyes shut, but there was no escaping it. He could not stop his ears, either, when her cry
of satiation burst out amoment after Euan's.

They did not fall adeep like reasonable beings. They lay together, wrapped in one another, and
murmured words that burned themsavesinto hisbrain.

"Isthislike the Dance?' Euan asked lazily, but with an edge that he could not quite hide.
"A little, | suppose,” she said. "Those patternsrule dl that is. These only rule us.
"Y ou think s0? Only us? Sometimes | fed asif wereall theworld.”

Shelaughed as awoman will with her lover, soft and rich. "Y ou're asdifish creature. Are you sure youll
be able to bear the sight of someone else on the throne?!

"It'sonly athrone" he said.
"Only—Y ou don't mean that!"

"Redly," hesad. "It'sonly achair. A ridiculoudy eaborate one, with agreat deal of gold, but my rump
would be just as happy on abenchin atavern. I'll take the gold and leave the chair for Gothard. He
wantsit."

"What do you want?' she asked. "Tell methe truth. What isthisfor you?'



"War," heanswered. "War islife. War isaman's destiny and a prince's only purpose. War servesthe
Orle."

"Y ou don't want to rule nations? Berich? Have dl the women?"

He snorted, then laughed. "Of course | want to berich! I'll take the nations, too, if they're not too much
trouble. Asfor the women, are you looking for rivals?'

"Should 17"

"Kegp amiling at melikethat and I'll lay the empire a your feet."

"l don't want the empire," she said. "Only the Mountain.”

"Y ou know it'syours."

"After | break the Dance," she said. "After | shift it to the path your people want."
"Areyou worried?'

"I'd beafool not to be."

"I'mnot,” hesaid. "I know | should be. But looking at you, feding and smelling you, | can't be afraid of
anything in theworld."

"Flatterer," she said, but she was smiling. Kerrec could hear it in her voice. He heard the rest of what
they did, too, with remarkable vigor on Euan's part, consdering how recently he had finished the first
round.

The world was splintering again, faling into shards. Kerrec made no move to stop it. His name and sdlf
were dipping avay. Helet them go. All that was eft was amemory of her face, with agust of grief and
the twisting of hate. Enemy, traitor. He would, he must, destroy her.

Kerrec had goneinsde himsdf. Hewas heding, Vaeriatold hersdf with more hope than certainty. He
was dive and breathing, and his color was better. She had to hope that the rest would comein time.

It wasjust aswell, considering what she had been doing while he dept in the same room. Guilt was alate
bloom but a strong one. She had doneit for him. Aslong as Euan was obsessed with her body, he would
not think too hard about why she cared so much for another man'slife.

Euan had arranged an escort as he had promised. They were waiting outside the lodge in the morning
mist, which fell dmost as heavy asrain. Theworld was bathed in adim grey light. All but the closest trees
wereinvisble, hiddeninfog.

Most of the escort were barbarians, but the guards who drove the cart and who rode closest to it were
men from Aurelia. Vaeriawondered if they knew what Kerrec had been before he was arider. She
supposed they did. Guards knew everything.

She had to hope they could be trusted. She set awishing on Kerrec even so, aWord of ward and guard.
It was not much, but it might wake him if his guards turned on him, and help him escape.

She could not kiss him. The guards were watching, and so was Euan. She had to settle for tucking the
blanket around him and smoothing his hair back from hisforehead. Thefirst line of guardswasaready in



mation.

She stepped back asthe driver clucked to the mules. Euan's arm settled around her shoulders. She
gritted her teeth and let it stay. He was claiming her. For the sake of the game, she had to let him.

He could not keep her from standing on the step long after the last horseman had vanished into the fog.
When shefindly turned, he claimed hisarm back again. "Mestre Olivet said for you to come when you
wereready,” hesaid.

"So you're Olivet's errand boy now?"

Vaeriabit her tongue, but Euan was too delighted with himsalf to be annoyed. "It anusesme,” he said.
"We can anuse oursalvesfor awhile, if youd rather.”

She sighed. "No. Best do my duty.”

Was he disappointed? It was hard to say. She did not know him at al, when she came down to it. His
body, yes—she knew every fingerbreadth of that. Of his mind she knew only what he chose to show.

"Patterns can be made," Mestre Olivet said, "but also destroyed. Wherever thereislight, thereis
darkness."

Vaeriasuppressed ayawn. She had been listening to hours of platitudes interspersed with snippets from
thisbook or that. So far she had seen no pattern in it. Between the drone of his voice and the whisper of
rain that had begun to fall, she was haf-adeep.

Then hesaid, "Thisisthe Book of the Unmaking.”

She sarted awake. He was holding ascroll in aleather case, gingerly, asif the thing insde could strike
like asnake.

She had heard of the Book of the Unmaking. It was arumor among riders and rider-candidates, and a
half-heard story in the gatherings of wisewomen to which her mother had taken her now and then. Most
people said it did not exist, or if it had, it had been destroyed long ago.

It negated what the stallions were. It unmade what they made, it broke the patterns and scattered them.
Its spells, spoken in sequence by mages of great power, could unravel the fabric of the world.

"Isit true?' sheasked. "That it can—"
"It'ssafeenough,” Olivet said, "if oneis careful—aswith dl magic.”
"Thismore than mog,” shesad.

He shrugged. "Its reputation is more myth than fact. Thereisdanger init, | won't deny it, and certain
sequences of spells are best not spoken together, but that can be said of any great grimoire.”

"Where did you find it?"

She held her breath, but he was aways delighted to talk about himself. He sat back in hischair and
folded hishands over hismiddle, settling in for along and pleasant reminiscence. "l was often in the
Master'slibrary in the citadd, reading the old masters and rediscovering arts that had been put aside or
forgotten. Even then | was evolving my own art. One evening as | delved into adeep corner full of books



that had not been touched in years out of count—with the dust and cobwebsto prove it—I came across
abox that looked asif it had not been opened since the library was built."

Hedghed. "l ill remember the dust onit, how thick it was. The lock was strong, but the spells of
warding on it had worn thin. It was not the smplest task in the world to break the spdlls or the lock. Still,
| prevailed. | found this.”

Vaeriagared at the scroll on the table between them. It was only aroll of old parchment. Olivet was
clearly unperturbed. There was no reason for chillsto crawl down her spine.

But then, she thought, he had lost the stallion magic. He was still amage, but the great magics and the
beautiful discipline were gone. His power was strong, but it was hollow.

Thisthing had done that to him. It had drained away the heart of his power.

He seemed unaware of theloss. He unbound the cords and unrolled the scroll asif it had been an
ordinary book. "Thisisthekey," he said, spreading his hands across a closdly written page.

The letters swarmed like insects. Vderiaamost could have sworn that they crawled up over hisfingers
before dipping down again to the yellowed page.

Wasthat page parchment? Or was it human skin?

She made hersdf ligtento him. "Thisisthe key,” he said again. "Herel found my true art and native
caling. | discovered that every power needsits opposite. For powers of light there must be powers of
dark. For magic of the Word, silence. For the galions magic, this."

"Unmaking," Vderiasad.

He nodded. "What is made must be unmade. Otherwise, everything hegps on itsalf, higher and higher,
deeper and deeper, until it comes crashing down. That's the purpose of death—to make way for the
generations that come &fter. If none of us ever died, the earth would fill with creatures until it could hold
no more."

"Then youre more than asimplerival to the Mountain,” shesad. "Y ou're the antidote. The natural

Olivet shrugged, spreading his hands. "That is one way of seeing it. | see my place as necessary—as a
counterbaance.”

"But," she said, "you have nothing to balance the sdlions.”

"I havethis" he said, caressing the page as she had never seen him caressahorse. "Thereis so much
beauty here, so many wonders. None of my riders has the power to perceive them. But you..." Hiseyes
on her were hungry. "Y ou were sent. Y ou are the heir of the Unmaking."

It was dl she could do to keep her face expressonless. Her belly was atight and painful knot. Her throat
hurt.

"See," he said, unralling the scroll to acolumn that was marked with acrimson ribbon. "A smple spell. It
bal ances patterns, then undoes them so that they can be made again. Do you see the beauty init? Do you
see the degance? It has no need for agod in the body of ahorse. Thisis pure smplicity, magic stripped
of dl pretenson.”



She looked down at the column of words. They werein old Aurelian, very archaic. She could barely
read them. Before she could breasthe asigh of rdlief, they shifted themsdvesinto formsthat she knew.

Her eyes were bound, compelled. She had to read the spell. It dithered into her mind and coiled there.

She had time, judt, to raise wards around it and wall it in. Even so, in passing it touched the edges of the
patterns she had been building in her time on the Mountain. It was al she could do to keep them from
unraveing.

Beauty? she thought. Elegance? Thiswas degp and subtle evil.

Mestre Olivet seemed unaware that anything had happened. His power was riddled with gaps. As strong
asit dill was, it must have been remarkable before he lost the greater part of it.

"They caught you, didn't they?" she said before she could stop hersdlf. "After you'd worked afew of
these spdlls, your magic started to change. Y ou couldn't control the stalionsany longer. Yes?'

He stiffened. She braced for astorm of anger, but he had enough discipline left to keep it from bursting
out. "1 no longer needed the stalions. My art had gone beyond them. Asyourswill—after you have
manipul ated the Dance. Then the Dance itsdlf may be unmade.”

"If you are going to teach meto control the Dance," she said, "then | can't be near this book again until
after. I'm not the master you were when you found it. | don't have your protections. It will take the
powers | need before | have achance to use them.”

She held her breath and prayed he could not see how badly that single spell had frightened her. Evento
save Kerrec'slife, she could not subject hersdlf to more of it.

To her enormousrelief, he nodded. "Yes. Yes, | see. Your strength is so great, your talent so
overwheming, | have difficulty remembering how young you till are.” He rolled up the scroll and
fastened the bindings and dipped it into its case.

Then finally she could breathe. He continued to stroke the scroll's case while he went on. "When the
Danceisunmade, you'll have no moreto fear. This power is meant for you asit wasfor me. Onceyou let
go of the Mountain's spell, you'll seeitswonders. But first, yes, continue in the old enfeebled way. Only
by making can we unmake."

"And only by unmaking can we make," she said.

He smiled, as pleased with that bit of blatant manipulation as she had hoped he would be. "You area
very wise child," he said. "Now then. Firg, the laws of making. Y our rider never taught them to you?
No?Wadll. In my day we learned them as soon as we were tested. Listen now, and listen well."

She listened, and she held her tongue. Shefelt the spell of Unmaking inside her, coiled within the wards,
waiting for amoment of weakness. Please the gods and the powers of the Mountain, these arts that
Mestre Olivet taught her so hastily—if they were true arts and not ruined asthe rest of his power
was—would not only keep the Unmaking at bay, but would destroy it.

Chapter Twenty-Nine



The sun moved in the sky. The moon rose and set. The sun came back again.

The one without aname lay in fitful darkness, rocking and swaying. His body was pain. His spirit was
emptiness. Hedid in and out of aformlessdream.

The rocking and rattling stopped. V oices babbled, rising to a crescendo and then fading. Hoofbeats
receded into the distance. There was amoment of silence.

White light blazed upon him. Two white gods|oomed above him. Both of them together were more than
his maimed soul could bear. He hid in blankets to escape them.

The young one, shadowed with dapples, plucked the blankets from him and tossed them aside. The
elder, pure white and massivein his prime, nudged and coaxed and bullied him out of the wagon and
onto sumbling feet. He reded. Warm solidity held him up. He clung to the heavy white neck.

The elder god breathed on him. The pain retreated. His mind was alittle clearer. The splinters of his
consciousness began to come together.

He struck them apart with fierce repulsion. He did not want to remember. He did not want to have a
name again, to have amemory, to know pain.

Helooked into the young one's dark and liquid eye. A face wasin it, awoman, young, beautiful—enemy.
Traitor. Destroyer. He must find—he must kill—He flung himself toward that hated image.

The elder stalion shouldered him asde. He sumbled and fell, and lay gasping on the stony ground. The
surge of rage was gone, leaving him cold and sick.

He could fed the stallions standing above him. He braced for the shattering blows of hooves, but a
peremptory nose urged him to hisfeet again. It was the elder once more, the white one, whose name he
could amost recall.

The young one snorted explosively and shook his long moon-colored mane. He spun and showed them
both his hedls, bolting into the glare of sunlight.

The elder gdlion sghed. The man whose name was gone wound fingersin hismane and pulled himself
onto the broad white back. Once there, his whole body relaxed. It did not matter where he went or what
became of him. Thiswas where he belonged. Thiswashome.

The white stalion turned and walked carefully away from the broken wagon. Once he was sure that the
man was secure on his back, he gathered his compact sturdy body and sprang into flight.

He was much faster than he looked, and his paces were smooth. The man clung to hismane and let
himself be carried wherever the white god pleased.

The emperor's heir had been uneasy since before the caravan came from the Mountain. No one else,
even the Augurs and the soothsayers, seemed to see the vision that refused to let her be. Over and over
she saw apattern disrupted and a Dance turned to confusion.

The riders had gone into seclusion on arriva, and their guards and servants had disappeared with them
into a house near the palace that had last been opened a hundred years ago. The imperial retainerswho
had cleaned and prepared it had returned to their more usua duties. No one from outside the Mountain
would approach the riders between the quarter moon and the new, until the Dance was over. Thelr
solitude was sacred, and essentia to their magic.



Briana was standing above the gate when they rode in. She looked for her brother, but he was not there.
She recognized the rest of the Firgt Riders, and lesser riders behind them, fifteenin dl. Of the one whose
name now was Kerrec, therewas no sign.

Fifteen riders, fifteen white stdlions. There should have been sixteen. Kerrec should have been there,

She could hardly blame him if he had refused to come. Still, she was disappointed. She had thought
better of him. No matter what was between him and their father, he should have been herefor this. He
was the strongest of the First Riders, even if he was the youngest. The Dance would not go well without
him. If her foresight wastrue, it would go very badly, and bring disaster to the empire.

If hewasthat spiteful, then she had no use for him.

She had worked hersdf into a decent temper by the second day after the caravan had come. Her
servants were walking softly, and her chamberlain had diverted dl the embassies and petitions that
required both tact and patience. She would have his head for that, but not immediately. First shewas
going to strangle her brother.

She went out riding that second morning, one except for the inevitable company of guards. Her dreams
through the night had been dim and confused. Little of them stayed with her after she woke, but the mood
they left was even darker than before,

She had to get out of the palace and the city. The walswere closing in. Everything reeked of imminent
disadter.

"Sometimes," she said to her captain, "magicisacurse.”

Demetrianot only had none of her own, she had been born with wards againgt it. Magic could get no grip
on her. She wasimmune. Fortunate woman.

She did not trouble Briana with false sympathy. A jut of the chin sent two of the guards ahead. Sheraked
her eye down theline of therest until it straightened. Brianaiin the middle, thoroughly protected, wished
that she could go whirling off into the sky and befree of it all.

Peoplein the city recognized the imperid heir, but her plain clothes and the smal size of her escort
warned them not to turn her passage into a procession. Now and then someone caled her name. Oncea
stoneflew, it struck aguard's shield and glanced off.

The guards at the northern gate saluted as Brianarode through. She acknowledged them with anod. Her
eye was dready on the road, which miraculously was empty of travelers. Somehow al the people
flocking to Aurdiafor the emperor's jubilee had chosen not to travel in that hour. The road was hers. She
took it asagift of the gods.

Thevillage of Sosastood on ahill above the northward road. A fold of the land cut off the view of the
bay, and along wooded ridge shielded it from the blagts that blew off the mountains. Thelack of aview
kept the noble and the wedthy away. The soft winds and gentle rains made the grass grow richer there
than anywhere round about. Sheep and goats thrived there, and cattle grew fat on the lush grass.

Briana had stopped there often before after agallop on the plain. Therewas adairy near the center of the
village, where atraveler could stop for ajar of milk, fresh and foaming from the goat or the cow, aloaf of
bread, and awedge of pungent cheese. That day there were airy, faintly sweet cakes plump with raigins,
that came with apot of honeyed fruit and another of clotted cream.

Brianasat in the garden in front of the dairy to eat her dinner. Since she was the only one there apart



from the guards, she could claim the table under the rose arbor. The trelliswas thick with
white-and-scarlet blooms, and dizzy with fragrance.

She was calmer, but her mood was no better. She ate as much as she could ssomach and left the rest for
the guards. They had eaten aswell as she had, but they were never averse to another round.

The girl who had served them was discreet and quiet. Brianawas somewhat surprised after she had
eaten, as she was thinking of getting up and riding on, to look up and find the girl standing in front of her,
shifting from foot to foot.

Brianaknew that look well. Training kept the scowl from her face and made her ask politdy, 'Y es?'

"Lady," said thegirl, "I'd not trouble you, but Grandmother asks—Grandmother begs your pardon,
but—would you come, please?!

Brianaglanced a Demetria. The captain rose from the bench by the flower bed, but there was no danger
here that Briana could sense.

Brianadid not need to ask why the grandmother had not come herself. The old woman was blind and
bedridden, but she had a gift, and that gift wasforesight. If she asked afavor of Briana, she knew what
shedid and why. Brianawould be wise to do as she asked.

Beyond the dairy barn was asmall stone building, very old, that had been the farmhouse before the family
grew prosperous enough for the handsome structure of stone and timber that stood on the other side of
the garden from the dairy. The old house was gutted and the thatch on its roof had worn thin, and from
the look and the smell, goats had been living in it until quite recently.

Now there was a stocky, common-looking grey horse dozing with its head down and itslower lip dack,
and, lying in abed of clean straw, aman.

"We found them here thismorning,” the girl said. "The horsewon't let us near the man. He's sick, we can
see that much. He wakes up sometimes and talks, but his words make no sense. The horse kicked the
hedler priest out the door. Grandmother said tell the lady in the garden, shell know what to do.”

The horse lifted its head. Briana caught her breath. In an instant he had transformed from nondescript cob
to living god.

Now that he had put aside his pretense of mortality, she recognized that elegant arch of nose and that
cam dark eye. "Petra?’ she asked.

He dipped his head. Her eye legped to the man in the straw, knowing who he was even before she saw
hisface. She sprang toward him and dropped to her knees. The dairy girl squesked in darm, but Petra
made no move to stop her.

Her brother drew into afetal knot under her touch. Shefat as much as saw the marks of torture on him,
bad enough on hisbody but harrowing on his spirit. The whole beautiful structure of his magic was
charred and broken.

Someone or something had set a protection on him. She could fed it, too deep amost to reach. Hewas
healing, dowly, from theinsde out. But there was so much hurt, so much ruin. ..

She could not give way to either horror or rage, not yet. "Demetria,” she said without turning, "find a cart



and ananimd to pull it."
"Wehaveacart," thedairy girl said. "Mother hasamule.”

"That will do," said Briana. "Go with my captain and show her where they are. Then ask your mother to
make a posset with curds and honey and such herbs as she knows of, for strength of spirit. Bring it back
asquickly asyou can.”

They |eft together, the girl running, Demetria striding long-legged behind her. Briana put them out of her
mind and bent over Kerrec.

Hewas awake. His eyeswere blurred, but they struggled to focus on her face. "Briana?' Hisvoicewasa
raw whisper.

She could have wept with relief that he knew her. "Kerrec? Am brosius?” .
His browsknit. "I don't—who—"

"Never mind," shesaid. "Rest. Y ou'll be home soon.”

"Home? Do |—where—"

"Hush," shesad.

He closed hiseyes. She stayed by him until the girl came with the posset, then she poured it into him. He
was reluctant but obedient.

That was completely unlike him. She had been angry at whoever or whatever had done thisto him. Now
shewas growing afraid.

The cart came none too soon. She had no plan, but Demetria had been thinking while Briana dternately
grieved and raged over what had become of her brother. In alittle while the captain had arranged it dll.
Kerrec was on hisway to Aurdia, and Briana drove him in the covered cart, while the one of her guards
who looked most like her wore her clothes and rode her grey mare back into the city.

Chapter Thirty

The guards and their apparent mistress returned to the palace by the public gate. The mule cart with its
hooded and silent driver went in by the servants entrance. No one remarked on the undistinguished grey
cob tied to the tail of the cart, or asked to see what cargo the driver brought in.

That served Brianawell, but she would have words with the captain of the paace guard when thiswas
over. She drove the cart into the kitchen court, where Demetriawas waiting with haf adozen guards.

Two of them took charge of the cart. They would take it back to Sosia. The rest lifted Kerrec out,
wrapped in arug, and carried him to Briana's rooms. The grey cob followed, flickering in and out of
vison. Brianahad not known the stalions had the art of invisibility, dthough it should hardly be surprising.
After dl, they were gods.

Briana had the guards carry Kerrec to the pavilion in her private garden. It was secluded and easy to



defend, and Petra could come and go as he pleased. Therewas abed in the airy space, in which Briana
dept in the heat of the summer. With shutters up and carpets on the tiled floor, and afirein the shielded
hearth, it was comfortable even in winter.

Just now, at the beginning of autumn, when the days were still summer-warm and the nights were barely
hinting at winter's chill, it would serve Kerrec well enough. Brianahad abath brought in, with her most
discreet servantsto attend it, and saw him bathed and shaved and restored to his usua sdif.

By the time he waslaid in bed, her jaw ached with clenching. Wherever he had been, he had crossed
paths with a Brother of Pain. The pattern of weals and scars was unmistakable.

So was the way he swam in and out of consciousness. He had been subjected to the deeper torments.
They would seem small when they began, but over time they ate away at the mind and spirit. For amage
of hisparticular order and power, they were devastating. They took aim at the roots of his discipline and
eroded them until the power turned on itself. Then the torturer could simply stand back and watch the
Sructure crumble.

Brianahad aheder's gift and afair grounding in the art, but thiswas beyond her. She paced thefloor ina
controlled fury, dimly aware that guards and servants stayed well out of her way. Abruptly she stopped.
A whitewall had presented itsdlf in front of her.

She met Petras steedy dark stare. "There'sno onein the hedlers templethat i trust,” she said to him.
"Not for this. Whoever and whatever did this, to dare such a crime, to capture and torture arider—he
would haveto be very brave indeed, or absolutely mad." She lashed out with pure fury. "And you)
Where were you? How could you | et this happen?”’

Petra neither lowered his head nor looked away. His eyeswere full of stars.

He was not human, and he was not mortal. The patterns of the Dance, the tides of time and fate, were
embodied in him. Her mind was too small to comprehend dl of what he knew.

"That'snonsense," she said. He could blast her where she stood, and she did not care. "Y ou let down
your guard. Y ou failed. Who was strong enough to snatch your rider from under your nose? Who?'

"Gothard."
She spun. Kerrec was awake. His eyeswere clear.
"Gothard?" she echoed. "Our brother Gothard? He was never mage enough for this.”

"It ssemswe underestimated him," Kerrec said with something like hisold dry wit. "Listen carefully. You
have to warn theriders. Therésaplot to kill our father and disrupt the Dance. They have amage, araw
power driven by anger and malice, who can break the pattern. That one is even stronger than Gothard.
Master Nikoswill know who it isand why. The barbarians are using both Gothard and the other. I'm
afraid—they never said, but I'm very much afraid—that even if they fail with the Dance, they'll succeed in
therest. Even if the Danceis safe, the emperor will be dead.”

He stopped, breathing hard asif the effort of so much clarity had exhausted him. She gripped hishands.
Hewas dipping dready, fdling back into afog of confusion.

"Kerrec," she sad, widding hisname like aweapon. "Kerrec!”

His head rolled on his neck. Hisface had gone dack. She resisted the urge to dap him back to
consciousness. He was beyond that. He had gathered every scrap of coherence that he had, and every



fragment of memory, and et it al in those few words. Now there was nothing |ft.
She whirled to face Petra. "Fetch my father,” she said.

If the stallion had been human, his brows would have gone up. She went well past presumption in
ordering him about asif he were a servant.

"Yes, | do," shesaid. "I'm desperate. A guard or servant won't bring him, not for this. Even for mehe
won't do it. For you helll come.”

She hoped he would come. Father and son had not parted amicably at all. To this day the emperor
would not hear his son's name spoken, ether the one he had carried asimperia heir or the one he had
claimed as arider. Both Ambrosius and Kerrec were dead and gone.

"Tell HisMgesty," she said to Petra, "that thereisno one else | can trust, and no one who can help. No
one else can break theriders secluson. For the empires sdvation, let him come.™

Petralowered hishead dightly and turned, trotting out of the pavilion. The sound of his hoofbests died
away. She could only hope he would do as she asked. Otherwise she would have to go to the emperor
hersdf and beg.

Of dl the things the Emperor Artorius might have expected to find waiting in hisrooms when he came up
from dinner, awhite god was one of the last. The beast had sent his servantsinto hysterics and reduced
his guards to wide-eyed hel plessness. He was standing in the middle of the emperor's private parlor, as
incongruous afigure as one might expect, gpparently sound adeep.

Artorius was not deceived. He bowed as an emperor, should before agod, and said courteoudy, "My
lord."

The gtdlion's eyes opened and his ears came up. He pawed lightly, with care not to damage the floor,
and cocked an ear. The emperor, it was clear, wasto follow him.

The emperor wastired. The day had been long and his duties burdensome. He was planning awar as
well as ajubilee. Sometimes he could not have told which was which.

Nevertheless, thiswas agod. He had never had such avistation, nor had he heard of such athing. If
nothing ese, it sparked his curiosity. He sighed for hislost deep, but he bowed again, lower than before,
and waited for the gtdlion to lead him.

Briana had fetched an armload of books from the palace library and was buried in them when her father
followed Petra through the garden. Night had falen. The stdlion glowed like afull moon, lighting the
emperor's path. Shelooked up, blinking, as he mounted the flight of stepsinto the pavilion.

He was not scowling, which was encouraging. He seemed surprised to see her, which wasless so. She
resisted the urge to hide Kerrec from him. She waited for him to see that the bed was occupied, then to
redizewho it was.

Hisface went cold. He turned on his hed, but Petra blocked hisway. Brianathought her father would
actually shoulder the stdlion aside, but he clearly reconsidered.

"Father," she said to hisback, "please. This goes beyond afamily quarrdl. A First Rider has been taken
and tortured. Thereisaplot againgt the Dance and against you."



The emperor did not move. "Tortured?' he said.
"Comeand see”

If he had tried to leave then, she did not think Petrawould have stopped him. He took along whileto
decide, but in the end he turned back and went to stand over Kerrec.

Kerrec was degp adeep. Brianahad laid on him asimple but effective spell, usng moonlight and water
and earth from the garden.

The emperor bent and drew back the blanket. Mage light was brighter than lamplight and much less
forgiving. He cast it across the still but bresthing body.

Artoriuswas in no hurry to speak. Brianawent back to her books. She had yet to find what she was
looking for, which was away to restore her brother's memory and rebuild his magic. She refused to
accept that there was no such thing.

She had amost forgotten that her father was there when he said, ™Y ou had better tell me what you
know."

She paused to shift her mind from atreetise on the nature of memory, then told him what Kerrec had told
her, word for word. His expression did not change as he listened. When it was done, he asked, "That's
al hetold you?'

"lItwasdl hecould tdl," she answered.
"It'svery little" he said.

Briana should have expected that. Thiswas yet another skirmish in the old war between father and son,
and neither of them had any sense when it came to the other. She would have knocked their heads
together if it would have done any good &t all.

She settled, thistime, for banked heat and fiercely controlled temper. "Isn't it enough that Gothard is
plotting to kill you and take the throne, with the barbarians to support him? They're plotting to disrupt the
Dance and shift thetides of timein their favor. What more do you need?”’

"Surer proof than the word of adead man,” the emperor said coldly.
"What of theword of aFirst Rider?!

"A Firgt Rider whose mind and magic are broken. Who knows what he actually saw, as opposed to
what he was persuaded to see?"

"He saw Gothard,” Brianasaid. " believe that. He was lucid when he told me. It was the truth.”
"I need proof," the emperor said.
"Can't you use your common sense? Do you redly know where Gothard is?"

"He has been riding through his estates in the north,” the emperor said, "administering them asaprince
should do."

"Areyou sure of that? Are you absolutely sure?' She did not wait for him to answer, but pressed alittle
harder. "Inwhat way is hisword or the word of his messengers more to be trusted than that of aFirst
Rider?'



Artorius was not to be swayed, even by logic. "No matter what the charges, no matter how black the
treason, any court of justice would demand no less. Theword of one man isnot enough. Y ou know this.
Y ou'vejudged more sternly than | have in matters affecting the empire.”

"Sol have" shesad, "and | believe my brother. Thisisurgent, Father, it's eleven days until the Dance.
That's preciouslittietime.”

"Thenuseitwdl," hesad.

"At least increase your guard,” she said, "and cdl in the mages of the Watch. If the seershave seen
anything—if the Augurs have marked the omens—"

"It will dl bedone" hesaid.
She eyed him narrowly. If hewasindulging her fancies, shewould call him to account for it.

Hewaslooking down at Kerrec again. She could not read his expression. Helaid his hand on Kerrec's
forehead. It was not a caress. Her skin prickled.

There was ahiss and a sharp crack. The emperor recoiled. Blue light arced between his palm and
Kerrec's brow.

Without a pause for thought, Briana cast adamping spell. The small hairs on her body no longer stood
erect. The scent of ozone dissipated. Kerrec lay as till asbefore.

The emperor flexed hisfingers. A dow bresth escaped him. " Something has warded him,” he said.
Shenodded. "It'sthe stalions, | think, or some magic of the Mountain. Thereésnoill-wishinginit.”
"None that you can see.”

"l trugtit," shesad, "and him."

Hesdghed. "I wish that | could do the same. | do see that he believes what hetold you. But asheis, with
the deep torment—the truth may be dtogether different.”

Brianadid not think so, but she had had enough of arguing. "If thereisaplot,” she said, "and you can't
deny that it'slikely, regardless of who is behind it—Ilet uslay atrap to catch its perpetrators. If there are
none, we lose nothing but time and alittle magic. If they do exist, with luck and the gods help well stop
them before they make their move.”

Hedid not dismissit out of hand, which she had been afraid of. He did not embraceit, either, but she had
not expected that. He said, "l suppose that's reasonable. What did you have in mind?"

Vey little, she thought, but she could hardly tdll him that. "We need theriders,” she said. "They haveto
know of this™

"No," her father said. "If we bresk their seclusion, we play into the enemy's hands—if he exists. We
disrupt the Dance before it even begins.”

"But they haveto know," she said. "They have to be warned."

"Y ou think they haven't been?"' His glance caught Petra, who stood in the doorway, so gill and silent that
he might have been made of marble. "Bdievethis, child. They know."



llBut_ll

"Whatever we do," he said, "we do without them. If thereisaplot, it's more important than ever that the
ritual of the Dance be observed in every particular.”

She had to accept the logic of that. In any case her thoughts were only half-formed. She had to delve
deeper into her books and remember the lessons of her own magic.

The emperor stooped and kissed her forehead. She half thought he flinched, but no fire leaped from her.
She was properly restrained and contained within hersdlf.

"Stay here," he said, "and do what you can. I'll see that your duties are taken care of until thisisover."
"So you do bdieve him," she said with asmall surge of eation.

"I believethat he believesit,” he said. "Good night, daughter. Rest if you can. Y ou'll need your strength if
you'reto fight abattle.

She bent her head. He smiled, a surprisingly warm smilein so stern aface. Hewas so like hisson, in
mind as well as body, that her eyes pricked with tears. Dear gods, she prayed. Protect them both.
Guard my father. Heal my brother. Save us all from the stormthat is coming.

Chapter Thirty-One

Euan'stongue circled Vderias nipple, then flicked with a sudden flutter. She gasped. He laughed, alow
rumble. Shewound fingersin histhick hair. His erect organ throbbed against her thigh. She gathered
hersdlf to dide down and takeit in.

She froze. White fire had leaped insde her, searing through the darkness, burning away any thought but
one.

She never remembered leaving the bed, |et alone leaving Euan. She must have paused for amoment,
because when she was truly conscious again, she was outside in the morning chill, and she had her riding
clothes on. Euan was there, she supposed, but she had no thought to spare for him.

Sabata had come back, and he had captured himself a human. Mestre Olivet pressed against thewal| of
the lodge, as white as the hoarfrost. The stallion snapped wicked teeth in hisface.

"Sabata," Vderiasaid mildly. She did not trouble to raise her voice. Olivet looked ready to drop down in
afit.

Sabata's ears flattened, but he moved back astep. Olivet's shaking did not lessen. Vaeriaredizedina
kind of horror that he could no longer read a horse. That was not even magic, it was smple observation,
and any horseman could do it. He could not see that the threat was ended, only that the great white thing
was still too close. He was blank with terror.

Gods help her, she would never in thisworld want to become what this man had become. The spell of
Unmaking insde her tirred uneasily but then subsided. She asked Sabata politely to draw away even
farther. He obeyed with little grace, but he did it.



She moved in beside him. His ears stayed flat, but he did not offer to bite or kick. She did her arm over
his back and laid her head againgt his neck and said into thet little curling ear, Y ou foadl. Y ou endless
fool. Why did you come back?'

The ear flicked. He snorted wetly. He was not going to answer her. Nor was he going to leave, no matter
what she might be thinking.

She meant to get rid of him. She could at least try to chase him off with whips and stones. But he curved
his neck around her and pressed his soft nose into her palm and blew warm bresth on it, and she fell
completely under his spell. She could have fought it. She chose not to, and maybe that was cowardly.
But when she was as close to him asthis, she was that much farther away from the Unmaking.

Sabata would not undo the spell trapped insde Vaeria. It wastoo deep, he said, and too firmly rooted.
If heremovediit, it would cost her dl her magic and much of her sdf.

"Butit'ssmal," she said as she settled him in the stable he had been in before. " There's hardly anything to
it. Surdy—"

He turned his back on her and buried hisface in hay. She struck his broad round rump with her fist, but
he did not even flinch. She spun and stalked away.

Hewasin front of her, barring the door. She had not heard him move.

She wanted to retreat in dignity. The Sight of him, so solid and so very much of thisearth and yet so
incontestably agod, broke her down in tears.

He was more than strong enough to hold her up while she cried out dl her fear and worry and guilt. She
was clean and empty when she finished. If there had been awind blowing, it would have passed straight
through her.

She washed her face in the rain barrel outside the door, and put herself in as much order as she could.
Sabata had gone back to his hay. However dangerousit had been for him to come back and risk
Unmaking, shewas glad he wasthere.

Just as she passed out of sight, she had aflicker of vision, asif she had seen around a corner to another
place and, maybe, the same time. She saw Kerrec on Petra's back, and awoman so like him that she
must be hissigter.

Her knees buckled in relief. She nearly fell. Once she found her balance, her step waslighter. She went
to find Mestre Olivet.

Hewasin seclusion, the guards said. She could imagine him lying with acold cloth over hiseyes,
convincing himself that he had been &fflicted by aterrible evil.

If he wasthat appaled by the close proximity of awhite god, how true or accurate were the patterns he
was teaching her? She had thought that she would know if they were false. Could she be sure of that?

It wastoo late for doubts. She retreated to the library, for lack of abetter thought, and hunted in it for
something that did not have to do with magic.



Shefell adeep over aflorid romance of ahundred years ago. Its patterns were slly and hackneyed and
harmless. They gave her agift of smple dreams, common and ordinary, with no foreboding in them.

Euan Rohe did not want to leave Vaeriaaone that night, as strange amood as she wasin now that the
gt lion had come back. But he had an obligation he could not refuse. He had to hope that she would still
be there when he came back, and that the lodge and its inhabitants would be intact.

He brought himsdf up short for thinking that. Vderiahad made her choice. She wanted the Mountain,
and no one esewould giveit to her. The stallion should reassure her. By coming back, he had proved
that his alegiance wasto her and not to the Mountain.

In any case Euan could not stay to tell her these things. He was not quite disastroudly late, but it wasa
bruising ride. One of hiswarband lost his horse to amisstep. The horse went down and came up
three-legged.

The man was winded but otherwise unharmed. They left him with the carcass of the horse. Either he
could walk back to the lodge or he could wait for them to come back that way, and beg aride on
SOMEONE'S Crupper.

Euan would have started walking, himsdlf. Wolves and mountain cats were not particularly hungry at this
time of year, but adead horse was as much mesat as some of them saw in ayesar.

It did not seem that Tavis thought of that. He was Sitting by the horse when Euan glanced back, looking
asif he meant to fall adeep as soon asthe others were out of sight.

Euan shrugged. Some men had to learn wisdom the hard way. Usudly it killed them.

Therewas no timefor idiots tonight or any night between now and the Dance. The priestswerewaiting in
the place that Euan's men had found for them. It was astrange place, a perfect circlein the earth, with
Sdes as sheer aswalls except to the west, where part of the wall had come down with timeand rain.
There was atrack of sorts, too steep and dippery for horses, and bad enough for men trying to find their
way inthelast of the daylight.

Euan's skin crawled as he picked hisway down to the floor of that place. It was dmost perfectly flat.
There must have been grass and treesin it—he could see the remnants aong the edges—but the priests
had peeled away the earth's skin to reved afloor of black glass. In the center of it they had raised the
sacred stone, by meansthat Euan did not have the rank or the calling to understand. It was black, and by
the law of therite must be unshaped, asit was taken from the earth, it thrust like afinger toward the
darkening sky.

There were three priests. There should have been nine, but it was along way from the border and along
sretch of empire, with legions and imperia spies, in between. Euan was glad to see as many asthere
were. Three would be enough, in this place, to raise what must be raised.

All of hismen were there except for Tavis. Those who had been living a largein the country, away from
Gothard and his suspicions, had come in intact, which was even more of awonder than the number of
priests who had survived their journey.

Euan wasthe last to come down to the floor of the valey. Full night had falen. The starsfor once were
not veiled in mist or rain, but were hard and clear. The air had a snap of frost.

Thiswas arite of night and stone. Therewould be no light or fire.



The sacrifice was bound to the stone. They must have brought him from the lands of the Caetanni. He
was no imperid, with hishair so fair it glowed in the starlight, and skin aswhite as milk. Therewasnot a
blemish on him, not amark of the torture that would have aready begun.

He was drugged, his head rolling dackly againgt the stone. He looked asif he had aready goneto the
white place, the place where men went when they were in perfect pain, or when they were going to die.

The priests et fall their dark robes. They were naked beneath, shaved clean from head to toe. The marks
of their clan swirled over their bodiesin dizzying patterns, seeming to move independently of the skin,
writhing and coiling.

Euan knew better than to look too close. The chant was befuddling enough, amost but not quite
overwhelming the soft whimpers and strangled screams of the victim as he was given to the One.

It was adow sacrifice. The cause was powerful and the need great. The invocations were the strongest
and the summonings the most terrible. They called the darknessto vell the stars. They begged the Oneto
favor their undertaking, to give them strength for the gresat thing that they would do in theimperid city. An
emperor dead, the pattern of destiny disrupted, the tides of the world shifted and the false gods
destroyed—all before the next phase of the moon.

The priests betrayed no suggestion of doubt, no sign of fear. Thiswould be, because it wasthe will of the
Ore.

They painted the sone with the victim's blood. He lived along time, long enough to see hisentrails
wound nine times around the stone and sealed with iron. At the last they wrought the blood eagle,
athough by then there wasllittle blood lft in him. The pale wings of the lungs and the white arches of ribs
glorified the One.

The eldest of the priestsintoned the blessing, anointing each warrior with blood gone thick and cold.
Euan set histeeth a the touch of it on hisforehead. Hot blood had ataste and asmell like none other,
bright and strong aslifeitsdf, but cold blood stank of degth.

Death was the One's beloved cresation. He bowed his head to the power of it, and let himsalf be
dismissed with the rest of the warband.

The priestswould wait until the fighting men were gone. Then they would dispose of the victim. By
sunrise, even the bones would be gone, crushed to powder and scattered on the wind.

Sowould it befor dl the enemies of the One. Every worshipper of false gods. Every mage who was not
sworn to the priesthood. Every living thing that walked apart from the truth.

Vaeriagared blindly into the dark. Sabata was awhite light insde her, but within the light wasits
Unmaking. From that her dream had come.

She had been Euan Rohe. She had felt what he felt, thought what he thought. She had lived inside his
body for the space of an evening and anight.

She knew him now. She knew what he was and what he meant to do. Gothard would live only aslong as
he served hisdlies purposes.

When she looked inside hersdlf, she saw no hatred of Euan. She was not even particularly horrified. By
the customs she had learned from childhood, he was a bloodstained savage. In his own world hewas a



good man, loyd to his people and devoted to his god.

She il wanted him, the warmth of his body, the taste of hislips, the way he knew dl her tenderest
places. If that meant she was corrupted, then so beit. She could not help what her body felt, even while
her mind gave aname to everything she had done since she saved Kerrec's life. That name was treason.

Chapter Thirty-Two

Traitor.

He had aname again. His name was Kerrec. He knew her name, too. Her name was Traitor. The name
she had used when she pretended to be aman, then the name she claimed when the gods betrayed the
truth, werelies. Traitor wasthetruth.

Hewas hedling., but his heart would never be the same. He might never get back hisdiscipline,
ether—not asit was before.

There was warmth inside him, from which the hegling came. It made him think of gentle hands and a soft
voi ce speaking words he could not quite catch. It smoothed his ragged edges and mended his wounds,
and hdped him to make himsdf whole again.

At firgt he thought Brianawas doing it. Her spellsdid help, but they would have been usdesswithout the
deeper, stronger enchantment. He did not know who had worked it. It was not one of the stallions,
athough there was astrong flavor of them init. It might almost have been—it dmost felt like—

She wanted nothing except to destroy him. Someone el se had found him and worked the spell on him.
Someday he would discover who it was. For now, the best thanks he could give would be to keep on
heding.

Onwhat Brianalater told him was the third day since she found him in the village, he remembered where
he was and why he had been riding to Aurdia. With that memory came enough of the rest that he nearly
broke again.

Petra brought him back from the edge. Briana kept him there. He tried to get up and find the rest of the
riders, but neither of hisjailerswould let him go. "They need me," heinssted. "They have to know—I
havetotdl them—"

"No," Brianasaid, and Petramade himself into awall that Kerrec was sill too wesk to pass. He sank
down Smmering, determining to bide histime.

If therewas any of it left. "What day isthis?' he demanded.
"Eight days until the Dance," hissster answered.
He nodded. He gave it more of adying fal than he honestly felt. As he had hoped, sheleft him done.

Petradid not, but he was not human. He did not fret as Briana did. After awhile he wandered off
through the garden toward the manger that had been set under an arbor. It was kept full of sweet hay,
and in the evening a servant brought an offering of barley and oats and alittle corn.



"You should go," Kerrec said. He was the length of the garden away from the stallion, but that did not
matter to agod. "Now more than ever, the Dance needs the best and the strongest. Y ou are both.”

Petraignored him. He was deep in the bliss of good hay.

That was the most dangerous weakness of the union between riders and stalions. Each stallion bound
himsdf to asinglerider. If that rider was unable to ride the Dance, the stallion nearly aways chose the
man over theritud.

"Y ou can't do that now," Kerrec persisted, dthough he knew it might do more harm than good. "This
Dance means too much, and hastoo many threats againgt it. Y ou haveto let someone elseride you.”

Petrawas not listening at al. The qudity of his not-listening was distinct. Kerrec was lucky, it said, that
Petradid not erupt in outrage at the thought of another rider on his back.

"Other sdlionsdlow it," Kerrec said.
Not I. It wasamark of strong fedling that the stallion replied in words.

That was asfar as Kerrec dared to go. He eased himself out of bed, taking histime. Dizziness came and
went. There was surprisingly little pain. He was weak, but not as weak as he had expected. He could
stand. He could even walk.

Whoever had sown the seed of hedling in him, it was a miraculous thing. The harder he used himsdlf, the
fagter it hedled him. He knew of no school of magic that could do such athing.

At the moment he did not care. He was barefoot, with no shoes or boots to be found, but his clothes
were decent enough. They were servant's clothes, the plain brown tunic and trousers of a stablehand or a
drudge in the kitchens. They were aso near enough to the casua uniform of arider.

More of his memory came back as he waked through the garden and into the heir'swing of the palace.
This had been his once, and Brianahad changed little of it. The archery range was il there. So wasthe
stable, with afair population of horses. Even some of the servants were the same.

None of them seemed to recognize him. If he had had magic he could use, he would have cast aworking
to make them see whatever they expected to see. Asit was, there was no outcry. No one called his
name, either the prince's name or the First Rider's.

He was following patterns, the fretwork of alatticed window, the pattern of sunlight on atiled floor. They
led him down passages that after awhile he no longer remembered. He must have left the heir'swing and
crossed to the greater palace. He could not have gone as far as the queen's pa ace, which had been
empty since hismother died. He must be somewhere in the region of the state chambers or, behind and
bel ow them, the warren of cells and passages that was the chancery of the empire.

These were servants corridors, with walls of plain brick or stone and bare floors. The beauties of the
public palace were not in evidence here.

His passage from one to the other was suitably abrupt. He opened a door and found himself in familiar
surroundings. The floor was ajeweled mosaic. The walls were painted with frescoes of gardens and
forests. Painted marble busts lurked in niches. He recognized anumber of hisancestors and at least one
blatant usurper, whose bust had been relieved of its nose and ears and hung with the halter of atraitor. It
was meant for awarning, and areminder.

Mutilated old Fomorius told Kerrec where he was. He was just above the Golden Hall, where each



evening the court performed the movements of its own, very earthly dance.
Kerrec'swill had stopped being his own sometime since.

He dipped through another door, back into the drabness of the servants world, and followed the tugging
a hisweakened magic. It led him down anarrow stair to aroom he had never known existed.

Theroom was not particularly smal, but it wasfull of odd things. A box held soft shoes of al Szes, some
new, some very well worn. On atable next to it was ahegp of fabric that unfolded into servants tabards
in the emperor's colors, crimson and gold. There were trays and platters piled on shelves and tables,
handled jars from which Kerrec had seen servants pour wine, cups and bowls, and on shelves by the
door, asoftly gleaming row of water pitchers and ewersfor washing the hands after eating.

Thefirg pair of shoes hetried fit well enough and were new enough for his fagtidiousness. The tabards
seemed all of asize. Dressed now as a proper servant, he opened the inner door.

It did not open directly into the hal. There was a passage, better lit than most that he had seen since he
|eft the garden. Others opened into it. The one he noticed in particular bathed him in sounds and scents
that spoke vividly of the kitchens. People were running up and down the stair, weighted down with
platters and bowls.

He meant to watch for awhile, but aflorid personage whom he did not recognize laid eyeson him,
scowled and deftly caught one of the runners from the kitchen. Kerrec found himself equipped with a
pitcher of wine and ordered into the hall.

The pitcher looked like gold but was much too light to be genuine. After amoment Kerrec redlized that it
was gilded glass. The part of him that he had thought long dead, the royd prince, sneered at such cheap
mimicry. Therest of him was glad of the lesser burden.

He had no timeto nerve himsdlf for the plunge. The steward was glowering at him. Hefdl in with the rest
of the servants. They swept him with them toward the door and the hall.

Light and warmth and the mingled roar of conversation, laughter, music, struck him like ablow. He
reeled, but somehow he steadied himself. There were patterns—he could see patterns.

Hefollowed the one that seemed most apt, transcribing acircle around the hall. There were cupsto be
filled. Sometimesthey rose up in front of him. Mostly they expected him to find and fill them for himself.
They were attached to hands and arms, silk, jewds, gold and silver. Countless faces hovered in front of
him, blurring together. Memory fatered before so many.

Hein tunic and tabard was invisible. When his pitcher was empty, he was hafway acrossthe hdl from
the servants door. Common sense would send him back the way he had come, but he was caught in the
patterns that wove and twisted through the hall. People moved in eddies and currents. Factions
coalesced and dissipated, touched one another, flowed together or sprang sharply apart.

Beneath adescant of gossip and frivolous intrigue ran a degp undercurrent of tension. War wasin the
wind, and these nobles were not in harmony with themsalves or their emperor.

The emperor moved among them in astately dance of order and precedence. He could have chosen to
st on the throne that gleamed at the far end of the hal, but today he was taking the measure of his court.
Kerrec could see and fed how the patterns shifted, some factions gravitating toward the emperor, but
othersveering carefully away.

Artorius seemed regdly oblivious. The usud flock of sycophants fluttered and cackled around him. They



were ablind, Kerrec knew, and ashield. Through their familiar chatter the emperor could listen to the
lower voices. He heard the rumbles of discontent and the murmurs of dissension. He could take a count
of those who stood againgt hiswar, even before he called them into council.

It was dizzyingly complex for amind as damaged as Kerrec's. He could not listen to the words. The
patterns were more than enough to follow.

Little by little he began to recognize faces. Names did not attach to them, not yet, but he knew these
people. They had mattered to him once. Now they were bubblesin apot, and the pot was coming to the
boail.

The emperor had come amost within reach. He did not see Kerrec at al, any more than anyone else did.
Suddenly, so suddenly that Kerrec would have missed it if he had not been looking directly at it, Artorius
dipped free of hisentourage and vanished behind apillar.

There was magic in what he did. The gaggle of courtiers did not even know he was gone. Kerrec
followed the magic.

There was adoor behind the pillar, hidden in shadow. It led to a passage somewhat too wideto bea

servants corridor, lit by lamps at intervals dong it. Kerrec remembered it dimly. There were corridors
likeit al through the palace, for the emperor and hisfamily to pass from one hal to the next, or to and
from their private apartments.

Thisone led to the emperor's rooms. Artorius relaxed ashe | eft the court behind, and let his shoulders
droop, dlowing himsdf afew moments indulgence in human weskness.

He neither saw nor heard Kerrec. Nor, and that was damning, did the bodyguard who walked in his
shadow. The man was too much at ease. Either he had not been warned to be on his guard, or he had
disregarded the warning.

There was agreat dedl of that in this paace. Kerrec surprised himself by caring that it was so. He was
dead here. It should not matter.

The passage ended in awall and agtair. Thelight there was dim. There should have been lamps burning
above the stair, but they were dark, without even the odor of a spent wick to recall when they had last
been lit.

The emperor was perfectly capable of kindling awitch light, but he knew thisway well. Maybe he found
the dimness restful. He began to climb the dair.

His guard pressed in behind him. At the same time another came down from above, with a soft rattle of
wegpons and aringing of mall.

Petternswere swirling dizzily, knotting and tangling around the emperor. Kerrec began to run.

Asheran, therags of hismagic began to knit. Hewas still wesk, still maimed, but there was enough.
Maybe. Enough to lighten hisfeet until hewasal but flying, and dow the world to adreamlike crawl. He
saw the bladesin the guards hands. He saw their faces, hard and set, and the death in their eyes.

He flew over the emperor's head and flung back the guard above. The man was dow, so dow. The
attack spun him around and into the wall. The knife escaped from his hand. Kerrec fdlt the crushing of
bones, the snapping of the neck from the force of the blow.

He baanced himsdf on the step and turned almost leisurdly. The guard below was not so dow, not so



easly surprised. Kerrec could taste the magic in him. It wasrising, arming.

The emperor was between them. He had roused, but in the dark he did not recognize his son. He saw his
guard dead, the man in the servant's tabard attacking, and never knew of the blade that dashed toward
him from behind.

Heloosed amage-bolt. Kerrec flashed aside from it, but felt the searing hest. Part of the stair crumbled
under hisfeet. He launched himself without grace but with al the speed he could muster, over the
emperor's head, down on the guard below.

They fell al together, rolling and tumbling down the dair. Kerrec twisted wildly, trying to caich hisfather,
to shield him from the fal and the blade. Memory flickered, knowledge, understanding, but the
connections were broken. He could not grasp it. There was only the strength of the body, and what
speed he had | &ft.

The knife struck aglancing blow. Kerrec felt it asif it had dashed his own skin. He broke the hand that
held it and turned it on itswielder. It did up benegath the ribs and into the heart.

The assassin fell, pulling Kerrec down with him. Kerrec struggled free. Hisfather waslying at the foot of
the stair. He was moving, wheezing. Thefal had struck the wind out of him, that was dl. The blade had
only nicked hissde.

Kerrec sat on his hedls. He was not breathing too well himsdf. He waslight-headed, asif he had gone
too long without food or deep. Thewd | of his magic was nearly dry.

The emperor had got his breath back. He sat up, wincing at the pull of torn muscles and dashed skin. His
eyestook in Kerrec, and knew him. Kerrec saw how they went cold. "What in the name of Sun and
Moon are you doing here?"

No thanksfor saving hislife. No pleasure to see his son. Kerrec had expected nothing else. Somehow he
got to hisfeet. He turned, meaning to walk away, but midway he reded and fell down.

Hisfather caught him, cursing a what it did to the knife-cut. They went down together, not tidily at al.

Therewas apause. Kerrec was not sure he dared start laughing, not so much because his father would
be offended as because once he started, there was no way in the world he could stop.

"Y ou could have been killed," Artorius said.

"Y ou would have died firgt," said Kerrec. The floor was dmost comfortable. It was a pity he had to get
up again, but there were two dead guards to consider, and gods knew what € se might be coming. " Now
do you believe that you'rein danger?’

"I'min danger every moment of my life," the emperor said. "Y ou on the Mountain with your gods and
your magic, you forget whet life at court islike.

"The dead do forget,” Kerrec said. "So do theliving, it seems. Y our guards are dack or outright
traitorous. Y our defenses are weak. Isthis some plan too subtle for ordinary mortals to understand?”’

"Areyou trying to make methrottle you?'
"If it will keep you dive until after the Dance," said Kerrec, "then yourewelcometoiit.”

"That'sal that mattersto you, isn't it? The Dance."



"If youwish," Kerrec said. He heaved himsdlf to hisfeet and stretched out a hand. For amoment he
thought the emperor would refuseit, but Artorius was not quite as stiff-necked asthat. He let Kerrec pull
him up. Hisgrip was strong, almost painful.

He gasped as he came erect. Kerrec felt the stab of painin hisown side. It was growing worse. There
wasaburning init. But even worse than that was the degper thing, the thing that explained al too much.

"Father!" Kerrec said. "Y our magic—"

"Get meto my rooms," Artoriussaid.
"Physcians—mages—"

"Stop babbling," said the emperor. "Start thinking."

Hiswordswerelike adap. Kerrec pulled hisfather's arm across his shoulders. Stumbling, occasionaly
staggering, but never quite faling, they madetheir way up the dair.

Chapter Thirty Three

"Poison,”" Brianasaid.

Kerrec had done histhinking, quitealot of it in fact, while he struggled with hisfather up that endless
dair. By the time he reached the top, he knew what he had to do.

So did the emperor. They managed because they must. Artorius walked into hisrooms past guards who
seemed loyal, but who knew? Not Kerrec, just then.

He was blind to the patterns again. The strength that set hisfather on hisfeet had come from him. Hedid
well to stay on his own feet, keep his head down and play the servant.

Servants were waiting in the emperor's chambers. Artorius dismissed them. They eyed Kerrec askance.
They knew he was not one of them, but they did not recognize either their lost prince or the First Rider
from the Mountain.

For the moment it was enough that they withdrew in silence. One had an errand, to fetch Briana. He
performed it with dispatch.

She said what Kerrec had already understood. " There was poison on the blade.”

"Do you know what it is?" Kerrec asked her. He had had to sit down, but his head was surprisingly
clear. Whatever spell had been set in him to mend him, it was growing stronger rather than weaker the
longer it went on.

"I would guess akasha," Brianasaid. "It's nasty—it doesn't harm the body, but it eats away the magic.
Astowho hasdoneit or why...Father?'

Artorius had collgpsed into bed as soon as his servants were gone. She had cleaned and bandaged the
wound, but it wastoo late to scour the poison from his blood. He was still conscious, but struggling. “We
can't ask magesto help us. We can trust no one. Whoever has done this—"



"You know whoitis," Kerrec said.

"Not until | have proof," said Artorius, as stubborn as ever. To Brianahe said, "Find an antidote. Be
quick about it."

"What if there's none?' she asked.

"Find ong" hesad.

Brianaset Demetriaon guard over her father. She dared trust no one else. Demetria, born warded,
immune to magic, could protect him as no one el'se could.

Demetria came in from disposing of the would-be ns. She asked no questions. When shewasin
place, Briana could turn her attention to Kerrec.

At first she had thought he was wounded, too, but there was no mark on him that had not been there
before. He wasin amost peculiar state of mind. Even asachild he had never been oneto be rattled, but
that was just what he seemed to be now. He could not settle. He would not est or deep.

She got him out of their father's chambers. He could walk, which surprised her, although he needed her
shoulder to lean on. He seemed dizzy or drunk, but there was no smell of wine on his breath, and no drug
in him that she could detect.

"Peatterns,” he said. "1 keep seeing patterns, in and out, roundabout. .."

Petrawas not in the garden when they came there. She got the servant's tabard off him and coaxed him
into bed. He tossed restlesdy. He was feverish, but he shook off cool cloths and would not drink the
tonic she prepared for him.

Finaly, in acombination of desperation and disgust, sheleft him toit. She knew aswell as hewho had
ordered the nsto attack her father. That they could put on the uniforms of imperia guardsand
establish themsalvesin the emperor's personal contingent was not only distressing, it wasadarming.

Eight more days, and then the Dance. She was the next target, if thiswent as such things usudly did. Her
guards were dert, her wards at their strongest. Her father's guard would have to be examined and
purged, and quickly, but at the same time secretly. The same went for the palace guard, and probably the
city guard aswell.

Everyone that she could trust in this matter was either tossing on the bed in front of her or doing much the
same in the emperor's rooms, or standing guard over the garden or the emperor. Her mind raced through
names and facesin court or council. The few who were honest or honorable were wesk or vulnerable, or
usalessin abattle of magic. The temples had their own concerns, few of which served her purpose. The
riders...

In this she was done. Whatever choices there were, she had to make them.
"Briana," her brother said.

His voice was steady. He sounded sane. His eyes were almost clear.

"The Dance," he said. "The Dance counters the poison.”

Shewasdl fuddled. She could not be sure she understood him. "What—"



"Thereisno potion or counterspell for akasha,” he said, "except the Dance.”
"But hon—"

"l don't know," he said. "I don't remember. | just know this. We have to do what we can for him until the
Dance.”

"What can we do?"

His eyes closed. He was bregthing hard. She was trying to lean on him, and he wastoo frail to support
her.

She had to think for hersdf. That was easy when she was judging the law or making order in the empire.
But thiswas anything but smple, and the stakes were desperately high.

Briana had not meant to fall adeep. The guard who woke her was apologetic, but Demetria needed her.

She had been degping with her head on a stack of books, not one of which offered anything useful.
Therewasacrick in her neck and acramp in her back, and the imprint of ascroll case on her cheek.

She would have gone as she was, but her maid Maariyah waslying in wait for her. Maariyah had away
of conveying volumes with aglance, and this glance declared that she had suffered days of creeping
about, keeping secrets and | etting guards do what servants could do far better and with lessfuss. She
said none of it, but herded Brianainto the bath and, quickly but thoroughly, made her fit to be seen.

Brianaknew better than to twitch. Still, time was running on. Then as Maariyah's deft fingers plaited her
hair, her maid said, "Lady, you know | have asister, who married aman from up by the border.”

Brianatwisted around in shock. Maariyah had never, in al the years she had been looking after Briana,
indulged inidle chatter. That she would do it now wasinconceivable.

There was no spell on her. She arched abrow as Briana gaped at her. "My sister's husband,” she went
on imperturbably, "serves with the personal guard of your brother—not the onewho isdead and who is
deeping in your garden and being waited on by hamhanded soldiersrather than servants who know their
business. The other one, the one who is supposed to be out looking after his etates.”

Brianaclosed her mouth carefully.

"To be sure he's been looking after them," said Maariyah, "on both sides of the border. In Aurdlia, too,
says my brother-in-law. Did you know he's been here since the day before yesterday?'

Brianahad not, but it was hardly surprising. "He was to return by tomorrow," she said with studied
coolness. "Isit sgnificant that he's early? Rude, of course, not to pay hisrespectsto hisfamily, but I'm
sure he meant to do it before the Dance."

"| think you should spesk to my brother-in-law,” Maariyah said.

Briana suppressed asigh. "l haveto go to my father. That can't wait. Can your kinsman be here before
noon?'

"He's been on night duty,” Maariyah said. "We can rouse him early.”

"Good," Brianasaid. "Have him here before the noon bellsring.”



Demetria had the emperor barely under control. He was up, bathed and dressed. When Brianacamein,
hewas dl too obvioudy bent on going out to perform the day's duties. "No one must know," he said with
an air of having repeated himself agreat dea more than once. "I must go on as| dwaysdo, or this battle
islog.”

"It's perfectly acceptable for an emperor to seclude himself before arite as vitdly important asthis,"
Briana said from the door. "L eave the lesser obligations to your ministers, and put off the grester ones.
Theres nothing that can't wait."

"On the contrary,” he said. "Both of us can't disappear a once. That's even more suspicious than my
appearing to be lessthan my usua sdf. Which, | promiseyou, | will do my best to avoid.”

"You need torest,” she said, "and recover if you can. You can't do that if you're going yet another round
with thewar council and the council of ministers. Not to mention—"

"If we're to have any hope of seeing the Danceto its completion, | have to be seen, and | have to appear
to be strong.”

"Maybenot,” shesaid. "l think it may be better to seem wesak. Let them think they succeeded.”
"They did," he pointed out with adistinct edge of irony.

"They wanted you dead or worse," she said. "Kerrec told me something, Father. He said, 'The Danceis
the antidote.' He couldn't tell me more, but surely he would know."

"And they would not?'

"Maybe not," shesaid. "If that particular poison were known to be countered by the Dance, why would
they useit?It'sdl very well to bleed avay your magic, but what good isit if the Dance—the thing they
want most to disrupt—can bring it back again? They want you weak and out of play. If they think you're
well under the akasha's influence, they may grow overconfident and betray themselves. Then we can
trgp them.”

"How? Withwhat?'
"l don't know," shesaid, "but | will. Just give metime."

He frowned and rubbed hisforehead asif it ached. He was alittle stiffer and more upright than usual. He
wasin pain, and not altogether successful in hiding it.

"Father,” she said, "let me make your excusesto the councils. I'll come back after—maybe even with the
proof you were asking for."

Her words aone, even those words, would not have done it, but he had gone pale. Brianaand Demetria
between them tipped him off hisfeet and carried him off to bed. It wasamark of hisweaknessthat he
did not blast them both for their presumption.

Chapter Thirty-Four



On the morning after Sabata came back to the lodge, itsinhabitants prepared to leaveit. In thirteen days
the Dance would begin. They had to bein Aurdiawell before that, to do what must be done.

Gothard had |eft with his guards two days ago, riding ahead of therest to Aurdia The only imperids|eft
gpart from Vaeriawere Mestre Olivet and his attendants. Everyone else was Caetanni.

Something had happened in the night. They al had an air of exatation, of purpose raised from the
mundane to the extraordinary. It radiated from Euan when he cameto fetch Vaeria He had two of his
men with him, who set about packing what belongings she was presumed to have.

Shefdt heavy, drugged. She put on the clothes that were laid out for her, ate what was put in front of
her, and went where she was told.

Sabata was with the horses outside the lodge, hissilver coat gleaming in the early-morning light. She had
half hoped he would not be, but he of al crestures must be apart of this. He tolerated the common
anima that waited to carry her, and the remountsin astring behind. They were mares, which maybe was
intentiond, and maybe softened his resistance.

If someone had been that perceptive, she doubted it was Mestre Olivet. He had lost the gift of
understanding horses. It aso gppeared that he had logt the art of riding them. Hewaswaiting in alitter
balanced between two horses, arather impractical and precarious contraption for some of the roads they
would be riding on, but no one remarked on it. The rest of them went on horseback like sensible people.

They rode fast, even with the litter to drag them down. Time was short. Urgency lashed them on. The
gods were with them, giving them clear skiesand bamy wesether, and no rain in the valleys or snow inthe
passes. The Cdetanni sang asthey rode, war-chants and hymnsto their god.

The easygoing men she had known were gone, asif the lightness in them had been burned away. They
were like tempered blades. There was a hard gleam on them, and a deadly edge.

When shelooked at Euan out of the corner of her eye, she saw the red wolf running lightly through the
wood. He was wild and dangerous and completely aien. He made her insides melt.

That first night, when they stopped for alate and hasty camp, Vaeriaknew better than to leave the tent
that was pitched for her. That did not stop her from doing it. She waited until the camp was quiet, when
the cookfires were put out and al but the sentries had gone to bed. Only she had atent, and Mestre
Olivet. Therest were adeep under the stars.

She moved as soft aswind and fog, gliding through the deeping men. Sabatawas standing guard on the
edge of the camp. She could see him gleaming in the moonlight.

He passed no judgment. The infiddity of riding another horse was unbearable, but he did not care what
shedid with aman.

Euan had rolled himself in hisblanket not far from Sabata. The others avoided the stdlion, but Euan was
inclined to face down hisfear. That meant that he was separated from the rest by asmall but significant
distance.

It was convenient, although she could not be sure it was intentiona . She let him see her as she crossed
the empty space. He did not move, but the rhythm of his breathing quickened.

She dipped beneath his blanket. Under the cloak that wrapped her, she was naked. The air was sharp
with frogt, but she was hardly aware of it. The heat in her was stronger than any earthly chill.



She unfastened his breeks and took him inside her. They made love without a sound. It was fast and
fierce, with little tenderness. Thiswas not atender night.

At theend of it shelifted herself over him. Hisface was palein the moonlight, his eyes colorless. She half
expected them to gleam like awolf's, but they drank the darkness as human eyes should.

She kissed them until they closed. Helay asif waiting for her to do what she would. She rose, wrapped
hersdf in her cloak and dipped away.

Vaeriahad thought she would fall over in her tent and deep like the dead, but the night was full of
dreams. Memory of Euan's body blurred and faded into another body atogether, smooth olive skin and
supple limbs and swift, controlled strength. She knew she was dreaming, and yet it was vividly red. She
could fed Kerrec beside her, abreathing warmth, with a scent of horses and crushed grass.

Even in her dream she wondered at the serenity of it. Patterns were coming together beneath the surface
of things. War was brewing, not only the emperor'swar on the barbarians but war within the empire.
Death and daughter were as close as the blanket over her. And yet she dreamed of alover—and not the
onewith whom she had lainin the night.

"That one's dangerous,” Conory said.

They wereriding out of camp the next morning. Euan and Conory had taken the rear. Vderiarode ahead
on the bay mare, with the white god just ahead, flickering in and out of the mist.

Conory was not talking about the stallion. His eyes were on Valerids back. Sherode asthey al did on
the Mountain, asif shewere part of the horse. No one e sein this company could come closeto that.

Euan shifted in the saddle. Conory's glance saw al too much. "She'sawitch,” he said. "She'sgot you
under her spdl.”

"All women arewitches," Euan said.

"Not like that one. At homethey'd give her to the One."

"Not here," Euan said. "We need her. Weve precious little hope of carrying this off without her.”
"l don't trust her,” Conory said.

"l do," said Euan. "We're the only ones who can give her what she wants. Shell do what it takes—youlll
see . "l do hope so," said Conory.

"Jedlous, cousn?'
Conory bared histeeth. "Not hardly, cousin. She's not got her pincersin me.”
"Maybel'vegot minein her," Euan sad.

"Y ou'd better hope s0," said Conory, "because there's no treachery worse than awoman's—and worst
of dl isthewoman in your bed."

Euan refused to be provoked. Later, when this was over, he would thrash Conory, and soundly.



Conory knew it. Helaughed at it. "If I'm aive and whole to be thrashed, I'll thank you for it. Y ou watch
her, brother. And mind you do it with what you've got above your neck, not below."

Euan cuffed him for that. He swayed asde. The horse veered under the sudden shift of weight, stumbled
and shied at abird that erupted from under its feet.

Conory laughed as hefdl, and laughed as he hauled himsdlf back up, too, to the taunts and cheerful jeers
of the rest of the warband. Even Vderialet go asmile, though maybe only Euan saw it.

Chapter Thirty-Five

Aurdiawas larger than Vaeriacould ever have imagined. They cameto it late the seventh day after they
|eft thelodge, riding in with the last of the day's crowds.

So many people were coming to the city for the emperor'sfestival that she suspected a Caletanni
warband would barely draw a glance, but they were cautious even so. They wore coats and trousersin
the imperid style, with horsemen's cloaks and hoods that covered their faces. There were no weapons
visible, and their pack train, with the remounts, had stopped in the town that stood at the head of the
gorge above the city. They rode the last stage fast and light, taking on the appearance of anoblein alitter
with his mounted escort.

Vaeriarode in the middle of them. She wastrying, not a al successfully, to keep from gaping at the
sghts. The 9ght and smdll of the seadong the wide curve of the harbor, theimmensty of thewalsand
towers, the gates of al sizes and shapes and degrees of splendor, left her speechless. The patterns that
ran through them, the innumerable strains of magic that had been worked in this place for athousand
years, dizzied her with their complexity. She had to fight free of them and force her eyesto seeas
ordinary people saw, or shewould not be ableto seeat al.

There were so many houses, so many people. She had never concelved of so many in one place, living
on top of one another in towersthat rose four and five and six stories, looming up against the sunset sky.

Sabatawas thrown even more off balance than she was. He had found the school intolerable when he
first cametoit, with itswalls shutting out the free ar. Thiswas a hundred, a thousand times worse.

She dipped from the mare's back to his. She needed to be as close as that, to wrap her arms and legs
around him. His neck wasrigid. Small shocks ran through his body. His back had coiled and his gait
dowed and suspended until he was dancing dmost in place.

Hewas periloudy closeto the trapped rage that had nearly brought down the school. She stroked him
long and dow, and crooned in his ear.

The others had drawn in dangeroudy close. She could not spare any of hersdf to warn them. Somewhat
late but just in time, she heard Euan's voice. "Back off abit. Onekick from that and you'll go straight
over the moon.”

It should have been Mestre Olivet who said it, but herodein hislitter well ahead of them, a distance that
widened as Sabata minced and fretted hisway through the city.

After awhile, the salion quieted enough to walk insteed of prancing. He was not calm, not even dightly,



but he had brought himself under control.

Vaeriadid to the ground but kept her arm over his back, walking beside him. He heaved asigh and
blew out sharply, and let go the tenson, athough he kept aclose eye and ear on the city that closed him
in.

From what she overheard, they were taking less traveled ways, trying to be unobtrusive. If those were
what passed for deserted, the rest of the city must be one vast crush of people. Past the gate and the first
square, they had to go two by two, and then in singlefile, pushing through crowds and sidestepping
shops and tavernsthat overflowed into the street.

Sabatawas not the only oneto find this place overwhelming. The Caetanni were dower to lose their
composure, but the deeper they penetrated into the city, the more ruffled they became. They were
growling in their own language, some of which she could puzzle out, although she could not tell which of
the speakers was which.

"Y our fault for getting separated from the old blowhard.”
"No, hisfor running away from us. What's histrouble? Y ou'd think hewas afraid of the white nag.”
"The nag or the witch who commandsit.”

"Wasn't there supposed to be aguide? | thought his lordship was sending someone to show us the best
way in."

"Not that | heard.”

"Wadl, I did. We were supposed to meet aman in hislordship'slivery outside thewals, and hewas
supposed to help us avoid the public streets. So why did we—"

"I wasfollowing the old bastard. What were you doing?'
"Sitting on my thumbs." That was Euan. "Damn this place! It's enough to fog any man'swits."
"Y ou do know where we're going, | hope,” one of the others said.

"Moreor less," said Euan. "It should be up the hill and around the corner there, unlessthey've moved it
gncethelast timel was here.”

"Thisisthe old bastard's fault. If he'sgot uslost or led usinto atrap, | svear—"

"Saveit until you're sure," Euan said. "Now be quiet. We don't need peopl e taking more notice of usthan
they dready have."

The growling bardly subsided, but there were no longer any wordsiniit.

They ascended the hill with dragging, frustrating downess, pushing against the current of people. A long
wall ran dong the summit, with another running down on the left hand. There were gatesin the left-hand
wall but none in the one ahead. They turned right as the road bent, and found themsalves |ooking out
across awide-open square.

The squar€'s center was a garden, a startling outburst of green in the expanse of sone. The high walls of
houses looked out on it, some with towers, some without. At the far end was the dome of atemple,
sheethed with gold so bright it hurt Vaerids eyes.



Euan let go hisbreath in agtrikingly horselike snort. "By the One! They did moveit. But | know where
we need to go."

"Whereisthis?' Vderiaasked.

Euan's eyes were cold, but asthey rested on her they warmed. "That's the back of the paace yonder," he
said, cocking a shoulder at the long row of towers on theright, "and the dome isthe temple of Sun and
Moon, from the back—there's amuch bigger squarein front, where ail the processions go. And over
there, with thelow grey tower, that'swheretheridersare.”

"And the HAll of the Dance?' said Vderia

"You can't seethat from here," he answered. "It's on the other Side of the paace. Therésatunnel in
between, they say, so the sdlions don't have to show themsalves to unsanctified eyes until they come out
for the Dance."

Vaerianodded and lowered her eyes. She did not want them to see how she marked where everything
was, or how she kept on doing it asthey rode aong the edge of the square in the dimming light and
turned down another street between two featurelesswalls. One wall was made of white stone and the
other of rose-colored bricks.

There were fewer people here, though still more than she had ever seen in one place. They weredl intent
on getting themsalves home before dark. A good number of them carried lamps or torches, unlit asyet
but ready for nightfall.

Euan seemed sure of where he was going, which was well asthe light dimmed. Servants came out to light
lamps beside the gates and doors, and people in the streets it their lamps and torches. A soft glow
spread over the city, turning it to atapestry of black and gold.

There were no taverns dong this way, no shopsto close up for the night. Companiesin silk and gold
swept grandly past, going to or from the pursuits of princes. Some were mounted, many in litters. Now
and then agilded carriage rattled and clattered on the paving.

Sabata's mood was like a storm building. Each passing carriage sent him closer to the edge. He was
glowing like the moon. All too soon, he would throw off sparks.

Vaeriacaught his mane and swung hersdf onto hisback again. He twitched under her, but then he sighed
faintly. Hislight dimmed somewhat.

Just as she was about to warn Euan that if he did not find what he was 1ooking for soon, she would not
be answerable for the consequences, he dowed his horse and then halted. The door to which he turned
wasunlit.

The house might have been deserted, but Vaerias skin shivered. Carefully she lowered her wards, just
enough to gasp and dam them up again. She would never forget the smell and taste of Gothard's magic.
Thisplace wasthick withiit.

His presence coiled ingde the walslike aworm in an oak gal. Euan raised his hand to hammer on the
gate, but before he could move, it opened soundlessy. No porter was visible. Witch lights hovered
within.

"Braggart," Euan muttered. He braced himself visibly and kicked his horse forward.

Sabata went in with abare ingant's hesitation. The stink of magic did not seem to trouble him. If anything,



it rdlaxed him.

Thefirgt courtyard was empty, but the witch lights drifted inward. Euan snarled a them but followed. In
the second courtyard, men were waiting to take their horses.

The Cdetanni dismounted gratefully, groaning as they worked out the knots and cramps of hoursin the
saddle. Valeria stayed where shewas.

One of the men came forward and bowed to the pavement. His eyesrolled at the salion, but he said
with creditable steadiness, "Lady, aplaceis prepared for him. If you will come...?"

Sabata snorted with a complete lack of elegance, and shook his mane. He yawned in the man's face and
advanced on him.

The man turned rather quickly. He did not exactly run, but his stride was very quick.

This house was even larger and more complicated than the lodge. Itswall enclosed asmall city of
buildings, with the largest in the middle and the rest clustered around it, and bits of garden running through
themal.

There seemed to be severa places in which horses were kept. One, close by the central house, looked
asif it had been recently vacated and hastily cleaned. Itswalls were stone and its doors were thick and
bound withiron.

It was aprison for horses. Sabata curled alip at it but did not object to being led in. There was straw to

deep on, hay to eat and barley in the manger beside the barrel of clean water. He circled the stable three
times, ingpected the scents that had been imperfectly scrubbed away, and left aripe and redolent marker
directly in front of the door. Then he went to his dinner.

Once he was settled, the guide relaxed perceptibly. He blinked at VValeria, looking somewhat stunned,
and said, "Lady, we understand that you look after him, and that ishiswish. But if thereis anything you
need, or that he needs—"

"Hessatidfied," Vderiasad. "Hell do until morning, if no onetroubles him.”

"Oh, no, lady," the man said fervently. "No one would dare." He swalowed. It was hard to tell in
lamplight, but his cheeks seemed to have gone dightly darker. "Lady, my nameisBelus. I'll comeif you
cdl me"

Vaeriablinked. Shereded in amoment of intense homesickness, tied to amemory. Men had been like
thiswith her sster Caia—blushing and babbling and offering her anything, anything she wanted, she only
had to ask.

No one had ever blushed or babbled at Vaeria It must be Sabata, she thought. The awe of him attached
to her.

Even 0, she caught hersaf smiling as Caiaused to do, and saying sweetly, "Belus. I'll remember. You're
very kind."

"Oh, no," hesaid. "No, lady. Thekindnessisdl yours."
Shelet her smilelinger, let him bow and kiss her hand, and escaped, she hoped, without embarrassing



ather of them.

The memory of home clung as she made her way through the maze of this place, following awitch light
that cameto find her outside Sabata's stable. Two rooms to deep in, one room to gather in, aroom for
her mother's herbs and potions, akitchen, astoreroom, aprivy on the other side of the kitchen
garden—what more did a house need? The room she was supposed to rest in was as big as her father's
house and his cow barn and half the outbuildings. The bath beside it had atub big enoughto swim a
horsein. There was enough gold and silver, silk, mosaic and colored stone to buy the whole village of
Imbriaand everythinginit.

She could imagine her mother standing in that el aborate room, dressed in her plain and practical clothes,
with her hair initstightly disciplined knot and her brow lifted ever so dightly. "Getting abit above
yoursdf, arent you, girl?"

"Y ou don't know the haf of it," Vaeriasaid to the memory, sartling the maid who had comein to bathe
and dress her.

Thegirl did not stay startled long. She was used to oddities, her manner said. Shewas quick, quiet and
impervious to protests. She had been sent to serve, and she would serve. That wasthat.

Vaeriahad heard of the tyranny of servants, but thiswas her first experience of it. It was disconcerting to
begin with, but on top of memories she had been suppressing since she ran away to answer the Call, it
was close to unbearable. She would far rather, that night, have been back in her mother'sroot cellar than
gtting in this gilded prison, balanced on the sword's edge between betraya and treason.

Chapter Thirty-Six

It was after noon by the time Briana had finished making her father's excuses. Clerks and servants
accepted plain speaking, but lordsin council needed endless circles of discussion before they would
concede that yes, the emperor should seclude himself before the grest rite of hisreign. She made sureit
was understood benesth the surface that the emperor wasill, dthough with what, sheleft it to them to

Speculate.

She was exhausted as she made her way back to her rooms. Maariyah's brother-in-law had dipped her
mind completdly.

Maariyah had not forgotten, nor had shelet her kinsman escape because Brianawas hours late. When
Brianacamein, Maariyah was waiting for her, and there was a man snoring on one of the couchesin the
anteroom. He was so obvioudly in need of deep that Briana hated to wake him, but Maariyah was not so
tenderhearted. She set him brusgquely on hisfeet and said, "Tullus. Pay your respects to the emperor's
har."

Hewas certainly asoldier. There was no trace of deep in hisface as he snapped to attention and saluted
Brianawith the full ceremonid. It was somewhat lacking in the usua clash and glitter, snce he wore
neither armor nor livery, but shetook it in the spirit in which it was meant.

"At ease" shesaid.



She sat in achair. He would have kept on standing, but she leveled her eyes at him until he dropped
diffly to the couch.

Shetook the measure of him. He was abig man, though not as big as a barbarian, with arough-hewn
face and deceptively flat dark eyes. There was no magic in him, but when he looked at her, those eyes
narrowed dightly.

Her own narrowed to match them. Deliberately she strengthened her wards. He squinted and drew back
abardy vishlefraction.

He could see magic. It was an uncommon gift, and useful, too, in serving mages.
"Y ou have amessage for me?' she asked.

Hisback gtiffened even further. If he was as honest as she suspected, thiswas not easy for him. He took
refugein soldier'sdiscipline. "Lady," he said, "what | do dishonors my position, but! can't help but—"

"l understand,” she said. "The empire's honor is greater than that of any singlemaninit, evenif hebethe
emperor'sson.”

"Yes, lady,” hesaid. "I'd never do it otherwise. But this—"
"Your lord isplotting treason,” Brianasaid. " There's been an attempt on the emperor'slife.”

The giffnessleft him dl a once. Brianabraced to catch him if he fell over, but he kept hisfet. "Maariyah
said you knew, lady," he said.

"Yes" Brianasad.

His shouldersflexed. He would have wriggled like achild, she thought, if he had not had his dignity to
consider. Thewords burst out of him dl at once. "Some of us areloya to the emperor above and

beyond the oath we've taken to our lord. We saw what our lord did to his brother, who would have been
emperor but for the gods Call—it's no doing of our lord's that the prince was taken out of captivity and
sent back broken to the Mountain. We heard what our lord would do, and who would be hisdlies. Hell
lead barbarian armiesinto this city, lady, and they'll raise him on their shields and make him emperor. We
can't somach that, lady."

"You have aplan?' she asked. She took care not to mention that Kerrec had not gone to the Mountain.
What aman did not know, he could not betray.

"It'sdangerous, lady. My lord isamage, and he's strong. But yes, we do have aplan. | saw him once,
lady, when held laid his stones aside. | don't know why he did it—maybe he wanted to test himsdlf. He
was there without them, lady, and there was magic, but it was dimmer than what | seein you now, with
al thewards on you and the protections over you. With his stones he's a blaze of living light. Without
them he'sacandle burning low."

Briananodded. "I remember when he was tested, when the order first took him. He had a profoundly
ordinary level of power, but the Master told my father that he had aremarkable affinity for the stones.

"Wethink," Tullussaid, "that we can separate him from them. We need hel p—amage, someone with
power over wards, who knows something of stones. Once they're out of hisreach, he can be taken and
dedlt with as his actions deserve.”

"l believe therédsasaying for that,” Brianasaid. "Eader said than done.”



"Wethink we candoit, lady,” Tullussaid. "He's caught up in his barbarians and his plot against the
Dance. He's not looking to his guard for trouble—not just now."

"Areyou sure of that?"
"Assureaswe can be, lady,” hesad.

Briana pondered that. After amoment she said, "It'sarisk. From what we've heard of the plot, he's not
the power that's most important to the Dance.”

"No, lady," said Tullus, "but that power isonly kept in check by his shields and compulsions. Without him
there may not be any plot.”

"That power," she said. "Do you know whét it iS? Have you seen it?'

Henodded. "It'sadip of agirl, lady. She was Called to the Mountain, they say, though how that can be,
| can't imagine. They wouldn't take her, but somehow she got hold of one of the stallions. She'sthrownin
her lot with my lord. She's bedmate to one of the barbarians—the one who leads them, the prince from
over the border."

"A woman?' Brianasaid. "A woman was Called? She has agtalion? Are you sure? She's not one of the
fdse mages, the oneswho follow Olivet? Isnot Olivet himsdf with my brother?'

"Shewas Cdlled to the Mountain, lady,” said Tullus. "That I'm sure of. Olivet iswith my lord, yes, but
he's got no power left. Whereas she—lady, what your brother isto the stones, sheisto the salions. |
wager she's even more, because she's a strong mage even without the horses. | heard the high ones
talking, lady, and they think she can turn the Dance. The stdlion she has, they cal him aGreat One.”

Brianasat very ill. She had not known any of this. No rumor had come from the Mountain, nor had
Kerrec said aword of it. Which meant that the Mountain had suppressed it. Unless her father knew, and
had chosen not to tell her. Or—

Tulluswas waiting, cultivating patience as guards and soldiers learned to do.

She could not make a decision so quickly. But she could say, "Y ou'd best go before you're missed.
Watch yoursdf, and wait. I'll send word as soon as| can—no later than the morning, and sooner if
possible. Don't do athing, do you understand? Lie low, and take utmost care that your lord suspects
nothing.”

"l undergtand, lady," he said. He rose and bowed and | ft directly, like the well-trained guardsman he
was.

For along while after he was gone, Briana sat where shewas, chin on fist, scowling at theair. The
pattern she had been seeing had had Gothard in it, of course, and the barbarians, and the discredited
rider Olivet. Thisyoung woman, if she existed, was acompletely new thing.

Kerrec was awake. He was in the garden, gitting at Brianas worktable, frowning at one of the booksin
which she had been searching for an answer to her father'strouble.

He looked up as she came toward him. "There are no answers here," he said.

"There are no answers anywhere," Briana said, "and more questions than | can begin to keep track of."



She planted her fists on the book, blocking it if he had tried to go back to it, and leaned toward him.
"Why didn't you tell me awoman had been Called to the Mountain?'

Hewent rigid. Whatever she had expected, it was not that absolute, icy rage. His voice made her shiver,
because it was s0 incongruoudy light and easy. "What, your spiesdidn't give you an inkling? It'sbeen all
over the school."

"The school kegpsto itself," she said. "What did you riders do? Swear everyone at the testing to silence?
Or amply put aspell on them?”

There was no answer in Kerrec's face. She had not expected one. Nor was she abouit to take mercy on
ether histemper or hisfragility. "Now I'm told that not only hasthis prodigy gone renegade, she's our
brother's chief weapon. Didn't you think it was of at least minor importance that there was a power of
that magnitude, that far out of the ordinary, in the center of the plot against the empire?”

Kerrec'seyes had no color at dl. He cultivated discipline for avery good reason—he had ahorrible
temper. He aso, even now, had magic enough to be dangerous. More dangerous than if he had not been
broken, because his defenseswerein ruins.

Shewould not let him see her flinch, but met his coldness with aflash of white heet. "Tell mewhat you
know. Now."

Hislips were tight, but he got the words out, neat and precise. "Her nameisVaeria. She comesfrom a
village north of here. Her father wasin the legions. Her mother isawisewoman. Her Cdll isreal and her
power enormous. A Great One cameto her, and the Ladies blessed her. She was champion of the
teging."

"And the riders rejected her because not only had no female been Called in athousand years, the very
thought of one scared them out of their wits." Brianas kneeswould no longer hold her up. She dropped
to the chair acrossfrom him. "Areyou dl idiots?'

"l didn't think | was" he said, "but i wastheworst of usall. The moment she heard of that charlatan
Olivet, sheran to him. She sold hersdf to the enemy.”

"Wasit that smple? What did you riders do to force that—apart from humiliating her, insulting her and
denying the gods will in sending the CAll ?*

Hethrust himself to hisfeet, scattering books and pens and inkpots. Y ou know nothing! How dare you
presumeto judge?’

She sat back, ddliberately calm. "I am the heir to this empire. Judgment is my duty and obligation. | know
you, and | know therest of theriders. It's easy enough to see what happened to awoman who not only
passed the tests, she outdid every one of the men who was Called. How did she do it? Cut her hair and
keep her coat on? Add abit of glamour, maybe?’

He was shaking and his face was white, but he had not blasted her yet. "Y es, it's our fault the enemy has
awegpon this potent and with this much reason to turn against us. But if she had not been by her very
nature dishonorable—if she had not gone running after arutting bull of abarbarian—"

"Youreinlovewith her."
Kerrec stopped short. "What in the gods name makes you think—"

"Brother," Brianasaid, "stop. Theres no timefor games. Are you absolutely sure she'sturned traitor?*



"l ansure”" hesaid.
Brianaclosed her eyes. She needed amoment's peace, and time to think.

She could fed Kerrec on the other side of the table, smoldering in silence. Had she thought him cold?
Y es—s0 cold he burned.

"Did you ever," she asked him without opening her eyes, "even once, let her know you love her?
"Yes!" It wasacry of pain.
"How late? Too late?"

"Far too late," he said. "I can't remember. | can't see—I was dying. She had me taken from the Brother
of Pain. Shetook care of me. | woke, and she—and he—were—"

Briana could fed how much he hurt. But she was ahard creature. She had to be, if shewasgoingto rule
theempire. "He?'

"Theprince" hesaid, dl but spitting it, "of the Caetanni. Euan Rohe."
Her eyes opened. Her brows rose. "Convenient,” she said.
"For her? Or for him?"

"He'samagnificent young animd," Brianasaid, ""and by no meansafoal. I'm sure he saw the opportunity
and saized it—unlike theriders.”

"Unlikeme." Kerrec sank down. Thetemper drained out of him, though the anger and pain still ran deep.
"I knew she was awoman. | met her on her journey north, and hel ped to set her on her way. | saw the
Cadl, and knew it for the gods will. When she was unmasked—and not by me—I convinced the Master
to let her stay. | taught her. | honed her as awegpon against us."

"I don't think you're the one to be judging that,” Brianasaid. She drew in along breath and let it out
dowly. "This complicates matters consderably. If it had been just Gothard and Olivet and a pack of
savages, the plot would be a great ded lesslikely to succeed. With ahorse mage of that strength, and a
Great One... asthe barbarianswould say, that is aworthy opponent.”

"Sheisyoung," hesad, visbly scraping himsdf together, "and the Great Oneisbarely out of
colthood—he came in with the Midsummer herd. For dl their strength, they're dl but untrained.”

"Which, of course,”" Brianasaid, "makes matters notably worse. No training, no discipline. Add ina
genuine grievance and you have quite adangerous enemy. Unless... can wewin her back again?'

Briana braced againgt the flash of sudden rage. Kerrec controlled it, but it lingered behind his eyes.
"What can we offer that shell take? They'll give her the Mountain and everything onit.”

"They havetowin it first," Brianapointed out.

That was empty bravado, and they both knew it. Briana turned her thoughts away from that particular
trouble, for awhile, and said, "There may be hope even with this. One of our brother's guards has come
over to us, and proposed that we separate our brother from the stones that strengthen his magic. He has
dlies, hesays and aplan.”

Kerrec seemed as glad as she to shift the conversation from Valeria. "Do you trust him?* he asked.



"He seems an honest man. He's married to Maariyah's siter.”
"A mage?'
"No. Something better for our purposes. He sees magic.”

Kerrec frowned. He had alook about him that warned her that he was nearing the edge of his
endurance. "They need Gothard to maintain wards and shields, and to break through into the hall.
Without the stones, most of his protective magic will be gone. Hell be guarding them with hislife. What
makes your guardsman think he can take them away?"

"Severd things," Brianasaid. "Our dear brother's arrogance, for one. For another, no one knows you're
here. Asfar asour brother and his men know, you're safe on the Mountain.”

"Evenif they find out that the stallions rescued me, they won't be looking for me here.” Kerrec
sraightened carefully. What he said next was not easy for him at al, nor did he say it with anything
resembling gladness. "Well haveto tell the emperor al of this. We can't keep it from him. We need him."

"He may not be ableto help,” Brianasaid.
"Hell haveto. I'm not strong enough, and you can't do it lone.”
"Hismagic—"

"Hismind is still working, isn't it? We can usethat." Kerrec turned, swaying alittle. "We can't stand about
talking. Therésno time. I'll spesk to hismaesty, if you will—"

"You aregoing to rest,” she said. "Whatever miracleis mending you, you're still along way from done.
Go, deep for awhile. I'll wake you after I've spoken with Father."

Hewasnot at dl willing to do as shetold him, but he was nearly out on hisfeet. She haf carried him to
his bed and lowered him into it. Consciousness et go of him before he touched the coverlet.

Urgency tugged at her, but she paused, looking down at him. Even in deep hiseyeswere sunken. The
bruises on hisface and hands were at their most darming, and the rest of his body must be even worse,
shaded in green and black and purple. His magic had the same patchwork look to it.

Memory seemed to have come back in full force, but the effort of it had worn him to exhaustion.

Gothard had agreat dedl to atone for. She stooped and kissed Kerrec's brow. It was a promise of sorts,
that the brother who had come so close to destroying him would pay for what he had done.

Chapter Thirty-Seven

Mestre Olivet had established himsdlf in aroom even larger than Vderids, in achar remarkably likethe
imperia thronein the Hall of the Dance at the school. AsVaeriacamein, shefound that Gothard hed
arrived before her. Mestre Olivet's expression was sour. Whatever had brought Gothard here, Mestre
Olivet had had nothing to do withit.

Gothard never smiled. That would have strained his sullenness beyond endurance. But he was



perceptibly less sullen than usud. "It'sdone,” he said. "The blow has fallen on the emperor.”
"He'sdead?" Olivet asked.

"No," said Gothard. "We need him alive, so that the Dance will go on. Heswounded, and the knives
were poisoned. The poison eats magic. By the day of the Dance, he should be as mortal asaman can
be. Then, when the Danceis over, well dispose of him."

Vaeriatried to imagine spesking this coldly, with this much satisfaction, of destroying her father, or even
her mother. The thought made her ill.

Mestre Olivet seemed none too pleased by it. Maybe it annoyed him that Gothard had invaded his
audiencewith Vderia "That'swdl," hesaid. "That'swell, indeed. But if you will pardon me, while your
emperor isunableto protect his Dance, this student of mine must—"

"I should think you would be the student," Gothard said. "Y ou're losing power dmost asfast as my father
is. Can you stop it, or are you past it? Do you need me to ward what's left?"

Olivet drew himsdlf up sharply. Vaeriafully expected to see amage-bolt fly, but the air barely crackled.
Gothard had seen thetruth of it. Olivet's magic had unraveled. The spells of Unmaking had undoneit.

"I need nothing," Olivet said through clenched teeth, "but your presence e sawhere. Thereis much to do
before the Dance. Theless distraction we suffer, the sooner and more thoroughly it will be done.™

"Y ou do your work," Gothard said, "and I'll do mine. Be patient with your student. Or should | bid her
be patient with you?"

He bowed to Olivet, so low asto be mocking, and saluted Vaeria. Olivet kept his eyesfixed onthewadl
until Gothard was gone. Then he said, "I hope you will pardon me, lady, but tonight | think, after al, you
should rest.”

Vaeriamade no secret of her rdlief. Let him think she was merely tired. So she was, but once freed from
the obligation of playing student, she recovered remarkably.

She had half dreaded that either Olivet or Gothard would place her under guard, but it seemed they
trusted the wards that lay thick on this house, woven into the stones and anchored to the earth.

She found her riding clothes after asearch that, with an effort, managed not to be frantic. They had been
cleaned and folded away in the chest at the foot of the bed. Her boots were with them, cleaned likewise.
With aprayer of thanksfor the kindness of servants, she dressed and glided silently toward the door.

Wards stung her fingers as she touched it, but she had expected that. Hissing alittle at the small but
effective pain, she looked inside her, peering down deep. Sabata stared back. She washed hersdlf in his
white brilliance, letting it fill her until it overflowed.

As she had hoped, the wards no longer saw her as human, but perceived her asashimmer of light. She
ran swiftly down the halway, aert for guards or servants. Twice she darted into adoorway or the landing
of adtair, as someone she did not recognize strode past. One seemed to be a servant. The other was
richly dressed and followed by apair of guards and second pair of personsin stiff livery. One of
Gothard's dlies, she supposed. He looked as haughty as Paulus. Probably hewas ardative.

She escaped the house undetected by men or magic, and turned in the direction she hoped she
remembered. The night was very dark, the waning moon not yet up. She could seeno stars. Theair
smelled of damp and the sea.



It was different on foot and in the dark, the distances longer, the turnsless certain. So much magic and so
many human souls overlapped and interwove that she could make no sense of them. But for Sabatas
presence insde her and her own determination that she must do what she had set out to do, she would
have turned and run back to the safety of Gothard's house.

She made her way as best she could, keegping panic a bay and counting turns under her breath. The
streets were nearly empty. All the crowds had retreated within doors for the night, or been herded out of
the city before the last of the light.

There were no beggars here where the nobles lived, and no footpads, either, asfar as she could tell.
Sabata's power protected her, shielding her from spying eyes aswell as wards and magic.

Just as she was sure that she had lost the way irretrievably, the long dark street opened into emptiness.
Onthe other sde of it, gold glimmered in the air. That was the dome of the temple, and there were the
walls and towers she remembered, shadowy in the gloom. Lamps werelit around the square, the light of
each forming itsown circle, asif each lamp on its pole were enclosed in wards.

The house that Euan had named to her as belonging to the riders was dark. The protections on it were
more powerful than Gothard's by far. A fortress of magic overlaid the walls of stone.

Sabata's power rose inside her and unfolded like acloak, wrapping itself around her. Hidden init and
protected by it, she passed the gate asif it were made of mist.

Therewaslight ingde, ordinary lamps burning perfectly mortal oil. The scent of magic pervaded the
place. A deep gtillnesslay onit, asupernal cam. Thiswas not atemple and the riders were not priests,
and yet the best word Vderia could find for the qudity of that stillnesswas holy.

She walked softly through halls and courtyards, guided by Sabata's presence. She emerged after some
timeinto agrassy court with alow building at the end of it, up against the house wall. There werethe
ddlions, fifteen of them. The peace of this place came from them and flowed through them.

They werewaliting for her. She was not to trouble the riders, who were deep in meditation, preparing for
the Dance. She had heard that often enough to be completely out of patience with it, but the stalions
seemed dmost amused. Poor smple mortas, who needed such effort to perceive the most obvious of

patterns.

Vaeriahad been thinking much the same. She drew hersdlf up short. It was all very well for godsto look
on mortas as beloved but rather foolish. She was not agod, or anything like one.

Nevertheless she could not help what she felt. She had spent too much time with the stallions and too
little with their riders. She had learned to think like astalion.

She eased open the door of their stable. They were adeep or eating lazily, asif they were common
horsesin their galsat night. Their light was muted, but so many together equaed the light of afull moon.

Asglad as she was to see them, they were not the ones who needed to hear her message. She meant to
pay her respects and then go hunting riders, but when shetried to retregt, the door would not open
behind her.

Sheturned to face the stallions. "I haveto tal them," she said.
None of them responded.

Even knowing it wasfutile, sheraised her voice. "'l haveto! There are plots against them. The Dance—"



"What? Whét isthis?'

The voice floated down from the hayloft. Even blurred with deep, it sounded haughty. That wasthe
accent of an Aurdian noble, followed soon enough by Paulus as he swung himsdf down from the loft. He
had aknifein hishand and awild look in his eye, which moderated not at al when he recognized Vderia
"You! What are you doing here?'

One of the dlions snorted and pawed his stdl door. The sound of hoof striking oak was deafening. It
brought Paulus up short.

"Paulus" Vaeriasaid with akind of resgnation. Of courseit could not be Batu or 1liyawho had been set
on watch over the stdlionstonight. "1 have to speak to Master Nikos. Can you get mein?”

He drew himsdlf to hisfull height, which for an imperia wasrather impressive. "All theridersare
secluded. No oneisto intrude on them for any reason.”

"Not even to stop the disruption of the Dance?!

Hewas not ligening. "Where have you been? Whereisthe First Rider? Why did you leave us? The
Magter sent some of the men to look for you, but they couldn't find anything. What have you done?
What—"

"l have to spesk to the Master," Vaeriasaid.
"You can't,” said Paulus.
"l haveto."

"No one can get in," Paulus said. "Do you understand? They're completely warded. The Dance can't be
disrupted. Thereé's no way to get near theriders.”

"Yes, thereis," said Vderia "When they cometo the Hall, the protections will be gone.”
"But who would dare—"

Vaeriadecided quickly, if she could not get to the Master—and it was al too clear that there was no
hope of it—then she had to trust this boy, somehow, to do what he could. She answered him as clearly
as she knew how. "An dliance of barbarians, arenegade First Rider named Olivet and the emperor's
half-bred son.”

"Marcdlus? But—"
"They cal him Gothard. He has adire grievance, and atogether too much magic with which to pursueit.”

"Marcdlus" Paulus said. He seemed |ess stunned now, and more willing to condder the possibility. "He
was completely out of temper when the emperor passed him over and named Sophia Briana his heir.
Sill, this—"

"Hell kill the emperor,” Vderiasaid, "and wrest the Dance away from the riders, and try to shape the
patternsin hisdlies favor."

"He can't do that. No matter how powerful heis, he'samage of sones. He can't influence the Dance.
No one can, except the sdlions.™

Vaeriadrew adeep breath. Thiswas difficult. "They have agdlion. They have Sabata."



"And arenegade First Rider." Paulus looked asif he wanted to faint.

"Ligten," Vaeriasad. "This prince, this Gothard, is ruthless. He captured and tortured First Rider
Kerrec. He's safe now—he was rescued and sent to the Mountain—but Gothard and his aliestruly will
stop a nothing. Theriders must be prepared. | think—I think there will be aspell of Unmaking."

"How do you know this?' Paulus demanded. "Where have you been? If they had Kerrec and they have
Sabata, that means—"

"It doesn't matter,” Vderiasaid. "Just get word to Master Nikos. Promise you'll do that.”

"Not until you tell me where you've been and what you've been doing. You lied to usall once. How do |
know you'e not doing it again?'

"Itisthetruth,” Vaeriasaid. "l swear by the Call, itis." She began to draw away. "1 haveto go.
Promise—"

He saized her amin apainful grip. "What have you been doing? Y ou said they have Olivet. Did he get at
you? Have you gone over to him?"

"If I had, would | be here? Would | betrying to warn you?"
"To throw us off the scent, yes. Y ouwould.”

"Maybe I'm trying to throw them off the scent,” she said. She wrenched free. "Tell the Master. Let him
be the one to judge. If nothing happens to the Dance, you've lost no more than the effort of raising
defences”

He did not respond to that. His face was set in lines of resistance.

She flung her last wegpon. "There's been an attempt on the emperor'slife. Gothard is preening himself
over it. He's tortured his brother nearly to death, and now he's poisoned hisfather. Gods know what hell
do to hissigter, whom he must hate above dl, but do be sure he has something in mind."

"You are with him," said Paulus.

"| traded myself for Kerrec'slife," sheflung at him. "I know what that makes me. If you can stop this,
then by the gods, do it."

Pauluslunged. Sheran.
Thistime the door opened for her. She darted out into the night, with Paulus hard on her hedls.

He stumbled. She heard his curse, and the thud of hisbody gtriking the ground. Therewasaquiver in
her, aripple of satisfaction. The stallions had aded her escape.

Their will waslike ahand between her shoulders, thrusting her out and away from theriders house,
through the square and down the sireet that led to Gothard's palace. Only then was she alowed to
pause. She collapsed againgt awall, sobbing for breath. "Why?" she cried to them with what little voice
she had to spare. "Why?'

She did not expect an answer, nor did she get one. The best they granted her was a sense of inevitability.
Thiswas the pattern. She would danceit, aswould they dl. It would end as it was meant to end.

A mortal could not comprehend the gods. They might let her see afraction of their purposes, and know a



glimmer of the thoughts that moved them, but her mind was too smal and her understanding too limited.

Sabatawas waiting for her in the confinement he had, however late and unwillingly, chosen. For once he
was as serene as the rest of them. She wished that she could share that serenity, but she was human. She
could only see the web of deception and dishonor, and hersaf caught in it, bound too tightly to escape.

Chapter Thirty-Eight

Euan caught Vaeria before she reached her rooms. She thought she was being stealthy, but she was
crushed by an exhaustion as much of the soul as of the body. She did not even see him until he loomed in
front of her. "Y ou've been out,” he said. "1've been waiting. Where—"

"Sabata," she said without thinking. " Sabata called me.”

Helad hisarm over her shoulders and turned. She leaned againgt him, too tired to resist, and let him
support her down the rest of the passage and through the door.

He undressed her gently, without passion, though there was plenty of that ingde him if she wanted it.
Evidently he believed her. He did not badger her with questions, only said, " Sabata doesn't (ike the city.”

"Not at dl," shesad.

He had l€ft her shirt, which she found interesting. He lay beside her, fully dressed except for his boots,
but did not try to kiss or touch her. "He wouldn't stay if he didn't want to, would he? Hesagod. Morta
meagic means nothing to him.”

Vaeriastruggled to clear her mind. Maybe he did not suspect that she had been betraying her own
betrayd, but he was dismayingly closeto other and equaly dangeroustruths. "He saysthet it is meant,”
shesad.

That wastrue. It appeared to satisfy Euan. He stretched and yawned and smiled. "Y our gods are with
us'" hesad.

She closed her eyes. As much as she hated to admit it, it seemed he wasright.

When she opened her eyes again, wan daylight washed the room. The clouds were thick and grey. She
could hear the wind wuthering in the eaves. Faint and distant but still perceptible, she heard a soft roar
and sigh that must be the voice of the sea. It seemed restless, like some vast beast disturbed in its deep.

Euan was gone. Bresgkfast waited on the table beside the bed. It was smple, bread and fruit and a cup of
something hot and bitter but laced with sweetness. At first she grimaced, but after the second sip she
rather liked it. It had the fed of atonic about it. There was no magic in it, and nothing harmful.

The messenger was waiting when she finished. It hovered like an insect in ashaft of sunlight, wingsablur,
jeweled body gleaming. When she looked directly at it, it darted away toward the door.

Mestre Olivet had sent it, dthough it was not hismagic that animated it. She found himin asmall and
cluttered room, with books hegped around him and a shard of crysta in his hand. The messenger
hovered aboveit, poised, then darted down into it. The stone swallowed it.



"Y ou are not amage of stones,” Vaeriasad.

He amiled. It was not apleasant expression. "Our noble host is not the master of adl magics," he sad, "nor
does he understand the Unmaking. It may avall itsdf of other magics asit chooses, if the master has
sufficient srength of will."

"Doesit swdlow them? Destroy them?”

"Intime" he answered, "it swallows dl that is." He beckoned to her. "Come, st down. Thereismuch to
learn, and very littletime.”

Vaeriasat gingerly across from him, athough he had pointed to the stool beside him. The book he drew
out of the clutter was dl too familiar. She hoped he did not see how she shuddered. She was beginning to
regret eating as much breakfast as she had.

She had to carry on. Now more than ever, Olivet could not suspect that shewas not hisaly but his
enemy. Shelet him turn the book toward her and take up a pointer and point to a passage writtenin
|etters that burned themselvesinside her eydids.

"Thisisthe second spell of Unmaking,” he said. "Thereare Six, but thereisno timeto learn them dl. Even
| have only come to the sixth through years of study. But you with your great magic will need no more.
The Danceisinyou, set in your bones."

Her hands were cold. She fought to keep them from shaking. Her protections, even doubled and trebled,
strained before the power of the spell. Thefirst spell had laired in her mind. Thistook am at her heart.

Sabata, she prayed. Oh, gods, Sabata.

Hewasthere as dways with the rest, the circle of the white gods. Behind them she saw others, powers
as much greater than they asthey were greater than morta horses. At first she thought they were Great
Ones, but she saw Sabataand Petrain the more familiar circle. Then shemet apair of dark eyesina
lone dark head, and realized that these were the Ladies.

She could not move in the body. Mestre Olivet was watching. In spirit she bowed low in respect and
deepening awe.

The Lady whom she had known touched her with asting of impatience. Awe was for lesser powers,
fools who needed the worship of mortalsto feed their pride. The Ladies were beyond such things.

Vaeriacould not help it. Shewas mortd, as she had been reminded al too often of late. Awe wasthe
pricethe Ladies paid for revealing themselves.

The dark Lady found that amusing. She had no wisdom to offer, and no advice. She was beyond that,
too. But she was there, and her Ssters and aunts and grandmothers with her, awhite wall against the
spdlsof Unmaking.

They were not going to tell Vaeriawhat to do, till lesshow to doit. That wasfor her to discover.
"Andif | fail?' she asked them.
They did not answer.

This could drive aperson mad, Vderiathought. Small wonder the Ladies never revedled themsdavesto
the riders. Men wanted everything set in words, the smpler the better.



There were no words for what the Ladies were. Vaeriabathed for awhilein their brilliance. It was
amogt painful to draw away from it, open her eyesto the mortal world, and listen to Mestre Olivet's
spew of words. How like aman to drown even the Unmaking in them, athough it was most asfar
beyond words as the L adies themselves.

Vaderiawas further than ever from understanding why the gods were alowing thisthing. She could think
of nothing better to do than pretend to listen, try not to |et the words from the book crawl into her brain,
and hope this day would end soon.

When Mestre Olivet finaly let her go, Vaeriawas surprised to discover that it was dtill daylight. Asfar as
she could tell through the thick clouds, it was barely past noon. Shefet asif she had been shut in with the
Unmaking from dawn to dark.

Olivet had given her no orders, which left her free to go back to her room and deep. Instead she went to
find Sabata.

Hewas 4till locked in his stable, pacing the floor and occasiondly biting at the walls. She opened the
door so that he could come and go as he pleased.

She had expected him to run until he could not run any more, but he wasin an oddly quiet mood now his
prison walls were open. He walked alittle distance from the door, lowered his head and set to work
cropping grass asif he had not stood in front of amanger full of excelent hay since he arrived the night
before. She folded her feet under her and sat againgt the wall, watching him. There was aditinct, damp
chill inthe air, which made her shiver lightly, but she would rather be here than shut in aroom that reeked
of sonemeagic.

Gothard found her there. Sheregarded him in unconcealed surprise. It wasfar below hisdignity to run his
own errands, let alone seek out her thoroughly unaristocratic company.

He was none too pleased with it, either, from the way he glared down hisnose at her. It wasan
expression she had seen on Kerrec's face often enough. Odd, she thought, that he had never directed it
at her. However arrogant Kerrec was by nature, not once, no matter how infuriating he was, had he
made her fed that she was beneath him.

She missed him suddenly, with asensation as sharp as pain. Gods be thanked he was not here—he must
be safe on the Mountain by now. But she could not stop hersdf from wishing it were Kerrec standing
over her and not his brother.

Gothard squinted at her. "Gods," he said. "Y ou're beautiful.” He said it asif it were her fault that he had
never noticed it before. "'l suppose the riders hold that againgt you, too."

"| think it's quite sufficient that I'm femde," shesaid.

"They say too many hoursin the saddle can make aman like aeunuch," said Gothard. "Their actions
toward you do seem to bear it out.”

Vaeriaheld her tongue. She could testify that in onerider's case at leadt, it was certainly not so. But she
was not about to say that to this man.

Hetook no notice of her silence. He turned to Stare at Sabata, who was doing nothing of interest.
Abruptly he said, "If you're going to ride him in the Dance, you had better do something to prepare him.”



"Who sad I'mriding himin the Dance?'

"How can you not? To change the Dance, we need agtdlion, and the stalion hasto have arider. Thisis
the sdlion we have. | don't expect Olivet to doit. The old man'spast it."

"Sabataistoo young," shesad. "l can't—"

"He's broken to ride—I've seen you on him. Y ou'll ride him every day between now and the Dance. He
only hasto carry you for ashort time, but held better befittodoit.”

"Six daysaren't going to—" Vaeriabegan.

"They'll haveto,” said Gothard. "He needs asaddle, | suppose. There must be abridlein this place
somewhere.”

"I'mnot going toridehim," Vderiasad.

"I think you are," he said. "I'll send one of the grooms. HEll help you to get what you need.”

"l don't need anything,” she said.

Gothard flung up his hands. "Don't tell me you've gone so far on Olivet'sroad that you can't ride, either.”
"I'm not thet far gone," Vderiasaid grimly.

"Good. I'll send the groom. Do it for the horse if not for me."

"l don't need agroom,” she said. "I don't need asaddle. I'll ride him without.”

Gothard eyed her narrowly. She glowered back. "Humor me," he said.

"l dready am."

He hissed, but he could not fail to seethat he had won. She pushed hersdlf to her feet and approached
Sabata. She was aware of Gothard's eyes on her back, but he no longer mattered.

Sabata raised his head as shelaid her hand on his shoulder. He was cam, with the sweet taste of grassin
his mouth and the wind ruffling hismane. "1 hateto admit it," she said to him, "but heisright.”

Sabata sghed and shook himsalf from noseto tail. Of course the man wasright, his manner said. Was
she going to dally another three months or was she going to do something about it?

Therewas only one answer to that. She took her time as Kerrec had taught her, sending Sabata out on a
circle and putting him through his paces around her.

His muscleswarmed. His heart beat more strongly, and his bresth came deep and steady. He danced a
littlefor the joy of wearing thisbody in this age of the world.

He was beautiful and he knew it, and he had no fear of what was coming. It would be asit would be.
He paused in his exercises, then turned and looked over his shoulder, inviting her to mount.

Shedid not ride long, nor did she ask him for the movements of the Dance. It was enough that he carried
her.

Gothard by then had grown bored and wandered off. He was not a horseman. His only care for Sabata



was that he befit to turn the Dancein Gothard's favor.

Vaeriadid not honestly know what Sabatawould do. That the stallions would submit themselvesto the
will of their riders, she knew. She had seen it. But Sabata did not practice submission.

Shedid from his back and buried her face in his mane. He swiveed his neck about and blew on her hair.
Hewas not afraid, nor should she be. Even if shedied, shewould be with him. Hewould keep her spirit
safe, whatever became of her body.

That was not as comforting as he meant it to be. She hugged him until he shook hishead in protest. "I'd
prefer to stay in the body,” she said.

In some ways he was remarkably like his mother. He did not answer that, but wandered off in search of
the sweetest patch of grass.

Chapter Thirty-Nine

Brianahad agreat ded of thinking to do before she went to her father. She had hopedtodoitin
solitude, but two petitioners had got as far as her anteroom.

If Demetria had been at her usual post, even the Chief of the College of Augurs and the First Lord of the
Imperiad Council would not have passed that door. But Demetriawas guarding the emperor. Her third in
command, loyal guardsman though he was, had not been able to withstand the power of the two men's
titles.

They rose and bowed when she camein. Sheinclined her head in return, suppressing the inward sgh.
They were both her cousinsin her mother'sline, but very different in persondity and looks. The Chief
Augur was atall and dender man, very eegant, with a gentle manner and an ivory mask of aface. Duke
Gdlio had been alegionary commander in hisyouth, and he had the legthery look of the lifelong soldier,
with scars enough to mark hisvaor.

Hewas one of the strongest supporters of her father'swar. What the Chief Augur thought about it, no
one knew. If she had asked, he would have answered as he dways did, that it was not his place to offer
opinions of that nature. He was areader of signs and omens, avoice for the wind of heaven.

There were preliminaries, adance as graceful initsway asthe, Dance of the stdlions, and with itsown
peculiar power. It smoothed raw edges and softened tension.

Shelet it go on aslong as her uninvited guests were willing to continue. It was part of the game. At last
Duke Gallio conceded surrender and came to the point. "Lady, we know the emperor isin secluson, but
maybe you know his mind. It's been a hundred years since the last Great Dance—since anyone raised
the power that changes the future. How do we know that future will be anything we can livein?'

"The emperor'swill bindsthe Dance" said the Chief Augur. "It unfoldsthrough him."
"And if the emperor isill? What then? What happens to the Dance?"

Briana heard thisin deep darm. She swallowed the first words that came into her head and made herself
pause, cadm down and then say, "The Dance will be safe. The riderswill assureit if, gods forbid, the



emperor isunable.”

The Augur nodded. "The master of the ridersis given the emperor's mandate. If the emperor isunableto
fulfill it, then he undertakesto do s0."

That seemed to reassure Duke Gdllio, at least for the moment. It did not comfort Briana.as much asit
might have. The Chief Augur could have put the First Lord's fearsto rest without forcing Brianato serve
asawitness. "Reverend father,” she said, "is everything well?"

"We areready for the Dance," he said, "dl but thefina preparations.”
He had not answered her question. "That'swell," she said. "But the rest?’

Hewas unusudly reluctant to answer. Findly, with aglance a Galio, hedrew asmal scroll from his
deeve. She recognized the crimson cord that bound it and the sedlsthat hung from it. Thiswas the scroll
of the omens, which was given to the emperor at each new moon. "Thisis somewhat irregular,” he said,
"but in the circumstances, | think it best that you see what iswritten here."”

Brianatook the scroll with an odd shiver. That sedl wasfor the emperor to break. She thought briefly of
taking it to him, but the Augur himsdf could have done that. There must be areason why he had brought
it to her instead.

She murmured aWord over the seal, to remove any curse that might attend her breaking it and to ward
the contents of the scroll. The sedl fell wholeinto her hand. The scroll unrolled itself.

She could read an omen as clear asthat. She bent to the scroll. It was closdly written, much more so than
others she had seen.

Soon enough she saw what the Augur had wanted her to see. Herein Aurdliashe had noticed few
enough portents, unless the worsening weather after so long aspell of calm could be counted as such.
But there was awidening pattern of signsand prodigieswhich, if she had drawn them on amap, formed
agreet circledl around the heart of the empire.

Leviathansin the deep, storms that blew without warning and wrought utter destruction, darkness at noon
and storms of fire a midnight, those were the most obvious. But to her eye, the numerous lesser oddities
were more disturbing. A swarm of bees had overwhelmed avillage near the eastern frontier, killed or
driven out itsinhabitants and transformed its heedman's house into avast hive. In atown to the north, al
the cats had departed, leaving therats to rule unchalenged. Not too terribly far to the south, cows were
calving out of season, giving birth to bizarre deformities—a startling number of which lived until the
herdsmen put them out of their misery.

There were dozens of such strange occurrences, and more of them every day. Only one place had none,
and that was the Mountain. Everywhere el se was plagued with portents.

She did not have to be a horse mage to see the pattern. Ripples from the Dance could spread into the
past aswell asthe future. The empire wasin grave danger, and it dl hinged on the day of the emperor's
fediva.

Sherolled the scroll carefully and fastened its cords, using the time to find words that would not be
misunderstood. Findly, when the omens were hidden again though not forgotten, she said, "Tell mewhy
you brought thisto me and not my father."

"Thelast portent,” the Augur said.



She frowned. She had read so many. The last—she had barely skimmed it.

"Thelionessin the duke's menagerie & Roviga,” the Augur said, "who gave birth to ablack filly foa with
acrescent moon on its brow. The pattern in the portents, the shape of things around it, pointsto you,
highness. Y ou are, somehow, akey."

Briana shuddered under her skin. This man's gift was to read whole worldsin the passage of a shadow or
the turn of agtallion's hoof. Her face, even with dl the training she had had, could not be terribly difficult
for him to decipher.

The opposite, unfortunately, was not true. Like al master mages, he was warded completely. She could
read nothing but what he chose to show. She had known him since she was a child, but whether she
could trust him with what she knew—she did not know.

She decided to tell apart of the truth. Not the part that made her shiver, the part in which she was sure
that the omen referred not to her but to the woman who had been Called. That, she found she wanted to
keep to hersdlf. If the Augur had not seen or foreseen it, then surely it was not meant for him to know.

Shetold him the thing that was more immediate and probably lesser, dthough it was great enough in
itsdlf. "There has been an attack on the emperor,” she said. "The wound is minor, but the blade was
poisoned with akasha. He will be dive and aware for the Dance, but he may be unableto influenceit to
the extent that he had hoped.”

Duke Gdllio's bresth hissed between histeeth. Briana made hersdlf ignore him.

The Chief Augur betrayed no more expression than before. "The emperor is not required to be amage,”
he said. "The Dance is a power outside of his, even as he expresses the will of the gods and of the
empire. If theridersride well and the white gods are well disposed, it will matter little whether he brings
magic to therite.

"But it will maiter.”
He shrugged dightly, aminutelift of one shoulder. "Are you asking whether your magic can turn the tide?"
"Canit?'

"That," he said, "we do not know. Asthe heir you have great power in your own right. Y ou are bound to
the empire asyour father is, dthough in lesser degree. Then of course thereisthefact that you, like him,
are amage of rare potency. Whether your power will sufficefor this, | cannot see."

"But it might? It's possible?"

"All thingsare possible," Duke Gallio said in aburst of rareimpatience. "A lionesscan give birthto a
horsefoad, and Augurs can wax grave asto the meaning of it. The rest of us have less|ofty and more
practical concerns. Do you. know who attacked your father?"

She had been prepared for that. Again, she answered honestly. "We have reason to suspect that they
were agents of the prince Marcdlus™

She held her breath. This could be avery bad decision, or it could have gained apair of alies. She might
not know which until the Dance was over.

"I see," the Augur said with no more expression than before. Maybe he had known, or maybe she had
made clear a pattern that he had dready half understood. "The Dance will require Great Wards, then,



and mages of stonesto secure them. Guards aswell, | think. My lord?!

"| can put the emperor'sown on dert,” the First Lord said. He was not surprised at al, she noticed, and
he had none of her father'sinsstence that she prove her accusation. If anything, he seemed relieved. "It's
only senshblein any case”

"Please," Brianasaid, dthough sherisked insulting them both, "be circumspect. The fewer people who
know thetruth, the better."

"By al means" the First Lord said. " Set your mind at ease, Highness. No one will know why were doing
this, unless he can be bound to silence.”

"| thank you for that," she said.

The Chief Augur bowed to her in respect that seemed genuine. "Highness" he said, "never forget that we
areyour servants. Never hesitate to ask of uswhatever you must. After we are your father's, we are
yours—and before either of you, we belong to the empire.”

Brianasthroat wastight. She had been bred to receive homage, but there was a depth to thisthat she
had not felt before.

Her father was not going to die and leave her to rule acrumbling empire. The Dance was not going to
shatter. If she had to hold it together with her own life and soul, she would.

Maybe the last portent applied to her after al. Shefound, contemplating it, that she was not afraid.
Whatever she was meant to do, she would do it. That was what she was for.

Demetrias sword flicked out, quick as a snake. Artorius blade flashed to the riposte. Demetria struck
again, again, again. At each stroke he beat her back.

Brianahdd her breath. She would have Demetria's neck—but not until that €l of polished sted was
safely sheathed. Her father was remarkably fast on hisfeet for aman with awound in the Sde that even
yet was bleeding magic. He began to fal back before Demetrias determined attack.

Just as Brianawas about to call ahdt, he camedive. Hisbladewasablur.

He seemed dmost cool, but sweat ran down Demetrias face. She retreated a step, two, three, four. The
sword flew out of her hand.

She stood grinning. He grinned back.

Briana could not decide which of them to throttle first. Even while she glared at them, she had to admit
that her father looked well—if sheignored the fact that his magic had shrunk from aroaring flaneto a
barely visble ember.

"Father—" she began.

"Briang," he said. He saluted her with his blade and shegthed it with aflourish. "Before you kill your
servant, do consider that shewas only following orders.”

"Ordersto do what? Put you out of your misery?'

"Precisdly," he said. "Did you notice? The poison isfading. The stronger my blood flows, the weaker the



akasha becomes."
"Y ou can't goend the next Six days playing at soldiers,” she said.

"No?' Hewasin an odd mood, asif he had drunk alittle too much wine. Loss of blood made one
light-headed. Maybe loss of magic could do the same.

She had been going to tell him about everything—the rash of omens, the plan to trap Gothard—but what
could he do, after al? He was entertaining himself perfectly well. He seemed safe. After shewas done, if
the gods favored her, he would be safer till. She might even stop the attack on the Dance. Shewasa
key, the Augur had said. He had not said anything of the emperor.

"If youwon't rest,” Brianasaid, "at least stop grinning and eat something. Maybe even call in aheder,
if—"

"No heders" hesad. "What are they saying in court? Are the whiners asloud as usud?'

Her breath came a bit short. She made herself answer lightly, and not asif she weretrying to hide
anything. "Louder. But the rumors are more harmless than you might expect. No oneistalking about
knives and poison. Were safe for awhile."”

That pleased him, and had the virtue of being true. His servants brought food, which heinsisted that she
share. She choked down as much as she could, and escaped before he could grow suspicious. Demetria
was eyeing her oddly, but her father seemed content to believe that she had only come to assure herself
that he was wdll.

Maariyah had seen that Briana's messages were ddlivered. The burden was on Tullusthe guardsman to
lay the trap and set it to be sprung.

Brianawas the bait. She had debated between summoning her brother into her presence, which would
be in accord with protocol but might make him suspicious, and caling on himin hisown house, which
would take thefight to histerritory.

In the end she decided to go to him. It had the advantage of surprise, and she could claim precedent. She
had been in his house often as a child, though more seldom as she grew older, after Ambrosius became
Kerrec and went to the Mountain. Gothard never had forgiven either her or their father for taking away
the heirship—asif he had ever had aright to it.

Now she knew just how badly he had wanted it, and just how much he was willing to pay to get it. It
saddened her above and beyond the anger. He was her brother, and he had turned against hisown
blood.

She put the sadness aside until she could afford to indulgein it. With Maariyah and a pair of guards, both
of whom were mages with agift for raisng wards, she set off on foot toward Gothard's house.

The guard at the gate was one of Tullus men. He greeted Brianawith the signal they had agreed on, a
flick of thefingersat his belt. She arched her brow and tilted her chin. He bowed her through the gate.

Gothard was at home, as Tullus had assured her that he would be. Briana was not admitted at onceto his
presence, but she had expected that. She settled as comfortably as she could in the anteroom to which
his servants directed her, smoothing the skirts she had put on for the occasion.



She ran her hand surreptitioudy down her leg to her ankle. One of her daggers was strapped securdly,
within fast reach. The other, under her voluminous deeve, dipped into her hand at aflex of thewrigt, and
then back smoothly into its sheath.

She had no stonein which to focus her magic, but that could be astrength rather than aweakness. Her
power was woven through her flesh and bone. It could not be separated from her unless she died.

She dowed her breathing and drew her power into hersalf. Fear was far away. So was the earth of this
empire from which she drew most of her strength. In this place of stone, Gothard had focused the bulk of

hismagic.

She held hersdf steady by force of will. The house lay on the earth. She only had to find it through cracks
in the stones. Then she could ground herself.

A shock ran through her. There was awhite god insde these walls. Once she was aware of him, she
could fed him as strongly asthe heat of sunlight on her skin. At first she thought him trapped, but there
was nothing elther caged or desperate about him. He hated walls, that came through very strongly, but he
choseto enclose himsdf in them.

He was the anchor she needed. All of her family were bound to the stalions, although Kerrec wasthe
first imperia heir to be Cdled asarider. She rested briefly in the comfort of the god's presence, not
thinking too hard about what it meant or what he must mean by it.

Someone was standing in the door of the anteroom. With difficulty she forced her awvareness back to the
morta world. The person in the doorway was so powerful that she was surprised and somewhat
disappointed to redize that it was a human creature and not the stallion.

It was awoman, quite young, and dressed like arider. Her hair was cut short, curling on her neck. Her
face was anarrow oval, too strong for prettiness, but rather striking in its beauty, if aman was not
looking too closdly or expecting too much, he might takeit for aboy's.

So thiswasthe traitor, Briana thought. Of course she would be that young, if she had only been Cdled
that spring, but it was alittle surprising even so. Her magic was so strong and so sure of itsdlf, so much
likeaddlion's, that Brianafdt alittle dizzy seeing it in thisyoung girl's bodly.

She could sense no corruptioninit. That interested her. She opened her mouth to speak, but the girl had
started and half spun. Before Briana could blink, she was gone. In her place stood one of Gothard's
servants. "My lord will seeyou now," he said.

Briana steadied herself with a deep breath, and wrenched her mind away from the puzzle of the girl who
had been Called. Every part of her must be clear and focused. She stood, shook out her skirts and
followed the servant.

Chapter Forty

Gothard was praying at the shrine of the ancestorsin the centra court of his house. Theimagesthere dll
wore imperid faces and theimperia diadem. Brianahad asimilar shrinein her wing of the palace, but she
paid tribute to her mother's family aswell, ascattering of ducal coronets and alegionary standard or two.



Barbarians did not offer respect to their ancestors. They had one god and only one, and hewasa
powerfully jedlousdivinity.

She waited while Gothard finished his devotions. Her head was bowed and her eyeslowered in apparent
respect. Under her lashes she confirmed what her magical sensestold her, that there were guards al
around the courtyard. Two were visible, over on the eastern side. The rest were hidden in shadows and
behind pillars of the colonnade.

All of those pillars were warded, as was the paving underfoot, but the sky was open overhead. There
was no better place in this house for the trap the guards had laid.

Brianas heart was beating hard. She made hersdlf bresthe dowly. Gothard was taking histime, which
was anot particularly subtleinsult. He knew perfectly well that because it was a sacred ritua—dedicated
to her own ancestors as well as his—she could not object to his conduct.

The guards had begun to move, dipping down aong the' colonnade. Brianawilled the tension out of her
body. Gothard seemed oblivious. Hiswards and protections were quiet.

Even with the warning she had had, the attack caught her by surprise. They camein from dl sdes, fast
and slent. A thrown spear clipped Gothard's shoulder and sent him sprawling. In dmost the same ingtant,
aheavy weight struck Brianafrom behind.

Her brother's body broke her fal. Shelay dazed, struggling to clear her head. The stone was close—she
could fed it. She scrambled asif in panic. He twisted under her. He was wheezing, gasping for breath.

Her fingers brushed the stone. It burned likefire. By ingtinct she recoiled.

Hard hands gripped her, hauling her away. She could not see Gothard. The stones underfoot had begun
to hum. The man who gripped her heaved her up off them. " Sorry, Highness" he muttered in her ear.

Therewasameleein front of the shrine, with Gothard at the bottom of it. If the spear had wounded or
stunned him, he seemed to have recovered damnably quickly.

Briana struggled againgt the too-helpful fool who held her. She could hardly bresthe. Her magic was
floundering. The sky fed it, but the stones swallowed it. Gothard was growing stronger.

She wrenched free. The hum all around her rose to ashriek. One of the guards had Gothard'sring. His
shout of triumph was barely audible.

Thiswasdl faling to pieces. Briana scraped her strength together as best she could. The structure of
wards that should have risen around her was aramshackle thing, full of gaps and threadbare patches.

The guard with the ring lurched toward her. He was charring as he walked, from the hand inward. His
teeth were set, hisface amask that reminded her incongruoudy of the Chief Augur.

She had apouch of warded silk in apocket of her skirts. He had burned to bone and then to ash before
she could draw it out. She dropped painfully to her knees. Thering lay, gleaming darkly, in the hegp of
nothingness that had been aman.

The wards were not faling. They should have broken as soon asthering left her brother's hand. Which
meant—

Brianaflung hersdf flat. The blast roared over her. Men's bodiesfell broken.



Thering gleamed just out of reach, it had been far better bait than she had been.

Gothard stood above her. She braced for the killing stroke, but he stretched out ahand and pulled her
up. She could find no wrath in hisface, not a her. She could have sworn that what she saw there was
genuine concern. "Siger,” he said. "By the gods. Areyou hurt?!

She gaped likeanidiot. Of al things she could have expected from this lethaly clever man, thiswasthe
most improbable. He had laid atrap for the trap—but it seemed he had no inkling of her part init.

Her slence made him frown, and not—again amazingly—in anger. He swung her up in hisarms, grunting
only dightly, and carried her away from al the dead and dying.

Shetried to escape. Maariyah was there. Tullus. Two of her own guards. She could not—

Hewas too strong. Now that the deception of the ring was gone, shefelt the greater power it had
hidden, it hung on achain under hisshirt, and it was nearly aswide as her pam. It was amaster stone, a
Great One of itskind, that ruled gods knew how many lesser stones. If she had known, if any of them
had known, the actua source of his magic, they would never have tried anything so foolhardy asan
ambush in hisown house.

"My maid," shesaid. "My guards. | haveto—"

"They'll be seento,” Gothard said. That was more hisusua tone, sharp and alittle impatient. He carried
her out of the light and into stifling dimness.

Gothard's servantslooked after Briana, soothing her aching head with cool cloths and plying her with
cups and bowls of this concoction or that. She trusted none of them, and turned them all away.

Gothard had gone out to deal with the carnage. He came back just before she could make her escape,
wearing ascowl that he barely wiped from his face before he greeted her.

She had been holding her bregath, but it ssemed he till did not guess what she had been to the
conspiracy. "They'real dead,” he said. "Y our maid, your guards—all of them. I'm sorry."

Brianamade no effort to stop the cry that welled up in her. Her fault, her fault. Because she had planned
too poorly. Because she had underestimated her brother'sintelligence. Because—

Gothard never had been much use around weeping women. Discomfort made him snappish. "Stop it!
Stop that. I'll do my best to find out who is behind this. Did anyone suggest you come here &t this
particular time?

She stared at him, unable to shake her head, |et done speak aword.

He looked ready to dap her. "Never mind. I'll make sure you're ddivered safely home. Well see each
other at the Dance, yes?'

At that she could nod, numbly.

He softened alittle, enough to pat her awkwardly on the shoulder. "I don't think thiswas aimed &t you,"
hesad. "You'l be safe once you're home again.”

"My maid—" she began.



"I'll have the bodies of your people sent back with due honor. But you should go now. | can't promise
there won't be another attack. If that was afeint—"

She could hardly say it had not been.

"Go now," hesaid. "Go quickly. My guardswill escort you. If yourewise, you'll stay in the palace until
after the Dance. Keep your wits about you and be watchful. I I've been attacked, you yourself may bein

danger.”

Her jaw was locked too tight for an answer. In any case he had not expected one. His opinion of her had
never been very high, but hewould be sure now that shewas anidiot.

Maariyah's body lay with those of Briana's two guardsin one of the anterooms of the heir's palace. There
had been no way to ask for Tullus body aswell. Brianawould have to honor him as best she could
through the spirits of the otherswho had died with him.

The emba mers had been summoned. Briana sat with the dead and waited. Thiswas her penance, and
her failure.

Thetears were burned out of her. When you fail, her father had taught her, learn fromit. It wasahard
lesson tonight.

She heard both her father and her brother behind her. They had not come in together and were not
perceptibly pleased to find that they had had the same thought, but for once they laid aside their private
war. Kerrec came up beside her and knelt as she was knedling. Artorius remained standing behind her.

"Our brother hasamaster stone," Brianasaid.

"I know," said Kerrec. "Y ou should have suspected. He's been keeping a Great One imprisoned in
wards."

"The Great One chooses to be imprisoned,” Brianasaid.
"Even s0," her brother said.

Her fists had clenched. They were aching, but she could not unclench them. "Thereis nothing that either
of you can say that | have not said to mysdif. | did everything badly. | acted too quickly, studied too
poorly, cost the lives of loyd people through my errors of judgment.”

"Youdid," sad her father. "Y ou dso came out aive and unsuspected.”
"That wasluck," she said bitterly. "I should have—"

"Whatever you should have done," Artorius said, "we now know more precisely what we face. Were
you able to see the stone?"

"No," shesad, ill bitter. "Hekept it hidden.”
"No matter," Kerrec said. "It's clear enough what its powers are."

Hewould have said more, but the emba mers had come. One moment he was there. The next, shewas
staring at empty space.



The embalmers were a sect of healer priests, devotees of the moon's dark. They were al women, and
masked, with soft dow movements and supple gestures. Their order was sworn to silence.

They bowed low to her and lower to her father, and indicated in their subtle way that there wererites
they should perform here before the dead were taken away.

Briana paused, looking down into faces that shewould never see again in thislife. Shelaid runes of
blessing on the guards foreheads, but on Maariyah's she laid akiss. Her eyes had filled with tears.

Her father'sarm circled her shoulders, drawing her away. He drew her al the way to the garden, where
Kerrec was sitting on Petras back, looking asif he had been carved in stone.

"l didn't know horse mages worked the spells of mist and shadow,” Brianasaid.

"Wedont," said Kerrec. "I have no ideahow | did that. | needed to beinvisible, and to be gone.
Therefore | was."

He was scowling. Hisfingers were knotted in Petrals mane, and his back was iff. "I don't—Ilike—not
knowing what | did. Or how. Or where the knowledge came from. | am—I was—disciplined. | knew all
the ranks and divisions of my power. My mind was athing of order and beauty. Now—"

Petrashook his head and snorted wetly, then turned and nipped his rider's leg. Kerrec's look of pure
affront startled Brianainto laughter that was half tears. When affront turned to outrage, she lost any
power to stop laughing.

She had to st down rather abruptly. Petranuzzled her hair. She wrapped her arms around his big solid
head and let him pull her back to her feet.

Kerrec had recovered somewhat from hisfit of the wallows. Their father was scrupuloudly avoiding
comment. When both of his offspring were more or less composed, he said, "We have atrap to
lay—one that, we can hope, will succeed where the other failed. | propose we lay it soon, and as solidly
aswe can. A master stone will challenge us severely—the more so for that the only intact power among
the three of us, daughter, isyours."

"And his" Kerrec said, rubbing Petras neck.
Brianas browsrose. The stallion appeared to offer no objection.
That was an aly to reckon with—if he would help them. If he could be trusted.

It was preposterous to think of mistrusting one of the white gods, and yet Briana dared not avoid the
thought. There was a Great One in Gothard's house, apparently by choice, and a Great One here who
had permitted hisrider to be tortured into ruin. Only the gods knew the truth of any of it.

Chapter Forty-One

"Havewe dl walowed enough?' the emperor inquired acidly. " Shal wetalk our way through the Dance,
or shal we do what we can to keep it from being destroyed?”

Kerrec could not hear that voice without his hacklesrising. It was an old and viscerd thing, and he could



not help it. He was rather pleased that he kept his mouth shut, and that he swung hisleg over Petras
neck and did to the ground without either falling on hisface or srangling hisfather.

Artoriuswould never ook directly at him, asif he subscribed to the superdtition that it was bad luck to
meet adead man'seyes. It was Kerrec's misfortune to fed al too much like aliving one, bruised to the
bone and haf torn gpart, measuring hislifein numerous smal pains.

That was wallowing, as the emperor had said. "Think," said Artorius. "Focus. We know what's coming.
Hereiswhat wewill do to stop it."

Kerrec refrained from pointing out that it was rather unlikely they would do any such thing. Brianaheld
her tongue as well. Artoriustold them succinctly what they would do and when and how.

That, firgt of al, wasto rest and gather what strength they had. Kerrec had rested more than enough
since he came back to Aurelia, but his body and mind were both weaker than heliked. If he was going to
bein any state to face the Dance, he had to be strong.

Artorius|eft them to it. Kerrec hoped the emperor would take his own advice. They were a poor army
for such awar, but they were dl therewas.

Kerrec dreamed of stones. He saw them cut and set in rings, or built into towers, or carved into images
that shifted and blurred and changed in the way of dreams. He saw afinger of rock standing in abarren
circle, and blood running down it. He saw awhed of fire hung on aniron chain, cradled in Gothard's
hands.

The memory of the master stone followed Kerrec into waking. What it meant, or whether it meant
anything at dl, he did not know. It hovered in the back of his mind while he gathered himsdlf to face the

day.

Every morning now he took the count of the scattered fragments of his self, and pulled them together as
best he could. Every day there were fewer fragments, and he was closer to whole. But he wasalong
way from hedled.

While he collected himself, the usual servant brought his breakfast. The boy wasamute, and painfully
shy. Heloved to look at Petra but never dared touch him, even when Kerrec invited him to do as he
pleased.

Today he seemed amost brave enough to lay ahand on the broad white shoulder while Petra nibbled the
hay that the boy had brought before he fed Kerrec. He might have gone further, but Kerrec was not
there to see. He was suddenly, oddly restless. Danger was coming, or the prospect of danger.

He considered the servant's tabard that had served him so well before, but chose instead to be a shadow
and a bregth of air. It was wonderfully easy to do, but it was completely impossible to explain how he did
it. How did he breathe? Or sit ahorse?

Everything was quiet in Brianas rooms. She was having her morning bath, attended by other, lesser
maids than Maariyah.

Kerrec made hisway to the outermost of her rooms. There were voices outside. One must be the guard.
The other was young, haughty and hauntingly familiar. It was arguing heetedly, ingsting that its owner be
admitted, because he was the heir's kinsman and his message was urgent.

" She has many kinsmen,” the guard said.



"How many of those are riders?’ the young man demanded.

Kerrec had opened the door before his mind knew what his body wasdoing. "Let himin," he said.
The guard sauted with a clashing of metal. The boy looked asif he had seen aghost.

That was al too common these days. Kerrec leveled aglare at him. "Get in," he said.

His name quivered through the mistsin Kerrec's brain. Paulus, that wasit. Paulus went as mute asthe
servant in the garden, which was not at al acommon condition for him, and did ashewastold.

Oncethey were insde with the door safely shut and the guard back at his post, Paulus found hisvoice.
"First Rider! Y ou're supposed to be—"

"Dead? Gone?'
"OntheMountain," Paulussad. "She said—"
lls,.e?l

Kerrec did not know what he would have done then—yprobably throttled the boy. But Brianawas there,
and she had taken stock swiftly and thoroughly. "Put him down,” she said to Kerrec.

Kerrec let go Paulus throat. He had hardly been aware of laying hold of it, et done heaving the boy up
until hislong legs dangled helpledy.

Once Paulus was back on hisfeet again, he stood staring at Kerrec, eyeing him asif he were astdlion of
uncertain temper and unpredictable habits. Since that was rather an accurate assessment, Kerrec could
hardly blame him.

"Come with me," Brianasaid to them both. The sngp of command brought both of them sharply erect.

Sheled them to the garden, since it was the most easily secured and least public place in her wing of the
palace. Petrawasfinishing his breakfast while the mute servant brushed out histail. The boy started and
would havefled, but Briana said much more gently than she had to either of her kinsmen, "Stay.”

He went back to his brushing, darting wary glances at the men, especialy Kerrec. Petraignored them all.

"Cousn," Brianasaid to Paulus once he was settled with acup of chilled fruit nectar and honey to soothe
histhroat. What he was was obvious, even if she had not known that Duke Gallio's €l dest grandson was
Called. Heworethe grey coat and breeches of arider-candidate, and his boots were made for riding.

"Y our new station becomesyou.”

He started to bow, clearly remembered that riders did not do such athing to any human creature, and
settled for adtiff dip of the chiningtead. "Thank you, cousin,” he said. His voice was afraction rougher
than it had been before Kerrec interfered withit.

Kerrec had had enough of courtly niceties. "What brings you here? When did you see her? Have you
gone over to the enemy aswel|?"

Paulus opened his mouth, but Brianasaid, "Tdl it in order. And no interruptions,”" she said with asharp
glance at Kerrec.

That was bloody difficult, but it was aform of discipline. Kerrec had sore need of discipline these days.
He bit histongue until he tasted blood, and fought down the murderous rage thet rose in him at the



thought of her—the enemy, the traitor.

Paulus obeyed Briana, but he kept darting glances at Kerrec. If that was pity, Kerrec would kill him. It
seemed more like shock, which was margindly more bearable.

"I take it you know about the woman who was Called in the spring," he said. Briananodded. He took a
deep breath and went on. "Y ou must know therest of it, too, if the First Rider is here. He was supposed
to have gone to the Mountain. He was a so supposed to have been nearly dead.”

"l amdead," Kerrec said.

Brianaqudled him with aglare. Paulus concedled his expression behind his cup. When he had composed
himself enough to go on, he said, " She came to warn us. The Danceisin danger. The prince Marcdllus,
who iscdling himsdf Gothard, isbehind it."

"Shewarned you?' Brianaasked him. " She was admitted to the Master?*
Pauluswriggled like amuch younger child than hewas. "No," he said. "She never got thet far.”
"Y ou've spoken to the Master yoursalf?!

That made him even more uncomfortable. "1 can't get near him, either. No one can. She found me
looking after the gtallions. She'swith the enemy, I'm sure of that. 'l traded mysdlf for Kerrec'slife,' she
sad. But shedid try towarn us."

"She never traded anything for me," Kerrec said.

Brianaignored him. "That was dangerousfor her," she said to Paulus, "to come to you with what she had
tosay."

"Not if it was another trap,” Kerrec said. "She'sin bed with a barbarian. Who knows what the two of
them have plotted againgt us?'
Brianaturned her back on him. "Do you think she can be trusted?’ she asked Paulus.

"l don't know," Paulus said, and that was not easy for him at dl. "Shelet usal think she wasaman, to go
through the testing, but she was dways straightforward except for that. Mind you | can't abide her—that
power of hersisagaingt nature, damn it—but | can't hate her, either. | think she'sashonorableasa
woman can be. How honorablethat is, | don't know."

Brianas expresson waswry. "That's afine, diplomatic answer," she said. "If she made abargain to save
her teacher's life—"

"She swore hersdlf to the enemy,” Kerrec said fiercdly. "Isn't that enough?!

"No," said Brianabluntly, acknowledging him at last, "it'snot. If she'stheir weapon againg the Dance,
and her heart isn't with them, that gives us hope.”

"Plotswithin plots," Kerrec muttered. "Whed s within whed's. When | went to the Mountain, | escaped
from that. Now I'm trapped in anightmare of it."

"No morethan therest of us" Brianasaid. "Get over yoursdlf, brother. Even if sheisin bed with the
enemy, that doesn't mean she's sold her soul, too. A woman does what she must—Iike anyone else, male
or femae. You're aive because of her. She may till saveusadll.”



"Shelll save hersdlf,” Kerrec said, spitting the words, "and to the darknesswith anyone dse.”

"With dl due respect,” said Paulus, "I don't think she's our enemy. | think she's honestly trapped, and she
wantsustowin, evenif it destroys her."

Kerrec'slip curled. " She's seduced even you, hasn't she?

"That's enough,” Brianasaid, sharp asthe cut of awhip. "Stop flailing and think. Isthere any way we can
get to her, to see what she can do from insde the plot?’

"Not after yesterday," Kerrec said with dark satisfaction. It struck him with adight pang to see how her
face went stiff, but not enough to stop him. "If our brother's house was warded before, it will be sealed
up solid now. He may not know you were part of the attack, but he knows that someone wants him

disposed of "

"Even 0," said Briang, "maybe Petra—"

"Petrais not talking to me," Kerrec said sullenly. "He's besotted with her. They dl are. And that should
trouble you, little Sster. She can corrupt even the gods.™

"| think you need adose of your famous discipline,” she said. "When you're capable of thinking rationaly,
tell us. Meanwhile, well carry on without you."

Kerrec did not want to be rational. Whenever he thought of Vderia, he saw her lying in the barbarian's
arms, plotting againgt the empire. "My memory may bein ruins" he said, "but onething | remember. In
the Book of Changesit says, 'One shall come who will both save and destroy the world." It binds that
mortal spirit to a Great One and foretells the end of everything. Even if she savesthe Dance, there's ill
the world to shatter.”

"If that'sthe truth," Brianasaid, "well dea with her as she desarves. Until then, | intend to reserve
judgment.”

"You do that,” Kerrec said nadtily. "Then well al go down together, al properly reserved and suitably
judged.”

Paulus cleared histhroat. Not many would dare interfere with aroya squabble, but Duke Gallio's
grandson had hisfair share of crazy courage. "Highness," he said, again with that odd dip of the chin.
"First Rider. | shouldn't be here, and now I've delivered my message, 1'd best go back where | belong.
The Master and the riders, when they come out, will be very glad to hear that you've been found dive
and—more or less—well."

Modtly less, Kerrec thought, but he kept it to himself. He was done with wallowing, if not with hating the
woman who—the traitor who—

Enough. He stayed with Petra while Briana saw Paulus to the door. Petrawas as opague as he always
waswhen it cameto Vaeria

No one, Kerrec noticed, had said anything of hisriding in the Dance. He had not dared to think of it
himsdlf. But with dl that he had heard, his mind perasted in turning toward it.

That, likethe rest of histhoughts, he refrained from expressing doud. He was maimed in mind and magic.
He had had none of the days of seclusion and gathering of power that were ordained by ritual. And yet,
infour days, maybe...



For today he would let it go. Tomorrow or the next day, he would think of it again. Then on the day of
the Dance, who knew? Something might come of it.

Chapter Forty-Two

"Enough,” said Vderia, "and enough.”

Gothard had made sure that she rode Sabata each morning, by bullying Olivet into standing by while she
didit. That had worked well enough for the first three days, but by the fourth, Vaeriawas not the only
onein revolt. Sabata had come out of his stable in one of his choicer moods.

He was not rebellious, exactly, but neither was he inclined to do as any human told him, even Vderia
The weather was no help. The sun had not shone in days, and the air was cold, with ablustery wind
blowing, smelling strongly of sat and the sea. It was awind to get any horse's back up, and Sabata
needed preciouslittle excuse.

"God or no," she said to Olivet, who was Sitting in the shelter of the stable door, making strong inroads
on gar of wine, "heistill ahorse, and that horse is not in the mood to work."

Olivet rolled abloodshot eye at her. He had been drinking deeper each day, and beginning earlier.
"Gothard saysride," he said. "Gothard isthe master of usal. Or should | say, Gothard's stoneis our
master. Did you know that stone can master stallion? Nor did 1.1 had rather thought it would be the
reverse”

"| don't suppose you can unmakeit," Vaeriasaid. It was meant to be flippant, but it did not come out
lightly at dl.

Olivet blinked. "Unmake stone? Cause stone not to be?"
"Wel?Canyou?'

He swayed onthe stoal. "Ride," he said. "His Roya Highness, who hopesto be His Imperid Mgesty,
saysride. Therefore, ride."

Vderiaeyed Sabata. He eyed her in return. Hisback hunched and hisforefoot pawed restlessly. "Run,”
shesad, struck by wild impulse. "Run!™

Heran, but not where she wanted him to go. He circled the grassy court, head and tail high, bucking and
blowing. Walls and wards only held him because he let them. He refused to escape.

Olivet snored againg the stablewall. The empty jar wasloosein hishand. Vaeriaworked it gently free
and laid it beside hisfoot.

She eyed thewadlls, up and past the flying form of the stalion. "I'm sorry," she said, maybeto Olivet,
maybe to Sabata, maybe even to Gothard. "I can't doit. | gave my word, but | can't. Even if you hunt
down Kerrec and kill him, I can't be what you need meto be."

Sabatafinished hisrun, roared to ahalt, spun and set his noselightly in her hand. He was hungry. He had
nothing to say about the rest.



While she fed him, she did her best to think clearly, it might be more reasonable to wait until night, but
Gothard or his guards would expect an escape then. If shewalked out in broad daylight, she might
actudly get away withit.

She left Sabatawith hishead in the manger and no higher ambition than to keep it there until the last of
the hay was gone. "So gay," she said with asnap of frugtration. " Stuff your face. | don't care.”

He never turned an ear. She restrained hersdlf, barely, from damming the door behind her. By thetime
she reached the outer gate of the palace, she was at least outwardly calm. She had nothing with her but
the clothes on her back and the magic insde her.

The guards looked her over as she walked past, but although she braced for the dam of a spear across
her path, neither of them moved. She walked out into the street, just as spits of rain began to fal.

A figure detached itsdlf from the wall. Euan Rohe smiled brightly at her. "Going exploring?" he asked.

As she looked up at that too-familiar face, she knew the meaning of despair. She was not going to get
out of this as she had got out of her mother's root cellar. Her path was set. It led to the Dance, no matter
what she did or how she struggled.

Her body did not want to acknowledge that. It leaped toward him, darted sideways and bolted down the
dreet.

Euan caught her with humiliating ease. The force of her speed spun him haf-around, but his grip wastoo
strong to break.

That did not stop her from trying. He grunted when she caught him in the ribs, and eluded the kneein the
groin.

With adizzying heave, he dung her over his shoulder and carried her back indgde.

He dropped her onto her bed. Shelay breathing hard, with tears of frustrated rage streaming down her
face.

"Dear heart," hesad, "I can't blame you for trying. But there's only one way out of this."
"Two," shesad.

"Well, yes. Wecan dl die. | prefer to think well dl bekings."

"Aren't you going to ask mewhy | did it?"

"I know why you did it." He sat beside her and smoothed her hair out of her face. Histouch wasa
caress. "It'shard to change aworld. There's yoursdlf to changefirst, and all your old fearsto burn away."

"Y ou could change," shesad. "You'd gill beaking.”
"Ah," hesaid, "but | want to be more than aking."
"l dont."

"Of course not. Y ou want to beagod.”



"NO_"

"Dont lieto yoursdlf. If you could giveit al up, abandon your magic and go back where you came from,
would you? Would you marry the man they chose for you and bear his sons and be awoman like any
other in thisempire? Y ou were born to walk with gods. Look me in the face now and tell me you refuse
it

Shelooked him in theface, oh yes. "I hateyou."

He never even flinched. "Of course you do. Y ou were made for glory and splendor. Y ou may hate that,
and me, but you can't deny it."

She hit him hard. He rode with the blow, then as her hand began to draw back, he caught it and kissed
the pam. Her fingers clawed. He laughed as he eluded them, caught her other hand, pinned them both
and rose up over her. Hiseyeswerefull of laughter, and something else.

Shewould not call it tenderness. It was nothing as soft as that. He stooped and kissed her. She bit him.
He licked the blood from hislip and grinned, and kissed her harder. Her back arched. She meant to twist
away, truly shedid. Not to wind herself so tightly with him that she could not tell where she ended and he

began.

Euan Rohe left her pretending to deep. It was very convincing, but he knew better. The guards were
posted, thewards at their strongest. She would not be leaving this house again until she went to the
Dance.

He kissed her softly. Her face did not change. He shook his head and smiled. She was awild creature.
He did not know that she would ever be precisely tame.

He could easily become obsessed with her. She wasin the back of his mind dways, even when, as
tonight, he greeted the guests who had come in under cover of darkness.

The priests of the One brought with them afaint reek of carrion and a sense of cold stone. They were
fresh from a sacrifice and full of power. When he looked into their shrouded faces, he saw Vderialying
naked in tumbled coverlets, ivory skin and blue-black hair and gold-flecked eyes growing warm asthey
rested on him. She smiled adow, rich smile and held out her arms.

He brought himsdlf sternly to order. Priests forswore the pleasure of the flesh. These would hardly be
amused to discover that he had heard no word of what they said to him, because he was dreaming of an
imperid femde.

Euan was dl too glad to leave them in the rooms that had been prepared for them. Every comfort had
been removed, leaving only barewalls and bare floors, and no luxury to tempt them away from the path
of holiness. Even before he shut the door behind him, they werein their circle, beginning the long chant
that would not stop until the Dance was done.

That chant hummed in his bones. He had forces to gather and men of the warband to instruct, and
Gothard to face sooner or later, to be sure al wasin order. He put all that aside for another hour or two
or three, and went back to Vaeria

Shewas dtill pretending to deep, but he could fed thetension in her. Helay beside her and ran his hand
down her back inlong dow strokes. At first she was as stiff as one of Gothard's stones, but little by little
the stiffness melted away. He drew her to him, cradling her.



She sghed. Hewanted her suddenly, fiercdly, but he held himself perfectly ill. If he took her now, it
would be rape. He did not want to rape her—not now, not ever. He wanted her of her free will, wanting
him as powerfully as he wanted her.

He breathed deep, inhding her scent. She dways smdlled faintly of horses, which he found pungent on its
own and not particularly pleasant, but in her it was ddicioudy arousing.

When the empire was his and she ruled on the Mountain, they would be aforce to reckon with. These
doubts now, these small fears and weak compunctions, would fade away. She was young, that wasdll,
and about to change the world profoundly. That would terrify aveteran warrior, let doneadip of agirl.

Euan would help her to be strong. She might not let him at first, but she would learn. They were meant to
be, he and she. The One had brought them together. Even the white gods acknowledged it.

He kept histhoughts to himsdlf, becauseit would drive her away if he voiced them. Thetime would come
when he could tell her, but not while she was till bound by her old oaths and loyaties. The Dance would
scour those away. Then shewould have room in her heart for anew world and afamiliar lover, and
maybe for more. Maybe—

Tonight he dared not even shape the thought for fear hewould ruinit. In hisarms, findly, she had falen
adeep. It wasalight deep, full of twitches and murmured words, but it was better than nothing at all.

Chapter Forty-Three

Oneday until the Dance. One brief turn of the sun before it was all ended, one way or another.

The Hdl of the Dance was deserted. Tomorrow it would be full of people. Admittance to theritewasa
currency more precious than gold, and those who by rank or office were entitled to placesin the gdleries
were besieged. Anyonein want of funds could buy or trade his place and go home arich man. But in this
hour there was no one there at al, except Briana.

She stood in the center of the arena. The sand was smoothed but not yet raked for the Dance. Servants
would do that later today. Now, in the dim morning, she was done but for thewail of wind and the lash
of rain againgt the walls and roof. Those walls seemed to bresthe, deep and dow, asthe storm battered
from without.

Sheturned dowly. The galleriesrose on al sides. On the eastward wail, below a mosaic of the Mountain
under the light of sun and moon, the roya box looked down on the pale grey sand. It was sand of the
seashore, brought in from the harbor, perfectly ordinary and inexplicably divine.

The boundaries of her magic expanded to fill the hal. Shelooked up. Her father was standing in the royal
box. He had not been there amoment before. He looked like alamp that had burned low.

There was almost no power left in him, but he was still the emperor. The strands of the empire ran
through his hands. The strength of the earth wasin him. Even akasha could not touch that.

She began to dow and deepen her breathing. The power pulsed with it, focused by the power of this
place. Even ahundred years after the last Great Dance, every stone was steeped in magic.



Into the surging rhythm came anew force. She had |eft Kerrec deeping in the garden, as he had done
amost without interruption since the failed attack on Gothard. He was awake now, and mounted on
Petra

The stdlion entered in that dow, cadenced pace which was so digtinctive of hiskind. They brought with
them awave of strength that nearly flung Brianaflat.

Hadtily she opened hersdlf toit. It was weak in places, and sometimesit wavered, or elseit wastoo
strong. It could never quite find its balance. Kerrec's face was white and set.

It would have to be enough. Brianawove anet of wards and bindings surrounding the Hall and working
itsway into the earth below. She wrought it of air and water and fire, and sealed it with the power of
earth. Therewas sone magic in it, and fire magic. Horse magic pulsed white in front of her, with more
behind it—a power she could not quite grasp, but she was keenly aware of its existence.

It was along labor, and intricate. Her head began to ache some time before she was done. She clung to
Petras neck. His hooves were sunk in the sand asiif rooted in it. Kerrec on his back was trembling so
hard histeeth chattered.

Kerrec's control was dipping, shredding. She could not afford to loseit. Petra's raw power was too
strong. Unrestrained, it would destroy the structure she was building.

She gritted her teeth and held on. Her father was perfectly motionless above her. He could not anchor
her. He had too little magic | eft. She needed—she had to—

The power beyond Petrawas like afirm hand enclosing hers. She thought she saw eyes, not quite green,
not quite brown, flecked with gold. They werealittle puzzled and alittle blurred asif with deep or
dream, but there was no fear in them. They fed her strength with effortless ease.

There was something—she had seen—

It was like the deep hedling insde of Kerrec, which was il there, still working its subtle magic. Briana
had never known anything likeit.

If it was treacherous—

She had to trust it. She had no choice. She was not strong enough aone, and Kerrec was weakening
fast. Without this new power, shewould fall.

She used it ruthlesdly. It offered no resistance.

She dropped out of the working with an abrupt and stomach-wrenching swoop. The web of magic was
not as perfect as she could have wished, but it was the best she could do. Thetraps were laid and the
snares set. Therest was in the hands of the gods.

Kerrec was till conscious. That surprised her. Even more surprising was the fact that he seemed to be
drawing strength from adeep wll.

She dmost hated to take him out of the Hall, but Petra had the same thought she did. People would be
coming soon. They dl had to be out of sight before anyone saw either Kerrec or the salion.

Their father was gone from the roya box. Briana decided not to go after him. He had more sense at the
moment, she hoped, than Kerrec, and she wanted her brother to be safely hidden.



Whatever Kerrec thought of her plans, Petra carried him where Briananeeded him to go. The way they
took was known only to the emperor's family and a sdect few members of the imperid guard—a
passage under the earth from the Hall to the palace, which happened to emerge not far from Brianas
garden. Its doors were sealed to the imperia blood. No one not of that lineage could unlock them.

That, unfortunately, would not keep them safe from Gothard. Briana hazarded the last of her strength and
laid aspdll on both doors, avariation on the origina working. This one fixed itsalf on barbarian blood,
and barred the doorsto it. Gothard could pass the first spell but not the second. However he intended to
comeinto the Hdll, it would not be that way.

Then she had to rest. It was the last thing she wanted to do, but she had no choice. Although she meant
to retreat to her own rooms, she never managed to get so far. She sat on Kerrec's bed for amoment,
and woke with the wan daylight fading and stars flickering through the ragged scud of cloud.

She leaped up in anear-panic. There was a banquet in court, there were find preparationsto oversee,
there was—

Kerrec was Sitting at the worktable with hisfeet up on it, ankles crossed. "His Mgesty sent amessage,”
he said. "He's officiating a dinner tonight. Y ou're to put in an appearance, but not until the wine and the
dancing. 'Wear your gaudiest finery,' he said. 'If thisisthe end of the house of Aurdlius, let them
remember that we were glorious.”

"Arethose your words or his?' Briana demanded.
"His," Kerrec said. "'I'm the one without the sense of humor, remember?"

"Soishe." Briana gtretched the knots out of her muscles. She was hungry enough to sink her teeth into
Petra, if he had been there. She had to settle for the platter that was waiting, with enough food on it to
feedasmdl army.

The hot dishes were gtill sseaming and the cold ones till chilly on the tongue. She danted aglance at
Kerrec. "Did you—"

"Who knew how useful aservant'stabard could be?' he answered obliquely.

"Y ou should bein worse state than | am,” she said, reaching for awarm loaf of bread stuffed with cheese
and olives and savory sausage.

Kerrec shrugged. "It wasthe Hall," he said, "and Petra. | think—in fact | know—I can ride tomorrow. |
can bein the Dance."

Brianawent absolutdly ill. ™Y ou whet?*
"I canridethe Dance," he said with deliberate patience.
"No," shesaid. "You cant."

"l can." He uncrossed his ankles and lowered hisfeet, leaning toward her. His eyes were unnaturally
bright. "Don't you see? The Hall healed me. | remember the patterns.” He tapped hisforehead with a
finger that shook ever so dightly. "It'sdl in here. It'sdl come back. | can ride the Dance.”

"Surely you can,” shesad, "if you seclude yoursdlf for the next eight days, fast, meditate and muster your
powers."



"l don't need any of that," he said.
"You'redrunk," she said. "Y our magic's coming back. It's made you giddy."
"l am perfectly sober,” he said with dignity, "and | can ride the Dance.”

"Look at yoursdlf," she said. "Listen. And think. We need you most outside of the Dance. Y ou know
what we planned. We have to do it. Otherwise—"

"Thismay bethe only Great Dancel ever ride."

She looked into his eyes. The pain there made her throat caich. "Kerrec," she said, "brother, you know
what we have to do. We need you badly. We can't do it without you."

"Can't you?'

"No. Especidly now, with your strength coming back. We need that. We need what you are, and what
you know. And," she said, "what you'll do to those who thought you were thoroughly maimed and as
good as dead, when they see you dive and wel and sitting beside your father.”

Hedid not smile at the thought. That was beyond him. But hisface softened ever so dightly.

She pressed her advantage. "Without you we'd never have known that our brother is plotting against us.
Y ou may have dready saved the Dance, even without what you may be able to do from outsdeit, to
protect it."

He scowled straight through her. He was thinking. Good. Some of his old saf wasfindly coming back,
however brittle and shaky it was. Hiswhole heart and soul must be yearning toward the Dance, but he
had to know that she wasright.

"Everything happensfor areason,” she said. "Nothing israndom. We have to believe that you are here
because you are meant to be here. Whatever the godswill, thisis part of it."

"Now youretaking likeapriest," he said.
"Oh, no," shesaid, "though | remind mysdlf alittletoo vividly of the Chief Augur.”
Heamost smiled at that. Y ou should go,” he said. ™Y ou have a banquet to attend.”

"l will go," shesaid, "but you will stay, and | will make sure of it. There will be no cregping out to do as
you please. Am | understood?’

Hesghed. "Completdy,” he said.

Shedill did not trust him, but her guards were on the dert. They were mages, and while they might not
be stronger than Kerrec, they were well trained in looking after obstreperous charges.

She embraced him suddenly, startling him, and said, "Don't do anything stupid." ' "Is deeping permitted?”
"If youdoit here" shesad, "youmay doit dl you like"

He was not happy, but she thought he would be sensible. In any case the sun had set. She had to hurry
or shewould be late for her father's banquet.



Chapter Forty-Four

The earth held its breath. Dawn came late and dow, thick with fog, but the storm of wind and rain had
blown away. Sailors and weathermasters said that the sun would burn through as the morning went on.
Maybe that was too much to hope for, but any respite from days of storm was welcome.

Even before the sun rose, every niche and gdlery of the Hall wasfull. People were standing along the
walls and perching on the balconies. They overflowed through the gates and out into the great square,
hundreds, thousands of them.

Rillarsor smal towers stood at intervas al around the square, with heralds mounted on them. They
would pass word from the Hall of what went on there, and relay the Augurs interpretationsfor the
empireto hear.

Insdethe Hall, the sense of anticipation wasrising. An hour before noon, the riders would emerge from
their long secluson. Mogt of the people had brought food, drink and cushions or stoolsto Sit on.
Hawkers of bread and beer, wine and cakes and sausages, were relegated to the square outside, but a
good quantity of their wares had found their way into the Hal).

Theroya box was empty until midmorning. The emperor himsalf would make an entrance just before the
riders, but Briana, attended by Demetria and one other, took her place somewhat early.

Shetook her time settling in the chair to the right of the throne, arranging her tiers of skirts and waiting for
the assembly to redlize that her second companion was not aguard. The uniform was somewhat smilar,
but his coat was a degper shade of crimson, and it was edged with gold. Each button was a golden sun,
the belt clagped with the golden image of agtdlion in the Dance. It wasthefull dressregaiaof aFirst
Rider, identical to what the crowd would see when the riders entered.

There was achair for Kerrec on the other side of the throne, but he chose to stand just behind Briana.
His hand was steady on her shoulder. He seemed perfectly calm, asif he had come to termswith the fact
that he would not be riding the Dance.

She mistrusted that calm, but there was nothing she could say to chalengeit. She watched and waited as
the stir began to run through the crowd, faces staring and voices rising in astonishment. People who were
close enough could see the cuts and bruises till healing on hisface, and notice that he held himsdlf just a
littletoo Hiffly.

Brianakept her smileto herself. The court knew that the prince Ambrosius had been Called to the
Mountain, but his presence here and now, at her back, was completely unexpected. No one knew what
to make of it.

She could neither see nor sense Gothard anywherein the Hall. He was entitled to a place in the imperial
box, but she did not expect that he would take it. For what he planned to do, he would want to be freein
the Hall, not isolated aboveit adl. He would reckon that with the emperor powerless and his sster happily
ignorant, there would be no trouble from that quarter.

She hoped that wherever he was, he would see Kerrec in time to be thoroughly thrown off balance.
Meanwhile the court was startled enough. The speculation had begun. Alliances were dready shifting and
consciences being examined, while the lords of the empire absorbed this new and enigmatic
development.



Brianasmiled up at her brother and laid her hand over his. That caused an even greater flurry. Kerrec's
eyes on her had adigtinct tinge of irony. He was enjoying this, dthough he would never admit it.

The crowd was dtill in full flutter when the emperor made his entrance. He had deliberately chosen
amplicity in hisattire today, putting on the uniform of acommander of legions, without the helmet or
breastplate and with an empty scabbard in honor of this sacred rite. His head was bare of even the
diadem. Hewas aplain soldier, his appearance sad, preparing for along-awaited war. He honored the
festival with his presence, but he did not attempt to dominate it. That wasfor the riders and the gods
whom they served.

At hiscoming, the Hall fdl slent. Everyone who had been Sitting was on hisfeet. They dl saluted him,
and hailed him with drums and trumpets, roaring out hisname. "Artoriug Artorius Imperator!”

He let the shout rise to acrescendo, then raised hisarms. Once again silencefell. Helowered hisarms
dowly and bowed to them all.

He made no speech. That would come later. Thiswas the hour of gods and magic.

He remained standing as the first movement of the rite began. The chiefs and masters of the eight great
orders of mages cameforward at the eight points of the hdl, taking stationsin thefirst gdlery.

One by onethey invoked their powers. Stone master, sea master, masters of air and fire consecrated the
elements here and in the empire without. Mages of sun and moon called on their separate powers, he of
the sun in his golden robes, she of the moon al in white and silver. The master of the seers blessed the
eyes of every human creature in the Hall. Then last of al the Chief Augur took his placein the Augurs
gdlery, rasng his staff and intoning, "1n the name of Earth and Sea, Air and Fire, Sun and Moon, vison
and foresight and al the senses of the body, may this rite be blessed before the gods. May our eyes be
clear and our spirits unsullied. May the gods look on uswith favor.”

Ashe spoke, dl the strands of magic in the Hall wound themsalves around his staff. Briana, who knew
what other workings bound that place, saw them aswell, hidden benesth the rest. Together they built a
structure of wards so strong that she wondered how anyone, even a mage with amaster stone, could
breach them.

She kept her eye on the master of stones. Her snare was set to trap anyone who wished to harm the
Dance, but it had not caught him. He was a quiet man, sturdy and foursgquare, with no nonsense about
him. He seemed a ease now, waiting asthey dl did for theritua of warding to end and the Danceto

begin.

The Chief Augur grounded his staff in the center of the Augurs galery. Seven of his colleagues arranged
themsdves around him. Their clerks, anonymous men in black, took placesin the corners with their
stacks of tablets and sharpened reed pens.

It was alittle over an hour before noon. The fog had burned away. The sun was shining through the high
windows, dazzling after days of cloudsand rain.

Kerrec's hand was till on Brianas shoulder. It tightened to the point of pain.

She could fed them. They were coming. The wards began ever so softly to sing.

Vaeriahad been ordered to go to the stable at sunrise and wait with Sabata until it wastime. Then
Gothard would open away to the Hall, and Mestre Olivet would guide her.



She went to the stable, true enough. She brushed and curried Sabata until he gleamed, and combed out
his mane and the heavy dlk of histail. She did not put on the clothes that were waiting in the feed room,
the crimson coat and doeskin breeches of arider.

Mestre Olivet was il in the house. Asfar as she knew hewas still adeep. Apparently he was supposed
to guard her, because the wards that had been so strong were barely there. Gothard had diverted all of
his energiesinto the assault on the Dance.

Petterns were shifting, changing, faling into place around her. Onelast time, she gambled on her chances
of escagpe. Thistime there was no Euan to stop her. He had gone with Gothard and the rest.

It felt asif she were being led by the hand. She saw the people flocking toward the square, but her own
path led her down nearly empty streets and through gates that opened to her touch. She suspected that
she should be afraid, because she had no will in this, but when she looked into her heart she saw the
gdlionsinther circle, white and cam.

Thelast gate she passed opened on a brief interlude of green, then brought her to adoor. It opened as
the rest had, and led her down adim stair to a passage underground. She could fedl the weight of earth
over her.

There was magic here. The stdlions protected her fromit, but it was strong. It reminded her somehow of
Kerrec. He had passed thisway, or would pass. It was hours yet until the Dance, but the fabric of time
was dready growing thin.

The passage ended below the Hall. She found hersdlf in the colonnade near theriders entrance. It was
not too crowded there, and most of the people seemed to be commoners dressed in their best, very plain
compared to the glittering noblesin therest of the Hall. Shefit in well enough in her ordinary riding
clothes.

Gothard and his dlies were outside. The Hal was woven with wards, which they were not quite ready to
chalenge. She must be the only person inside who knew what was coming.

The murmur of conversation shifted and focused. She looked up with the rest of the people around her,
toward the roya box under the mosaic of the Mountain. The sight of that image transfixed her. it wasa
long moment before she could lower her eyesto the box.

The golden throne was empty, but awoman had cometo st in the chair besideit. Valeriaknew her face,
having seen it in more than one vision. She was younger than Vaeria had expected, but there was no
mistaking that air of quiet power. Thiswastheimperia heir.

There were two people behind her. One was unmistakably aguard. The other...

Vaerids heart went till. 1t must be some roya cousin who just happened, by afreak of fate, to look
exactly like Kerrec—who had the same bruises, going green asthey hedled, and the same cuts and scars
that she had seen on Kerrec's face and hands when she sent him to the Mountain. It could not be Kerrec,
here, in the place of greatest danger.

All too clearly it was. He was on hisfeet and gpparently sane. With so many peoplein between, and so
much magic, she could not reed him at all.

All too dowly she understood what it meant that he was there with hishand on his sister's shoulder. The
heir knew of the plot. That meant the emperor too must know.

Vaerias knees started to give way. Luckily therewas apillar to lean on. Everything she had thought and



feared was shifting, because Kerrec was here. Was his mind healed? She dared not send a probe
through al the tangled workingsin this place. All she could do was stand in the crowd and look up, and
fill her eyeswith hisface.

When the emperor came, she had to tear her mind away from Kerrec. Just as he had been in her visions,
the emperor was a handsome man, rather less stern in the face than Kerrec was, but otherwise she could
seewhat hisson would look likein thirty years.

Something was wrong with him. Something was missng. Something—

When therite of consecration began, Vaeriawas il struggling to understand what she had seen. The
Hall was bound eightfold with magic. Itswards should have been impregnable, but therewasawormin
their heart.

Gothard, or someonein his service, had cast aworking on the stones of the Hall. It was so subtle asto
be almost undetectable. She only found it because she was leaning againgt astone, and because she
knew that Gothard must have done something to prepare the Hall for his attack.

Shelooked up again to the roya box. The peoplein it ssemed too calm. She would wager that they did
not know of Gothard's spell. Their wards were too coarse-grained—they had not caught this minute wisp
of aworking.

There was no way to reach or warn them. The riders were nearly here. The sense of imminence was o
powerful that she could barely see.

Shewasin this place because she was meant to be. Whatever she did, shewould do because it was
inevitable, because the patterns came together just so. And, above al, because she wished to be here.
Thiswas where she had to be.

Shewas amogt at peace. What would come would come. She was ready for it, or she was not. Either
way, it no longer mattered.

Chapter Forty-Five

Thear was singing. The sky beyond the Hal was crystdline, asif clouds and fog had never dimmed it at
al. Faint but distinct, Vaeriaheard the sgh of the sea.

She stood in the eye of the storm. Chaos swirled around her. Beyond the wards of the Hall, shefdt a
shudder of wrongness, atear in the fabric of the world. It tasted of stone, old and cold, but this had
nothing to do with Gothard. It was different.

Barbarian. As soon as she thought the word, she knew that priests of the One God were there, raising a
power that reeked of Unmaking. They were al around the palace, defended by warbands of barbarians,
all of whom had comein under cover of darkness, protected by Gothard's magic. There must have been
athousand warriors, and a score or more of priests.

She recoiled from the knowledge of them. The spell inside her was trying to wake, rattling her badly, just
when she needed to be most calm. With every scrap of will that she had, she focused away from the
terrors outside and toward the ordered beauty of the Dance.



Even that could not help her to escape. While shewaslost in the world's confusion, she had gained an
escort. Gothard stood on one side of her, and Euan Rohe, barely disguised in a hooded cloak, on the
other. Therewasno sign of Mestre Olivet.

Gothard took her arm with feigned solicitude. Hiswords, hissed in her ear, had nothing gentle in them.
"Weall oweyou adebt, rider, for penetrating the wards without springing the darm. When thisis over,
youll tell me how you didit.”

Shebit her tongue until she tasted blood, but he knew what she had been about to say. Hissmilewasa
predator's display of armament. "When thisisover,” hesad, "I'll tel you how | did it."

Hisgrip on her arm was painfully tight. Euan's, on the other side, was gentler, but it was no morelikely to
let her go.

She stood till between them. Gothard's eyes had gone to the royal box and fixed on Kerrec. Hislips
wereathinline.

"Did you know?" Euan asked her, quite camly in the circumstances.

"Not until now," she said.

"I hopeyou'retdling thetruth," he said, "becauseif you aren't, oncethisisover, hell die an ugly deeth.”
"That will happen no matter what | do," she said blegkly.

"The bargain stands," Euan said. "Y ou ride the Dance, he lives."

"Whol€e? Sane?'

Gothard's hand was so tight that VVa eria's arm had gone numb. Sheignored him. So did Euan. "Whole,
sane and in your power."

"Y ou have no right—" Gothard began.
"Without her, thereisno Dance," Euan said.

Gothard snarled soundlessly. There was nothing else he could do or say, not with people al around them
and agtir beginning, adeep shift in the balance of the Hall.

The galions were coming. Anyone with any glimmer of magic must have been ableto fed it. Gothard
had gone white. Even Euan was perfectly till, asif he had heard something faint and far away but
impossbletoignore.

Vaeriaforgot her body's discomfort and the trap she had placed hersdlf in. The play of light in the hall
had ceased to be random. There were patternsin the shafts of sunlight and shadow, and in the dance of
motesin the light. The people crowded in the galleries were no longer separate beings. They were dl
one, al part of the pattern.

The gtdlions came through the one gate that was not crowded with bodies. They were brighter than the
sun, amost unbearableto look at, until suddenly they fdll into mortal solidity. Then they were the sturdy
white horses she knew so well, ridden by men with familiar faces.

All fear was gone. Even guilt had falen away. The Dance unfolded in her, pure and whole, asthefirst
steps began. She knew what the second would be, and the fourth and the eighth and the fortieth. She
knew where the pattern could vary, and how it could shift. She knew it al, deep insde her, asthe



gdlionsknew it.

Gothard's magic was a shackle, and the bargain she had made was anet of chains. She was bound and
bound again.

Even that had stopped troubling her. She had become the Dance. It would go asit must go. None of
them had any choice, no matter what mortals might think.

She looked up above the riders heads to the roya box. The emperor was afading ember. His daughter
was arioting fire, aswonderful in her way as one of the Ladies. And the son, the one who had been
maimed and whom she had in part heded, was—was—

She could not describe what he was, except that he was everything. Only the white gods mattered more.

Sabatawas waiting. In this hour, mortal distance meant nothing. He was there beside her, athough their
bodieswere haf acity apart. When the moment came, he would know. Then she would do what she
must do.

Step by step the patterns came together. Moment by moment she prepared herself. Dimly she was aware
that Gothard had let her go. Euan had not, but he was part of her somehow. He did not trouble her, not
just then.

The Unmaking was il hovering. The priestswere contralling it, with difficulty. She bent an edge of the
pattern toward it to surround it and hold it back.

The Dance gpproached its climax. Eight stdlionswove and rewovein askein of flashing legsand
shimmering tails. The words for what they did were like incantations. Four-tempis, two-tempis,
one-tempis. Travers, renvers. Passage, piaffe, pirouette. Asthey wound together in acircle, four more
emerged into thelight.

These were the strong ones, the great dancers, the lords of the powers of air. Their strength was tightly
leashed. First Riders rode them—and the Master himsalf, because Kerrec could not be there.

Until now there had been no music but the air's own singing and the soft thudding of hoovesin the sand.
Asthe Great Ones came out, adrum began to beat in adow, pulsing rhythm.

That rhythm was the beet of astdlion's heart. Vaeriafound hersdf bresthing in timewithit. Thecircle of
stallions opened to admit the great dancers, then closed again, cantering in dow cadence around and
around. Insgdethecircle, the Great Ones cameto a halt, each at aquarter of the circle, north and south
and east and west, earth and water and fireand air.

For along moment they stood till. Then they began to dance.

Great haunches lowered. Heavy necks arched and raised. One of them snorted softly. Asif that had
been asignd, they each began the piaffe, which the untutored would call atrot in place, but it was much
more potent than that.

Each ddliberate step called up power. The earth below, the air above, came together in those gleaming
bodies. They were living fire, supple as water. With each step, their haunches sank deeper and their
necks rose higher, and they came closer to taking flight.

At the moment when the great dancers left the ground, the Dance would poise at the crux. Thenit could
be dtered. Then thetides of timewould turn, and amortal hand could shift them toward anew course.



Thefirg stalion quickened his pace. The muscles of hisback and haunches rippled, gathering for the
legp.

In theingtant before he went airborne, the blow fell. The Unmaking roared in from without. Inddethe
Hall, Gothard unvelled the master stone and raised it above his head. Its core was darknessvisible.

The wards of the Hall screamed. The earth shook. Darkness swirled around the sun. Thewalls of time
shivered and cracked. The stallions went mad. .

The Hall itsdlf fought againgt chaos. A net of wards held the stones together and shielded the people
againgt the raw chaos that had erupted around them.

In those wards were traps. They snapped shut around Gothard, Euan and a circle of men scattered
around the Hall, mages dl, either of stones or of the Unmaking. At the same ingtant, mages of the imperid
ordersrose up, caling together what power they had and feeding it into the wards.

Gothard laughed. He had made no move to escape. The master stone began to hum.

The more strongly the wards focused on it, the more the stone absorbed their power. Already their edges
were fraying, the outer reaches weakening. The Unmaking waited beyond. When the wards were gone
and the makers of the wards consumed, it would rule.

The emperor sagged on histhrone. His daughter's face was white. She looked asif she could not move
at al. All the strands of the wards came into her hands, and al her power was focused on them.

Vaeriacould not see Kerrec. The emperor and hisheir were caught in sunlight, but everything around
them was dark.

The Dance was broken. White shapes whirled out of control. Riders had fallen or clung helplesdy to their
meaddened stdlions.

And yet they ill, however wild, kept to the shape of acircle. The four great dancerswere ill in their
places, riderless, rearing and clawing air, but their hind feet had not |eft the ground.

In the center of the circle, darkness gathered. Its heart was a point of light.

That light was dl the hope there was. People were slampeding, screaming, dying—falling down stairsand
crushed againgt barred doors. Mage fought mage across the galleries. Bolts of power fell on the innocent
or the hapless, and wounded or destroyed them.

Vaeriaturned her body and mind away from chaos and focused on the pinpoint of light. Suddenly it
bloomed.

Sabata stood in the center of the circle. As he raised his head, his eye caught and held her. His nostrils
fluttered, calling to her asamare callsto her fod.

Evenif Vderiahad wanted to res s, she could not. Sheleft Gothard gleefully destroying hisfamily's
magic, and Euan laying himself wide open to the Unmaking, which he caled the One God.

There was alow wall between the colonnade and the arena. The wall was warded. Neither stone nor
magic resisted her. She set foot on the sand.

She had expected to stagger with the power coming up from below, but it was no worse here than in the
colonnade. The circle of stalions spun, adeadly whirl of hooves and teeth. She saw apatterninit, and a



gap. It was narrow and closing fast.

She darted between two heavy, maddened bodies. There was abody on the sand, human, crumpled and
gill.

Sabatawas cdlling. Vaeriamoved past the falen rider, unable to pause or discover who it was. The four
great dancersloomed in front of her. She met awild dark eye, and found nothing there that would yield
to mortal persuasion.

The stallion reared up over her like awhite wave, battering with hooves. She ducked just alittle too
dow. The blow caught her arm bel ow the shoulder and sent her sprawling.

The pain was dim and far awvay. Much nearer was the massive weight crashing down on her, and the
madness of chaosinit.

Sabata screamed. The sound ripped the darkness into shreds.

The lesser stallion was gone. Vaeriarolled onto her back. Her right arm would not do what shetold it to.
Délicately Sabatatook her left deevein histeeth and tugged.

She got up. Sabata was not giving her achoice. He dropped to one knee. She did her leg over his back,
and he stood upright.

The painin her arm nearly turned her ingde out. It was broken—the same one, in dmost the same place,
that she had broken when she tried to touch her mother's green bowl. She could appreciate the irony of
that, here at the end of everything, with the world whirling away like ahandful of leaves.

She till had one arm that worked. She wound her fingersin Sabatals mane and sat as straight as she
could. He pawed the sand lightly.

Nothing in the Hall had changed. No one even seemed to have noticed that a trespasser had walked on
the sacred sand, or that there were thirteen stallionsinstead of twelve.

Valeriadrew adeep breath. An instant later, Sabata did the same. He was waiting for her to come out of
her daze and do what she had been born to do.

"Blasted gods,” she muttered. Naturally he would not explain. She was supposed to know.

The gtdlionswere turning on one another. Vaeriadid the one thing she could think of, which wasto
reach out with her magic and take hold of each one.

She never reflected that it was not possible, because obvioudly it was. Each stdlion waslike adifferent
thread on aloom. It was an odd image for arider, but she was awoman. She knew how to thread a
loom, and how to weave a pattern of many colors.

There were thirteen colors here. Sabata's was the brightest, but they were al beautiful, once she had
coaxed them free of the darknessthat was trying to swallow them. One by one she wove them into anet,
abarrier againg the Unmaking.

One by one they renewed the Dance. They were dl riderless now, dl looking to her, finding the patternin
her, the steps of the Dance as it must be danced in this age of the world. Eight of them cantered their
circle, perfectly in unison. Four took places again at the corners of the turning world. Sabataiin the center
began the cadenced gait, beat and beat and best, that drew up power from the heart of dl that was.



With only the dightest breath of warning, he sat on his haunches and legped. Four times he legped, then
four again, while Vderiaclung blindly, too shocked evento pray.

That was only the beginning. He came down lightly, snorting and tossing his mane. Then, having drawvn dl
power to himsdlf, he danced.

Chapter Forty-Six

Kerrec wanted to die. It was arationa decision, made with ddliberate care. He could not be arider. He
could not join in the Dance. Therefore, he preferred to be dead.

There was aminute amount of satisfaction in appearing before the court and the enemies who had
wanted him dead, in the one place where none of them had expected to see him, but that satisfaction
faded fast.

Hefdt Gothard dip through gapsin the net of wards and establish himsdf in the Hall, smooth and subtly
vicious as aknife dipping through ribs. There was nothing Kerrec could do about it, but some remnant of
inborn idiocy compelled him to try. Even asthe galions came into the Hall, he dipped out of theroya
box.

Although he could not see the Dance begin, as he made hisway along passages and down stairs he could
fed it. It was as close asthe blood in hisveins, and as distinct as the ache of old bruises and haf-healed
wounds.

The pattern was thereingde him, close and clear asthewhorls of hisfingertips. It had not left him when
he yielded to his Sster's persuasion. He knew every step asthe stalions danced it, and he knew when
Gothard's dlies unleashed the Unmaking. They were just amoment too quick, their control just afraction
too weak.

By then he was down on the lowest level, working his way through the mass of bodiesin the colonnade.
When the attack came, he had just enough time to flatten himsdlf againg apillar.

He rode out the heaving of the earth. When time frayed, he held on—even coming face-to-face with his
younger sdif, aremarkably callow and haughty child rocked by the force of the Call and pulled inexorably
toward the M ountain. Somehow, in those wide and startled eyes, he found the will to continue.

People were trampling one another, screaming wordlessy. They were al mad, even the gdlionsin the
arena.

Madness was a gift of the One, the barbarians said. Kerrec, who was dready mad, felt no changein his
sanity or lack thereof. His mind was perfectly clear. He saw the mages battling around the hall. He dso
saw the one place where no battle was.

Gothard wasin it, Side by sde with Euan Rohe. The master ssonewas still drawing in power, binding
itsdf to the Unmaking.

The Dance wasin ruins. The stallions had forgotten themselves. The pattern waslost to them, but Kerrec
dill had it. It waswholein him, perfect and pure.



Just as he moved away from the pillar, the heart of the Dance gave birth to a Great One. Sabata stood in
the center of chaos, with hisyoung dappled coat and hiswild eye.

And she came.

Kerrec never remembered what he did just after that. When he was conscious again, he had gone the
length of the colonnade, somehow passed Gothard without killing or being killed, and cometo a hdlt
under the Augurs gdlery. The Dance was restoring itsdlf. She was controlling it. All the stdlionswerein

her power.

All of them. Every one. The pattern was taking shape again. She spun it out of hersaf and took it into
hersdf with such beauty and effortless ease that even through the fire of his hatred, he stood in awe.

The Unmaking was as strong as ever. The barbarian priests had sung it into the world, and Gothard's
stone was keeping it there. Now, as Kerrec watched, the stone turned that force of not-being against the
new-formed Dance, and againgt the lone power that ruled it.

Twelve horse mages had not been strong enough to stand against the master sione. One more-than-mage
amost was, but only amost. She was still mortal, and the god to whom she was bound was young to this
world. One of the stalionsin the outer circle faltered, losing the exactness of the rhythm. His misstep
fouled the stdlion behind him. The circle began to crumble.

No single magic was strong enough to overcome the stone, and no weapon could destroy it. Kerrec did
the only thing he could think of, which wasto dip the buckle from hisbelt and weigh it in hishand. It was
aheavy thing, adisk of bronze plated with gold, amost exactly the size and weight of the master stone.

He had skipped stones across water in the harbor when he was a child. So had Gothard. Even then the
younger brother had had a gift for making stones do what he told them, but Kerrec had won the game as
often as not. He never resorted to magic, but he had a knack, a quickness of hand and eye.

Maybe he ill had it. The buckle fit comfortably in hispam. Theair, roiled by the currents of magic that
filled the Hall, had grown thick and dmost asfluid aswater.

The buckle skimmed those currents, skipping two, three, four, Six, eght times. On the eighth lesp, it
struck the master stone full on and sent it flying out of Gothard's hand.

Kerrec dived after it. Gothard, stunned and empty-handed, could not move at al—but not so Euan
Rohe. He lunged toward Kerrec.

Kerrec had just enough warning to throw himsdlf to the side. Euan skidded and went down. Kerrec
hurdled him, ducked and rolled, and fell on the stone.

What wards he had were in tatters. The stone's magic burned like acid. He set histeeth againgt it, ripped
off hiscoat in aspray of golden buttons, and flung it over the stone. He scrambled it up in abundle,
lurching to hisfeet as both Euan and Gothard sprang at him.

He leaped for the only safety he could see, which was the floor of the Dance. It was beyond foolish, but
a the moment he knew only one thing. Neither the mage nor the barbarian could penetrate the last and
strongest wall of wards, the one that protected the arena.

Kerrec bardly felt them. He was arider—he bel onged there. The stone, which did not, had gone
quiescent in itswrappings.

The Dance had found its beauty again, with apurity that he had never seen before. One mind ruled it, and



one power shaped it.

He did not want to find beauty there. Not coming out of her. And yet he was too honest to deny it. There
wasacryddline perfection to it, ashimmering symmetry.

The gates of time were opening. There were eight times eight, and elght again, each afacet of what was
now and what could be.

Whiteness gleamed in front of Kerrec. Where Petra had come from and how he had got there, Kerrec
might never know.

He pulled himself gratefully onto that familiar back. When helooked up, he redlized that Petrawas
gtanding directly below theroyd box. Brianawas dill iniit, sill struggling to hold together what was left of
the wards. He could not sense hisfather at all.

The gates of the Hall groaned. People were battering on them from without aswell as within. They would
not hold much longer.

The stone stirred in itswrappings. Kerrec was desperate, or he would never have done what he did. He
seized on its power and made of it ahealing spell, aspell of cadm and of spreading peace. The Unmaking
sucked at it, but the stone could turn even that to its use.

Slowly the Hall quieted. The tumult at the doors had muted. There was a battle beyond, but either the
emperor's guards were driving back the barbarians, or Kerrec's borrowed spell was stronger than he had
reckoned.

Thecircle of salions dowed to ahalt. The four great dancers stood motionless. Only Sabata till
danced. He wound around and through the great dancers, transcribing an interlacing of circleslikethe
intricate knots of Eriu. Where each circle met, agate glimmered into existence.

There were the futures, one by one. In some, the empire continued asit did now. The emperor went to
war, and won as he had before. But those were dl too few. In most, either the barbarians broke down
the Hall's gate and overwhelmed the Dance, or the Dance escaped but the emperor died, or the emperor
survived thisday but died later—of the akasha, of an assassin'sknife, of an enemy'swespon in battle.

And yet it was not as Smple as choosing one of the futures in which he lived. Maybe the emperor should
not live a al. Maybe the empire only survived if he died.

Kerrec could see dl the gates with bitter clarity, but he could not act. Petra stood rooted. All the power
wasin the hands of one solitary girl. The Mountain had rejected her. The empire's enemies had offered
her great rewards to choose the path that most favored them.

Her face was serene. She might have been practicing figuresin the riding court in the school, transcribing
each exactly, with no expression except asmal frown of concentration. Sabata, untrained colt though he
was, carried her with ease and grace. Hewas agod, and in this place he did not suffer the constraints of
earthly flesh.

Gradudly the pattern of circles carried her closer to Kerrec. At the outermost of them, she looked up
into hisface and smiled. It was adevastatingly sweet smile. Her eyeswere clear, asif her heart were at
ease.

Hatred was asmple thing when Kerrec was gpart from her. In her presence, he could barely cling toit.
Shewastill Vaeria, dill her inimitable sf.



All the gates were open. Thetide of Unmaking wasrising. Once again the void gaped to swallow the sun.
Barbarians beat on the gates. Every sign, every portent gathered, poised to fal inacloud of ill omen.

The sun gill shoneon Vderia Thering of stalions around her glowed like the moon. Sheturned her face
to theflood of light. Her eyes were open wide. Kerrec saw the effort it cost her to fill herself with so
much power, but she never fdtered.

Sabatawheded, and the gates whedled with him. One by onethey fell away, sinking like sonesina
turbulent sea.

Vderiawaslosng her grip. Her facelost its degp cam. Tearsran down her cheeks.

Asthe Unmaking loomed closer, Kerrec made a choice. Once more he uncovered the master stone.
Once again he focused his power through it, aiming it toward Vderia, pouring it into her.

Two gates remained, two possible destinies out of all that there had been. In one, hordes of barbarians
swarmed over the empire. In the other, the empire stood, beleaguered but intact, and for a
while—however brief atime that might be—held back the ondaught.

Kerrec could not choose. No one could, except Vaeria. She hovered exactly in the middle. Even the
Unmaking held back, asif the priests behind it understood that any move, any bresth of compulsion,
might sway her againgt them.

She lowered her eyes from the sun to alesser light, one that shone from the gallery above Kerrec's head.
Hefelt the power that woke there. It was not Brianas. It flared like embersin a banked fire, then roared
intoflame.

The emperor's power had come back in full force, bound to the Dance, awakened and healed by it.
Kerrec saw him reflected in Vderids eyes, upright and ill asaniconin atemple.

It was still her choice. She was still stronger. She could choose—to destroy the emperor, or surrender
the Danceto him.

Once more she met Kerrec's stare. What he saw there made him red.

Chapter Forty-Seven

Everything had stopped. Even the gates of time were lill. Vderiawasfull of sunlight, overflowing withit,
but it had not blinded her. She could till see.

Shelooked up into the emperor's face, which was more than ever like his son's. His hair was touded,
and there was a bruise on his cheekbone where he must have falen during the attack on the Hall'swards.

He stared gravely down. He was brimming over with magic, humming and singing with it, but he was
perfectly in control of himsdlf. Shewould have given her good arm to be as cam ashe was.

The Unmaking pressed on her, twisting her, sucking away at the power she had gathered. Time mattered
nothing to it. Magic wasthefuel that fed it. It willed her to turn toward the empire's destruction, and open
that gate and let the tides of time run toward the end of everything.



The emperor's face kept her in the world. She would not call him akindly man, any more than Kerrec
was, but he had the gift of understanding. He could see what wasin her and what it was doing to her. He
laid no compulsion on her, but even more than that, he did not burden her with guilt. Just like the salions,
he set her free to do what she must.

Shetried to raise her hands to him. One would not move. The other shook abominably. Shefolded it to
her breast in a sort of salute, and bowed her head in respect.

Sabata turned under her. She had not asked, but it was not against her will. The gates had come dive
again. The gate of the Unmaking pulled at her. The other did nothing. It smply was.

She chose smplicity. The Unmaking roared, reaching to suck her down. She clung to Sabata's neck.
Even hewas buffeted in that fury, but step by step he walked toward the gate she had chosen.

The Unmaking swirled toward it, gaping to swallow it. Vaeriahad very little magic left to wield. What
there was, she scraped together as best she could. She could fed the emperor's will behind her, firmasa
hand on her back, and two others coming dmost in the same ingtant.

Kerrec she would always know. The other was his sster. With them, she was strong enough—just. She
guided Sabata into the conjunction of circlesthat was the gate. The Unmaking screamed. She could fed!
her edges fraying, and the bonds of her body and soul letting go.

It would not matter if she died. Sabatawasimmorta. He had only to reach the center of the gate and
secure it with the power of his presence.

She held on astightly as she could. Four more steps. Three. Two. She could no longer see. Everything
waslost in astorm of darkness. Only Sabatawas till redl. She buried her facein the coarse silk of his
mane and | &ft it to him to make that last step. He advanced steadily, then stepped into infinity.

The Hall was absolutely silent. The sun was shining, clear and bright and blissfully ordinary. Sabata stood
in the trampled sand, surrounded by riderless sdlions.

Vderidsam hurt likefury. It had not taken kindly to al theriding and legping and struggling.

The pain was as beautifully morta asthe sunlight. It told her that she was dive, and that the Dance was
over. The Unmaking was il inside her, but it had sunk deep.

The empire would go on for awhile longer. The emperor was dive, and his magic was whole. The Dance
had restored it. As shelifted her eyesto him once more, she saw the power in him, not just hisown, sole
and mortal strength, but the strength of the empire. She had done that when she opened the gate that
gave him hislifeand hiswar and, if not an assured victory, at least no assurance of defeat.

People were stirring, coming to themselves. Some of the fallen riders had begun to regain consciousness.
The battle outside seemed to have moved away from the doors.

Shewas not going to indulgein afainting fit. Not thistime. Sabatawas dill carrying her easily, which was
agood thing. She did not think she could walk.

Therest of the stalions had drawn in close. They were ill inside her, dtill part of her. Whatever was
going to happen next, it would come through them before it touched her.

Petra had joined them, but Kerrec was gone. Theimperid gallery was empty. People were running out



on the sand toward the fallen riders. She recognized Batu and Iliya and Paulus. They veered wide around
thecircle of sdlions, eyes averted asif they were afraid.

Vaeriaexchanged glances with Petra. He brushed his shoulder lightly past that of the stalion beside him.
They unwound in askein, with Sabatain the middle, pacing out of the Hall asthey had comein. The
warded passage opened for them but for no one else who might have tried to follow.

Kerrec had left hisfather and sister to make order in the Hall, and gone hunting Gothard. He il had the
master stone, but it proved worthless for leading him to its recent wielder. Where Gothard had been,
Kerrec found no trace, not even the scent of magic fading fast.

Outsde of the paace square, the city was surprisingly quiet. The battle was till raging in front of the Hall
when he dipped through, but the streets beyond had emptied of crowds. The people of Aurdia, wiseto
the ways of magic, had shut themsalvesin their houses. Pilgrims and travelers had ether fled or found
sanctuary. He could hear them in the temples, raising chants of supplication to the various gods, and in
the taverns, worshipping an earthier divinity.

Gothard's house was deserted. Even the wards were gone. Thewalls had aworn look, asif the stones
had begun to crumble. All the magic was drained out of them.

Kerrec hdted in the inner court. He had been building abeautiful fire of rage, to be quenched by his
brother's blood. Thisempty place left him fegling cold and strange.

If therewasatrail to follow, helacked the power to find it. Gothard, clever to thelast, had left himsdlf a
bolt hole, but he had been extremely careful to cover histracks.

Kerrec searched the house from roof to dungeon and found nothing. He came up into the light again and
good for along while, struggling for control.

Somehow, deep insde himsdlf, he found it. He gathered dl of it together and blasted thewall of the inner
court.

The stones puffed into dust. Thewadll did down like water. The inner rooms of the house lay bare, empty
and forsaken.

Heturned on hishedl. Thiswas conduct unbecoming aFirst Rider, but he could not make himsdlf care.
Hel€ft that place behind, with al its memories and its empty spaces.

Valeriasupposed she was forgotten. There were riders down, people trampled, a battle in the square
and till some sort of festival to salvage if possible. How much any of them had seen of what shedid, or if
any but Kerrec and his family had understood, she could not guess.

She wasfeding rather ill. The stalions had taken her to their stable, where she had drunk from the water
barrd with the rest of them, then unsaddled each one and rubbed him as clean as she could. It was not
easy, one-handed, but she did it.

If she had been truly dutiful, she would have cleaned the saddles and bridles, but by the time she had

made sure each stallion had amanger full of hay and afull water barrel, she had to it down. Her sight
kept narrowing and trying to go dark. Without any particular reason, only the desire to be somewhere
safe, she made her way to Sabatas stall and propped hersalf against his manger. He sdled toward her



until her good arm was over his back.

She should find ahedler priest to do something about her other arm. She could no longer fed it. Pain had
meaning, her mother had taught her. If it stopped before awound was treated, that was not agood thing.

She would go out soon and go in search of ahealer. There must be one nearby. Shewould go out ina
moment. Yes.

Euan Rohe knew in his gut what would happen, once he saw the Firgt Rider stting in the roya box.
When the Dance cameto the crucia point, he had only half a hope that Vaeriawould choose the One
over the emperor. Hewas not at al surprised that she preferred to stay an imperia. Shewasa
legionary's daughter, after dl. It wasin her blood.

He was dready moving, making for an exit that he hoped no one else would remember. It led not
outward to the square but inward to the palace.

The hours he had spent in the library at the House of War were bearing fruit. He had in hismemory a
fair-to-middiing accurate map of the palace, with certain passages marked that were not on the usua
maps. If he could get out fast enough, he reckoned that he should be able to round up hiswarband and
escape before the emperor's troops moved in.

Hewas doing well until he ducked down acorridor to avoid arattling, clashing company of imperia
guards, then found himself trapped between the sound of the guards coming and apair of servantsidling
in adoorway. His only choice then wasto go down instead of up. There was another passage that way,
marked on the old map with an odd symbol that he had not been able to decipher. He could not
remember exactly whereit led, but he thought—hoped—that it would get him out of the palace.

Not long after that, he knew he was lost. The passage had branched, then branched again. He had to
guess which way to go. One grey stone tunnel was very like another. Some were well lit, othersless so.
Sometimes there were doors, but none of them seemed to be locked. The one that was, the lock fell
gpart when he touched it.

That wastoo strange for comfort, but by then he had gone too far and become too confused to turn
back. He had to go on. if hewas being led into atrap, o beit. . Rather abruptly, the passage narrowed.
The lampsthat had been lit al dong it were gone. By the light of thelast one, he could just see aladder
of metal rungsgoing up ablank wall.

He went up the ladder. The distance was hard to judge in the dark, but he counted rungs and reckoned
them againgt hisbody, and it came to six times his own height before his head struck the celling.

He clung to the ladder, dizzy with the shock of the blow. Gradualy it dawned on him that the ceiling
above him had rung hollow. He groped along it, curaing as asplinter stabbed his finger, and found the
metal studs that bound the wooden door. After two passes, then athird, he got agrip onaring. He
breathed a prayer to the One and thrust againgt it.

The trapdoor crashed to the floor in aroom that was dazzlingly bright after the pitch darkness below. Its
purpose was obvious. Racks of saddleslined one of thewalls, with bridles hanging from pegs above
them. Along thewall opposite the saddles was arow of wooden bins. There were stools and benches
and one ancient, badly sprung chair.



The smell of horses pervaded the place, long with the smell of dust and age. Light streamed in through
high windows. He saw sky, clear and blue and impaossibly far avay.

Euan coughed and swallowed a sneeze. His head was still aching where it had struck the trgpdoor. There
was aknot on his skull, but the skin had held. There was no blood.

Only one door led out of the room, a heavy wooden pand between the rows of saddles. He gathered his
mantle around him and trod softly toward it. He could hear horses breathing outside, and their heavy
bodies moving about. There were no human voices.

He opened the door carefully, with his senses at full dert. The stable was dimmer than the room he had
left, but till bright enough for comfort. Horses stared at him over stall doors.

They were dl greys. He took in those arched noses and those excessively intdligent dark eyes, and
began to laugh.

Once he had started, he could not stop. The One had no sense of humor, but the gods of the empire
rather too obvioudy did. They had brought him straight into their own stable, where no doubt he would
be judged as he deserved. "1 hope," he said to them, "that you don't mutilate me too badly. Make sure
my father can recognize my head when your servants send it to him.”

The sdlionsregarded him blandly, asif they were no more than morta horses. Only one of them moved,
ayoung one, still dappled. He tossed his head and pawed the door of hisstal.

The sound was deafening. Euan tensed to bolt, but no troop of legionaries came charging down the aide.

Sowly his heart stopped hammering. None of the stallions offered a threst, even the noisy one. He made
hisway carefully down the aide toward the door at the far end.

As he passed the young stallion, a human head appeared beside the horse's. Vad eria seemed even more
gtartled to see him than he wasto see her. "What in the world—" she began.

"By the Onel" Euan said at the same moment. "What are you doing here?'
"| should ask you that," she said. "How did you get in here? What—"

While she spoke, his mind was racing. Here might be hiskey to escape. At thevery least, shewasa
hostage. The imperials might not know what to do with her when she was Cdled to the Mountain, but the
mage who had saved the Dance was a va uable commodity.

There was, however, the matter of her bodyguards, of whom he counted seventeen. Every one had a
bright eye fixed on her, and none more intently than the stalion beside her.

He decided to tell her thetruth, or part of it. "I found away out of the Hall," he said, "and followed it until
it led mehere”

"You can't stay,” shesaid. "They'll be scouring the city for you—and if they catch you, they'll kill you.”

"Or worse" he said. He edged toward her. The stalion flattened his ears and showed him a double row
of strong white teeth. Euan stopped. "What will you do? Set your stalions on me?"

Her eyes narrowed. "1 should, shouldn't 17" she said.

Euan began to move again, cautioudy. Thistime the stallion merely watched. Euan could see Vderids
hand on his neck, fingerswoven in hismane. Shelooked tired, he thought.



If he stopped to fuss over her, he was dead. Aslong as he stayed moving, he had a chance. Each step
brought him closer to the door. Then there was the riders house to get through, then the city, then avast
swath of the empire, but he would worry about that when he cameto it. First he had to get out of this
place.

One move, one word from her and it would be dl over. She sood without moving, watching and saying
nothing.

The closer he cameto her, the more powerful was the temptation to stop. At last, directly in front of her,
he gavein. "Comewith me" he said.

Did she hesitate for the dightest fraction of an ingant? Maybe. Or maybe he was deluding himsdlf. Her
face was never easy to read, but at the moment it was an ivory mask. She shook her head. "I can't come
withyou," shesad.

Hesdghed faintly. "I didn't think so," he said. "Too bad. Hereyou are, al done. No one even remembers
what you did."

"What | did," she said, "was break my word to you and take away your victory."

"I'll forgive you someday," he said. "Are you sure you want to stay? | might not be ableto offer you much
but along run and adow deeth, but I'll never leave you to fend for yourself. Well run and die together.”

Her fingerstightened in the stalion's mane. Euan dmost smiled. It was hot as easy for her to refuse asit
might have been. He could dmost have sworn that he saw regret in her eyes. "We both know where |
belong,” she said. Then after apause, "Y ou'd better go. They've started killing anyone with a barbarian
face. You'd do well to cover yours until you're along way out of the city."

He hardly needed to ask her how she knew. She was amage, and she was surrounded by gods. She
was aso right. Thelonger he delayed, the lesslikely he wasto get out dive,

He dared one last, mad thing before he dived for the door. He ducked in past the stallion's head and
sole aslong akiss as he dared. It was never long enough. She was barely beginning to respond when he
darted back, just ahead of the stallion'slunge.

There was no moretimeto lose. He covered hisface as best he could and ran.

Chapter Forty-Eight

Vaeriasagged againgt Sabata's shoulder. She had just done aterrible thing. Even while she let Euan
Rohe go, she knew what it would mean. It was along way from Aureliato the hunting runs of the
Cdetanni. He could gtill die. But if hedid not, if he did escape, she had rel eased an enemy who would
never rest until the empire was gone.

Thistime she did not even have an excuse. No one but Euan would dieif she stopped him now. She
made no move to do that. The memory of hiskiss burned and would not go away.

Because of her, the Dance was saved. Because of her, the empire might sill be destroyed.

One word and the stallions would go after him. He would be dead, and Aureliawould be safe.



She never said that word. Shefdt thetides of time shifting as he went, patternsfalling into place that
would shape the years ahead. She saw where they could lead and what they could do, and she did
nothing. The only thought in her, at thelast, wasthat if he died, the grief would be too much to bear.

Kerrec found her sitting among the neatly stowed, if less than perfectly clean, saddles. Her eyeswere
open, and they seemed to recognize him. Her face was the color of cheese.

He reached to haul her to her feet and shake Gothard's whereabouts out of her, but even before he
touched her, he could fed thewrongnessin her body. Her right arm hung at an angle that knotted his
stomach. Her fingers were swollen and the tips were blue. When he took them in his hands they were
cold.

Through the levels of hisrage, he understood a number of things. She was alone here. The stalions had
been groomed, fed and shut in stalls. Their saddles and bridles were put avay. She must have done dl of
that after salvaging the Dance and, perhapsincidentaly, the empire.

It wasimpossible to hate her. With asound that was half agroan and haf asigh, helifted her inhisarms.
Shetried to fight him off. "Y ou're dways doing that,” she said. "Y ou need to stop.”
"Yes," hesad brusquely. "'l do.”

Hefirmed hisgrip on her. She had stopped struggling. Her bresth was coming hard. If she had been
anyone else she would have been in tears, but shewas Vaeria. Her eyeswere dry.

He carried her to hissster'srooms. It was not very far to go through the riders passage, and there was
no crush of peopleto face, which mattered a great dedl just then.

Brianas servants asked no questions. They brought food, drink, a bath, and aheder, in that order and
without comment. If they recognized Vaeria, they said nothing.

She had no appetite for the med they brought, but Kerrec coaxed haf acupful of honeyed milk into her.
He was ravenous himsdlf, amazingly so. While the hedler priest clucked over her, Kerrec worked hisway
steadily through the tray that the servants had brought.

Wl before the priest was done, Vaeriahad falen adeep. He splinted and set the arm and did thisand
that with the rest of her, finishing with ablessing that made her stir and murmur in her deep.

The priest frowned at that, but when he spoke, it wasto say, " Shelll deep until morning. Be sure she's
kept quiet for aday or two. I'll leave certain preparations with the servants, who can see that, she takes
them. Asfor you, my lord—"

"There's nothing wrong with me," Kerrec said alittle too quickly.

The priest arched abrow. "Certainly thereis not, my lord, but the hedling spell she'sset inyouisdraining
her more than she can easily manage just now. Y ou can't give it back, she'swoven it too well, but you
can weave onein return. It's Smple enough. Y ou have only to—"

Kerrec'swits had grown horribly dow. The priest had gone on at some length before Kerrec understood
what he had said. "Hedling spell? She sat aheding spel?

"Shedidindeed,” the priest said, "and avery nicely crafted oneit is, too. Someone taught her well."



Kerrec scowled. "Are you sure? She's not—thisisn't—"

"Oh," said the priet, "I can seeit's not the greatest of her gifts. Am | seeing clearly? Issheahorse
mage?' Hedid not wait for Kerrec to answer. "Remarkable. Most remarkable. I've never seen anything
likeit."

"No onehas," Kerrec said.

"l canimagine,” said the priest. He bowed to Kerrec, then bowed lower to the degping Valeria "It's
been an honor, my lord. I'll come back tomorrow and see that she's mending as she should. She'sagreat
treasure, agreet treasure for the empire.”

He left none too soon, having said agreat ded more than enough. Kerrec had much to ponder, little of
which was welcome and less of which was comforting. He had been living with sureties, building his
world on them, and now, they were al shaken to bits.

He could not stay there, staring a Vaeria, not knowing whether to worship her or strangle her. He
prowled restlessly out of Brianas rooms and back toward the riders house, where he should have been
long since. Hewas, gtill First Rider, until or unless he was removed from that office.

Of thefour First Riders, only Kerrec survived. Three of the eight riders of the Dance were dead, and the
rest were unconscious under the care of hedler priests.

Master Nikos was both dive and conscious. When Kerrec came into the room in which he had been
laid, hetried to rise. The heder attending him held him down, but he was not to be subdued until Kerrec
stood beside him. "Kerrec! Thank the gods. Without you, we'd not only be dead, we'd be food for
barbarian dogs."

"It wasn't | who saved the Dance," Kerrec said. It wasless difficult to say than he had expected.

Nikos frowned. He was haggard and his power was running at alow ebb, but his mind seemed clear. "'l
saw you," hesaid.

"Y ou should have looked behind you," said Kerrec.
Nikos stare was blank.

"Sabata," Kerrec said, "and Vaeria"

There. He had said her name, and it had not choked him.

Nikos frown darkened. He must be searching his memory, making sense of fragments. Therewasa
pattern there, and he of al mages had the gift to seeit.

It seemed hefound it. It did not lighten hismood at dl. " She saved the Dance. She—did | dream it? Al
the gdlions—did she—"

"She mastered them all," Kerrec said with akind of bitter pride.

"That istheoreticaly possible," said Nikaos, "but in practice—" He broke off. At first Kerrec thought that
he was coughing, but it was laughter.

That wasaarming. "Master," Kerrec began.



The hedler was not reassured, either. Nikos waved them both off. " Stop it. Stop fussing. | was taught,
and | have taught, that the gods have no patience with human pretensions, but until now | never honestly
knew what that meant. They Called her. Of course they had their reasons—which beyond a doubt
included this"

"Beyond adoubt,” Kerrec said.
"Wasit asglorious as | remember? Was she—"

Hedid not finish. Kerrec could have waited, and so avoided answering, but he could not help himsdlf.
"Shewas" hesad.

Nikos sighed and closed his eyes. The hedler leaped to his rescue, but he was in no worse state than he
had been before. Still with his eyes shut, he said, “We should worship her. Or kill her."

"My thoughts exactly."

Nikosfixed Kerrec with a keen stare. As haggard and worn as he was, he still had his strength of will.
"Whereisshe?Isshedive?'

"She'sin my sister'srooms,” Kerrec answered, "under the servants care.”

"Ah," Nikossaid, along sigh. "Good. Shelll stay there until we can ded with her. We will haveto. You
understand that."

"l understand,” said Kerrec.
"We owe her agreat debt,” Nikos said. "Whether she can be one of us... | don't know."

Kerrec opened his mouth, but shut it again. Now was not the time to argue abouit it, even without the
heder priest about to fall down in afit. He wanted—needed desperately—to finish hiswork. Kerrec left
himtoit.

Vaeriawas il adeep. There were other places Kerrec could and probably should be, but he had not
been able to stop himself from going back to her.

He dept for awhile himsdlf in achair besde the bed, lightly, starting awake when the servants camein at
evening to light the lamps, then dozing again as the darkness deepened. His deep wasfull of dim dreams
and formless confusion. He could fed the city in his skin as he had while he was till the emperor's heir.

People werefighting, rioting, looting and burning. His father's troops fought hard to restore order. They
had no time for either subtlety or mercy. Any barbarian they caught, they killed. By midnight the paace
walls hung thick with gridy fruit, bodies hung from hooks and heads on pikes. Some of the bodies till
moved. Blood soaked the paving below.

Sometime between daylight and degp night, mages hunted down the priests of the One. In hisdream
Kerrec watched as, one by one, they were captured and flayed alive and hung to die.

None of the mages was Gothard, and none of the barbarians was Euan Rohe. Those two had vanished
fromthecity.

He started awake. Vaeriahad not moved since he last looked, but her eyes were open. "My arm doesn't
hurt," shesaid.



"That'sgood,” he said. It was not the most graceful thing to say, but he was not graceful when it cameto
her. He had been hating her so thoroughly, then she had proved him so completely wrong, that he hardly
knew wheét to think.

"Y ou brought me here," she said. "It'syour Sster'sroom, isn't it?"

"One of them," he said. "It has the advantage of being quiet, well defended and safe from the clamor of
crowds."

"No on€e's crowding to see me," she said.
He heard no hitternessin her tone. Y ou don't think so?' he asked.

"l know s0," shesaid. "They'real busy keeping the empire from faling apart. Mot of them don't even
know how the Dance ended the way it did. The white gods did it, they think, and that'strue. | wasonly a
part of theworking."

"The mogt important part,” hesaid.

She shrugged, which made her wince. "Y ou're not out there. Why?*
His shrug was considerably less painful. "I owe you an apology,” he said.
That widened her eyes. "What for?'

"For doubting you. For believing you were going to betray usdl.”
HOM—"

"I heard," he said, "before you tried to send me to the Mountain."

"Y ou heard—"

He watched her remember. Her face went stiff. "Gods. Y ou sawv—"
"Yes"

"Youmust hate me."

"l did," hesaid.

She sat up. Her lipswere white.

Kerrec found himsdlf beside her with no memory of how he had got there. His arm was around her, and
he was taking away what pain he could, with what magic he had. He had a surprising amount.

"| think | understand,” he said, as much to convince himself as Vaderia "Y ou were taken captive, hewas
there, you did and said what you had to in order to survive. | didn't do even aswdll.”

"You did better," she said with sudden fierceness. ™Y ou never betrayed what you believed in."
"Didn't I?" Somehow he had drawn her into hisarms. She made no effort to fight him off.

He should not be doing this. He wasthe only First Rider l€ft. It was not fitting that he should be here,
cradling her asaman cradleshislover.



At the moment he could not seem to make it matter. The memory of Vaeriain Euan Rohesarmswas
gtill sharp, but that did not matter, either.

Thetenson wasdraining out of her. He thought she might be diding back into deep. Her voice came up
from the hollow of his shoulder, soft and alittledurred. "1 did it for you."

He could find nothing to say to that.

"They were going to kill you," shesaid. "I made them think | wastheirs, to keep you dive. | did it, didn't
I?Youdidntde"

"l didn't die)" hesaid. "Vaderia, I'm not worth—"

She pushed away from him."Y ou are worth everything! Everything. Damn you for it, too."
"l wasdamned,” he said, "and you made me whole again."

"l didn't doit to put you in debt to me."

"l know," he said.

"| didn't doit to ingratiate mysdf with the Mountain, ether.”

"I know," hesaid again. "Vderia, look at me."

She was rdluctant, but he waited until shelifted her eyes and fixed them on hisface. "'l don't know what
will become of us, but onething I am sure of. I'm going to make you forget that barbarian.”

Shehit her lip. Gods, was she laughing a him?

"I have no grace with women," he said allittle testily, "or with preciouslittle else, either.”
"Except horses," she said. "When you're on ahorse, you're as beautiful athing as|'ve seen.”
Heglared a her. "Will you let me finish my speech?’

She st her lipstogether and waited in conspicuous silence.

"I have no grace," he said, "and not much gift with words. | have no talent for making peoplelove me. I'd
have made a poor enough emperor, and I'm not much of alover, either—no pretty words, no sense of
what to say or whento say it. All | can give you isthetruth. | don't want to live my life without you. |
don't know if I can."

"I know | can't," she said, "and you severely underestimate yourself. Which doesn't surprise me, dl things
considered. Do you think your father isagood emperor?”

"A very good one," Kerrec said, "but what doesthat have to do with—"
"Youreexactly likehim."
Hebrigled. "1 am not!"

"Exactly," she said. She stopped his mouth with her hand before he could deny it again, and then she
kissed him. It was a soft kiss, and dow, not at al what he might have expected.

Shewas like that. Just when he thought he could predict what she would do, she did something



completdy out of hisreckoning.

He had been amaster of patterns, and maybe would be again, but herswereirresstibly complex. Even if
he had it dl back, he might never understand her.

Then he stopped thinking. He thought too much, that was histrouble. The taste of her, the touch of her
skin, the scent of her hair, filled al the places where words had been.

Chapter Forty-Nine

Vaerialay with her eyes closed. Somehow, while she paused for abrief rest, the night had passed and
the sun had risen. She was warm with the memory of Kerrec's presence, her body till singing faintly. She
yawned and stretched and smiled.

He was nowhere in the room, but someone was watching her. Although it was not Kerrec, it felt agreat
dedl like him. She opened her eyes.

Theimperid heir was sitting beside the bed. She had abook in her 1ap, marked with abit of crimson
ribbon, but it was rolled shut. Her eyeswere on Vaeria. Her brows were drawn together, not exactly in
afrown, but more asif she were studying this new thing that she had found in her rooms.

Vaeriawould not have interrupted her thoughts, but there was a certain urgent matter that she could not
ignore. "Lady," shesad.

Briana started out of her reverie.
"Lady," said Vderiag, "l supposeit'sinddicate, but | haveto—"
Brianas brows rose sharply. " Of course you do," she said.

She had the same accent as Kerrec and Paulus, but she sounded more sensible somehow. Thiswasa
practical person, who saw the obvious as soon as Vaeriadrew her attention to it, and offered the logical
solution. The chamber pot was not gold as Vaeriamight have expected, but good earthenware, with a
well-fitted lid.

Vaeriasat up carefully. Except for adeep ache, her splinted arm was surprisingly comfortable.

Briana politely directed her attention esawhere while Valeriaused the pot. When Vaeriawas done,
Brianatook the lidded pot with a complete absence of squeamishness and set it tidily by the door.
Almost at once, a hand appeared and the pot vanished.

Vaderiafound that she was gaping. She shut her mouth. "Now | know I'min high places" she said.

Brianalaughed. "I've heard this caled the best inn in Aurdlia," she said. "We do take pridein our
svants”

"It's better than aposting gation,” Vaeriasaid. She sat on the bed again, for her knees were not as
strong as they might be, and wrapped hersdlf in one of the blankets. "Have you seen your brother this

morning?"



Her breath came alittle quickly as she waited for the answer. Briana seemed not to notice Vaerias
tenson. Shelifted her handsin agraceful shrug. "Not thismorning,” she said, "but the servantstold me he
took breakfast in the kitchens, then went off toward theriders house.”

Of course that was where he had gone. Valeria suppressed a stab of pique that he had done it without
her. He must have had his reasons—such asthat he wanted to let her deep, and he needed to spesk to
Master Nikos aone.

Shesmiled alittle shakily at Briana. "He brought me here. | hope you don't mind.”

"Notin thedightest," Brianasaid. "I'd have been annoyed with him if he hadn't. Not that theriders
wouldn't have taken decent care of you, if they happened to notice that you needed it, but | do think
you'll be more comfortable here"

"That'swhat hesaid," Vaeiasad.

Briana smiled, abroad, bright smile that transformed her face. It was probably presumptuous, but Vaeria
found hersdf liking this person very much. She had no pretensions, and no arrogance, either. Shewas
smply hersdf.

"Y ou must be ravenous,” Brianasaid, "and you must be wishing you had something to wear aswdll. I'll
send the servantsto take care of you. | have to ask your pardon that | can't stay.”

Vaeriacould fed confusion rumbling in the earth and crackling on her skin. Although the Dance had
ended and the tides of time subsided, the aftereffects were strong. The Unmaking had |eft scars.

"l can help,” shesaid. "Just let me eat and dress, then tell me whereto find you."
That was presumptuous, too, she knew as soon as she had said it, but she did not try to take it back.

Brianatook no offense, nor did shefly into afit of protest. "If you're strong enough,” she said, "we can
useyou. If you need more rest or more time to hea—"

"I'masrested as| can stand to be," Vderiasaid. "You go. | can fedl you're needed. I'll follow as soon as
| can.”

Briananodded. With alast, quick smile, she strode swiftly ouit.

Vaeriahad just summarily dismissed the heir to the empire. She groaned and fell back onthebed. Asa
courtier shewas adisaster. Gods knew what kind of rider she would make, if the school would even
take her back.

At the moment at least she had something to do. Breakfast came before the bath or the clothes. It was dll
extremey welcome, especialy the breskfast. Briana had sent riding clothes, new and beautifully made.
They fit well, even the boots. The servant helped Vaeriato ease the shirt over her splinted arm, tied up
the arm nestly in ading, and arranged the coat so that the empty deeve hung straight and tidy.

Clean, fed and moderately resplendent, Vaeria approached the door just asawoman in aguard's
uniform opened it and bowed. "Her Highness has asked me to escort you to her," the woman said.

Perfect service must be akind of mage craft, Valeria thought. She nodded to the guard. The woman
sduted crisply and turned on her hed.



Vaeriahad been expecting aroom with the princess sitting in it, and people running in and out. She found
Briana on her feet with no thronein sight, on awide porch in front of the palace. The square beyond was
not too crowded, thanks to the armed men stationed around the edges.

The samewas not true of the portico. Sunlight streamed through columns of veined white marble onto a
floor of jeweled tilesin black and white and gold. People thronged there in such awhirl of sound and
color that Vaeria had to sop and steady hersalf before she could come out into the light.

It was dizzying, but there were patternsin it. VVaeria saw the captain of the city guard and ahandful of
legionary commanders, each in his glittering panoply, charged with making order in the city and the
empire. She saw the mayor and council of the city dressed in silk and gold, lords of this council and that
court dressed even more splendidly, mages of the various ordersin their different colors and liveries, and
priests of every templein Aurdlia, dong with aflock of lesser luminaries, secretaries, clerksand
chamberlains and gods knew what dse.

Their movements were not random. They revolved around Brianaand around aman standing near her,
whom Vaeriarecognized as the emperor. He was much less elaborately dressed than the lords who
surrounded him—in fact looked ready to take horse and ride. He looked well, which she was glad to
see. Hismagic had al come back, and he was strong. If any of the poison lingered, she could see no sign
of it.

People were coming in toward him and his heir, and people were streaming away. There were knots and
clusters stlanding apart, carrying on discussons with varying degrees of hegt, but their eyestended to
stray toward the emperor and Briana.

All of them weretrying to do two things. Firgt, cam the city and find any lingering traces of the enemy.
Second, understand what had happened in the Dance. That it had ended with the emperor'sreign
confirmed, everyone agreed. But how that had happened, and how it had come about, had them arguing
bitterly.

Vaeriahad meant to keep to the background and use what power she had to make order of chaos, but
that was not what this crowd needed. Brianawas doing that well enough. So was her father. Just asin
the Dance, Vaeriasaw how they dl fit with and against one another. 1t made akind of tangled sense, like
skeins of wool tossed together in a basket.

She left the sanctuary of the door and started to move through the crowd. At first she thought the clamor
was quieting down as such things did, rising and faling in waves. Then, keyed to the patterns as she was,
sheredized that the wave of slence was riding with her. People were staring, and nudging one another.

Magesdid it first, then priests. The rest took it up soon enough. By the time she reached Briana, there
was not asound aong the length of the portico, and every eye was on her.

Either she could be miserably uncomfortable or she could pretend that she wasriding quadrillesin acourt
of the school. No onewas|ooking at her, not redly. They were al remembering the Dance and the white
gdlionsand awork of magic that none of them, even the mages, understood.

Only Brianasaw her for hersdf. The emperor's heir smiled and held out her hand. "Vaerial Welcome.
Have you met my father? Father, thisisVderia"

The emperor bowed over Vaerias hand with a smile aswarm as his daughter's. "Welcome, indeed,” he
sad, "and well done. | owe you thanks."

Vderiahardly knew whereto look. She mumbled something that she hoped was polite enough.



He tucked her hand under hisarm and drew her in between him and his daughter. "Now," he said to the
rest of them, "are we going to argue until the year turns back around again, or shdl we band together to
destroy the barbarians?'

Vaeriacould fed theforces of dissension. No two of them agreed on what to do or how to do it, but
they looked at her, and something made them stop to think.

She spoke into that quiet. "Y ou're al wiser than I—I can't tell you what to do. But | cantell you what |
see. You've driven back the attack thistime, and it was abad one, but there's worse coming. Y our
enemieswill go to ground now and wait out the winter, then in the spring they'll be strong again. They!ll
reckon that they lost askirmish, but theres still awar to win. The more united you are, the better your
chances of westhering the sorm.”

"Well winthewar," one of the lords said, "won't we? Y ou Danced usavictory.”
"The stdlions Danced you hope. It'snot apromise.”

A rumble rose at that. Maybe Vderia should not have told the truth, but she could hardly lie. She looked
asmany of them in the face as she could. "Y ou are the promise,” she said, "it'syourstowin or lose. If
you fight among yoursdves, they'll overwhelm you. If you come together, you have everything in your
favor—numbers, wegpons, strength of armies. They fight in hordes, you in legions. Man for man and on
thefield, you can take them." She turned to the knot of priests and mages, who were eyeing her
narrowly, measuring her against some standard she knew nothing about. "And you. They used one of
your own against the empire—because they have no magic to match what you have. They have
something else, something worse, but it's a dangerous weapon, aslikely to turn on them as on their
enemies. You can undoiit, if you will. Y ou can unmake the Unmaking.”

"What do you know of the Unmaking?'

The man who asked that question was not hostile. He was an old man, and after amoment sheredized
that he was an Augur. He was not wearing the formal robes she had seen in the Dance, but a plain gown
likeapriest's. It was white, and priests aways wore brown or black or grey or, if they were high priests,
red. Whitewasfor Augurs.

*The Augur waited patiently for her to answer his question. She thought she might trust him, but in front
of so many people, all she dared to say was, "I know more than | want to know."

He nodded. It was dmost abow. "Lady," he said.
"No," shesaid. "Not alady. I'm arider, that'sal."
Hislipstwitched. He bowed lower than before. "Rider," he said.

It was only aword, but it had an odd effect on the people who were watching. Therewas ill agreat
dedl of fear and confusion, but the resistance had gone out of them. It was asif aspell had broken.

One by one, then in twos and fours, they came together again, but thistime they were not arguing. They
were making decisions and settling on strategies. The city would settle, then the empire—for awhile.
They al knew what the spring would bring.

Now Valeria could fade into the background. Or so she would have done, if the emperor and his
daughter had not kept her between them, and if anew arrival had not focused attention on her once

agan.



Master Nikos was haggard and hollow-eyed, but he was steady on his feet. Kerrec walked close enough
to offer him an armif necessary. Paulus and lliyaand Batu followed.

They brought with them the same kind of slencethat Vderiahad. Therewasatinge of awveinit,
reverence for the keepers of amystery.

People only stared at them for afew moments before turning back to Vaeriawith even more avid
curiogity than before. Mde riders were dmaost common. She was unique.

She would have hidden if she could, but there was no hope of that. Briana's arm dipped through
Vaderids. It was not a subtle gesture, and it was not meant to be. Whether Vaerialiked it or not, she had
fdleninto high places.

The Magter hdted in front of Vaeria. She knew what it cost him to offer her that inclination of the head.
It was al she expected, and all he gave her. He was not there to honor her, or, it seemed, to dishonor
her, ether.

Kerrec's face was expressionless. She had expected that, too. She was past the time when it would have
made her angry. She knew what was behind that mask, and why he wore it. Someday she would teach
him that he did not need amask, that his own face was good enough and strong enough to wear in front
of theworld.

Briana had no such compunction. "Good day, riders," she said, "and welcome. I'm glad to see you up
and about. Have you cometo claim thisrider of yours? Because, sirs, if you don't mind, wed liketo
keep her for awnhile. It seems she has atalent for making order out of chaos.”

"So | have noticed," Magter Nikos said. Histonewas dry.

"But then," said Briang, "that's part of arider's power, isn't it? To see patterns. To make sense of them.
To shapethem if he can. Or, inthis case, she.”

That was achdlenge. She smiled, al sweet innocence, but Vaeria could sense the steel benesath.

S0, evidently, could Master Nikos. "That isarider's power,” he said coolly. "Oursisat your disposd, if
you have need of it."

"We do welcomeit," Brianasaid. Thiswas not over, her manner said, but it seemed she was not about to
dart abattlein thisoverly public place.

Vaeriawent limp with relief. The mood here was too brittle to tolerate any further conflict. People were
dtirring, twitching like nervous horses. They needed to be soothed and comforted.

She dipped free of her royd dlies. Whether it wasintentiona or not, there was a place for her with the
riders, beside Paulus at the end. His glance as she took it was sour, but he made no effort to push her out
of it. Neither, and that was more important, did Master Nikos.

A sigh ran across the portico. Tension eased. People saw what they needed to see. Theriderswere
together as they should be. Those who could see patterns were reassured. The rest were lessinclined to
be at odds with one another.

Chapter Fifty



By tradition, after the Great Dance the empire kept festival for eight days, and the riders stayed for al of
it. Then on the ninth day they went back to the Mountain.

The emperor'sfestival had turned into the aftermath of a battle, but by the second day after the Dance,
the city had settled enough to alow a somewhat muted celebration. The emperor proclaimed it from the
porch of the palace, with characteristic brevity. "Our enemies have done their best to take our joy away
from us. | refuse to give them the pleasure. Well mourn our dead asthey deserve, but for now let us
celebrate theliving."

Vaeriawas dtill Briana's guest. That was the heir's decision, and neither Vaerianor the riders contested
it. It put off alittle longer the need to confront the inevitable.

Thefirst night after she had stood with the riders on the porch of the palace, Vaeria fully expected to
deep done. She went to bed feding alittle cold and bereft, but telling hersdlf that she was being foolish.
The riders needed Kerrec far more than she did.

Just as she sank into arestless doze, she felt aweight on the Side of the bed, and heard the dight catch of
his breathing as K errec stretched out beside her. Without opening her eyes, she did into the shelter of his
ams,

Then she could deep. As before, he was gone when she woke, but this time she knew why. 1t was
enough for her that he had come at al.

That went on for four nights. She never saw or spoke to him, only felt him beside her shortly before she
fell adeep. The dayswere full. She spent them with Briana, going from council to festival and back to
council again, and spending part of each day riding or walking through the city.

It was Sabatawho brought matters to a head. On the seventh morning after the Dance, Vaeriahad just
come back from an early walk through the city with Briana. There was aformd breskfast to attend, then
aceremony in the temple of the Moon, and after that around of councils.

Sabata cared nothing for any such human foolishness. He broke down the gate to Briana'swing of the
palace, blew past her guards, and terrorized the servants who were trying to bathe and dress their lady
and her guest.

Briana seemed not at dl dismayed to find a highly and somewhat dangerously annoyed stalionin her
bath. She rose dripping from the basin, wrapped atowe around herself, and bowed to him with deep
respect. "My lord," shesad.

Vderiahad finished bathing and was standing in ashift, waiting for the servantsto put on the morning
dressthat, after days of resistance, she had let hersdlf be bullied into. Shewasin no way sorry to be
rescued, although she glared at Sabata. "That was hot necessary,” she said.

He tossed his head and stamped. She had been away from him long enough. Her arm was hedling and
her spirit was healed. It was time to stop this nonsense and go where she was meant to go.

He had never been so clear about what he wanted, or so close to human words. "Where am | meant to
go?' sheasked him. "The riders don't want me, whereas here I'm welcome. I'm useful—they need me."

Theriders need you.

It cost his pride dearly to stoop to words. He swung around, scattering servants and sponges and bowls
of sogp and herbs and ointment, and presented himself for her to mount.



She opened her mouth to protest, but hiseyerolled at her, glaring awarning. She hiked up her shift and
pulled herself one-handed onto his back.

With her weight to carry, he had to move cautioudy on thetiled floors. That gave Brianatime to throw on
the clothes she had taken off to bathe, and run up beside Vderia

"He'staking metotheriders” Vderiasad. ™Y ou don't need to—"

"l think | do," said Briana. She was perfectly cheerful and perfectly immovable. As shewent, she sent a
servant with her regretsto the host, another to put off the rest of her obligations, and yet athird to tell her
father where she had gone.

By thetimethey left her wing of the palace, Sabata was moving more quickly and Brianawas trotting
doggedly dongside. He kept that pace, Vaerianoticed, athough he could have gone much faster.

They went down through theriders passage, avoiding the public ways. Briana said nothing—all her
breath was devoted to keeping-up with the stdlion. Vaeriawould have dismounted and walked with her,
but whenever shetried, Sabatawarned her againgt it with a curve of the neck and a snap of teeth. He
was carrying her and that was that.

Between two such manifestly stubborn creatures, all VValeria could do was keep quiet and let herself be
taken wherever Sabata had in mind. Matters were coming to a head. Sabatawasforcing an issue that the
ridersaswdl asVaeriahad been avoiding.

Although it was two days yet until their departure, the riders house aready |ooked half deserted. Boxes
and bagswaited in the outermost court, piled in the shelter of the colonnade.

Vaeriabegan to wonder if theriders were leaving early. It certainly looked that way.

Theinnermost court had amost peculiar scent to it. Sabata curled hislip and shook hishead asif in
disgust. Valeriaredized what it was when she saw a shrouded figure gliding across the court.

The riderswho had died had not been taken to the embamers house as she had thought. They had come
here. The smdll that pervaded the air was the smell of desath, thick and sickly sweet, heavily overlaid with
the pungency of spices and the sharp dry scent of natron.

There were six stone vatsin the hal beyond the colonnade, and a pair of embamers attending each.
Their faces were shrouded and their tongues mute. Master Nikos knelt beside the rearmost of the vats,
which was carved with images of death and rebirth.

Sabata clattered to a hat behind him and pawed imperioudy. The dead were gone. Theliving needed
him.

Magter Nikosfinished his prayer, then rose dowly and turned. His grief wasimmediate and persond.
These had been his students, his masters, hisfriends. Even the oldest of them should have had years yet
to live. Thiskind of desth, like death in battle, was not something arider would have expected.

It shook Vaderiato see so clearly into his heart. He was making no effort to conceal himsalf from her. For
thefirst time she saw him as aman and not the Master. She saw his sorrow and confusion, and his core
of stubborn strength.

"Youreleaving early,” shesad.

"l think it'sbest," Nikos said.



She nodded. "And these?' she asked, tilting her chin toward the dead. "Are they going, too?”
"They'll be sent to the gods here," Nikos said, "tonight.”

"Wereyou going to invite me?'

"Would you have wanted to be?"

"If I'm arider," shesaid, "I should be here. If I'm not, then not."

"That isthe question,” he said. "Areyou arider?'

"l would liketo think so," she said, "but the answer lieswith you.”

Sabata shook his head and stamped. Even through the deep lines of grief on hisface, Master Nikos
mustered asmile. "It doesn't, doesit?' he said to the stalion. ™Y ou've done your best to make that clear.’

"The school belongsto theriders,” Vaeriasaid. "If theriders can't tolerate me, | have no place there, no
meatter what the stallions may say."

While she spoke, shefdt in her skin that others had come into the court of the dead. Sabata had called
al theriderswho were till dive, from rider-candidate to First Rider. They stood in ahalf circle behind
her.

In Master Nikos eyes she saw how it looked. Whether they knew it or not, they had taken the stance of
guards protecting aroya charge.

She turned to face them. Even Paulus seemed to have resigned himsdlf to theinevitable. Kerrec was
amogt amiling. She could fed the warmth in him beneath the stern mask of hisface. Batu grinned openly.

Briana had stood quietly apart, but now she came into the circle. Sabata gracioudy alowed her torest a
hand on hisneck. "It seemsto me" she said, "that the decision has been made. Theriderswill learn to
tolerate one of their own, even if shewears asomewhat different suit of flesh than the rest of them.”

"But | don't want—" Vaeriabegan.
Brianaturned that sweetly implacable smile on her. "Do you think Sabata cares for that?'
Vderiashut her mouth with asnap. Sabata was laughing.

So werethe rest of the stallions. They had not been there amoment before, but now they al were,
standing erect and till. She had a doubled guard of gods and mages, who could be either jailers or
protectors.

And there it was. She had what she had wanted so badly, just when she had decided she could live
without it. That was awaystheway of things.

She looked from face to face around the half circle of riders, and saw none of the hogtility that she had
expected. Like the people on the portico, they saw what she had done rather than what she was, but
these mages understood it. She was not awoman to them now, or an interloper, but the mage who had
commanded al the sdlions.

Master Nikos spoke with care, asif he had thought hard and long about what he would say and how he
would say it. "We owe you thanks. But for you, dl that we have made would be undone.”



There were any number of thingsthat VVaeriacould have said in reply. She thought about justice, and
about modesty. She thought about what she had nearly done, and how close she had cometo the
Unmaking.

Intheend shesaid, "I only did what | had to do."

"We were guilty of poor judgment,” Nikos said. "By clinging to tradition and ignoring the gods manifest
will, we nearly logt everything."

"You'velost enough,” she said, "and will be along time recovering. I'll help with that as| can, if you want
my help.”

"It may not be aquestion of wanting,” he said. "We need it. We need you—if you redly arewilling to
come back to us. Our enemies offered you far more power than we can give you. Y ou'll be back among
the Cdlled of thisyear, subject to the same teaching and the same tests asthey. The fact that you can
command dl the galionsisamatter for legend, | suppose, but there is more to our magic than that."

"Much more," Vaeriaagreed. "I know thereésmuch | don't know. Areyou willing to teach it? Isthat
what you want? Becauseif you only do this because you fed obligated, and not because you believe that
| havearight toit, then I'll walk away."

"Indeed?" said Kerrec. "What would you walk to?"

Magter Nikos shot him aquelling glance, but neither he nor Vderiapaid attention. "I'll find aplace,”" she
sad. "Somewhere where I'm welcome.”

Brianagtirred beside her but kept quiet. Kerrec's brows went up. "What makes you think you won't be
welcome on the Mountain?"

"What makesyou think | will be?’

"I will welcomeyou," Master Nikos said. "You are arider. Y ou were Called. Theré's no one aive now

to deny it."

Vaeriasurprised hersaf with asurge of grief. The riders who had died had not been her friends at al.
But they had been great mages and masters of the art. Their loss was abitter blow. "The Mountain needs
usdl," shesad.

Asshesaid it, she knew that she had made a choice. She was arider, too, as the Master had said. There
never had been another dternative.

That feding insde her, that sense of bubbling over, sheredlized wasjoy. There was plenty of grief to
temper it, but just for amoment shelet hersalf be happy.

The sun had s, but the sky was il full of light. In the court of the dead, the fallen riders had been lifted
from the vats of natron and the vats taken away by the silent priesthood. Six bodies, shrouded in white
linen, lay on biers of fragrant cedar.

There was no panoply of anoble funera. There were no mourners paid to wail and tear their hair, no
priests circling the biers, with chants and incense. No crowds of family and friendsfilled the court. There
were only theriders, the stalions and Briana, who had gone away early in the day but come back asthe
sun touched the horizon.



Vaeriawas glad to see her. Shewas afriend, aswell asarider'skin. She made no effort to put hersalf
forward, but stayed on the edge of the courtyard, watching in silence.

Just asthe rite was beginning, someone elsejoined her.
The emperor had come aso to bid farewell to the riders who had died for his Dance.

Vderia, in the tiff new uniform of arider-candidate, was standing between Batu and Paulus. Her place
was to keep quiet, manifest reverence and, when the time came, join her magic to the rest. Rather oddly,
there was no sense of sorrow in the gathering. Grief remained and would linger long past this night, but
the riders were beyond any earthly pain.

Asthelight began to fade from the sky, Master Nikos came forward into the circle. Hewas plainly
dressed as dways, but there was a shimmer of power on him. He raised his hands.

"Regan,” hesaid. "Gdlus. Mikd. Andres. Carinius. Petros.”

As he spoke each name, a allion paced toward one of the biers and stood motionless, head bowed
over the shrouded dead. Deep silence surrounded them. No wind blew, no night bird cried. Theliving
riders barely seemed to breathe.

Thiswas a Dance—a Dance of stillness. The patterns that crowded everywhere had gone motionless.
Thetides of timewere &t the ebb.

And yet the Unmaking was nowhere near this place. Even the spell that till laired in Vaeriawas
quiescent.

"Degath isarite of passage,” Master Nikos said softly, so much apart of Vaeriasreflectionsthat at first
she did not redlize he had spoken, "the opening of one door and the closing of another. Our brothers
have passed out of earth and into the realm of the gods. They are the blessed dead, who died in battle.
Their names shdl be remembered.” And he spoke them again. "Regan. Gdlus. Mikd. Andres. Carinius.
Petros”

Thistime, at the sound of hisrider's name, each stalion raised his head and trumpeted. The sound was
deafening, multiplied in that space, echoing and reechoing asvoice joined voicein along, shrilling ped.

In the moment that the blast of sound reached its peak, Vderiafelt adrawing at the roots of her power.
The stdlions had seized it and made it apart of them. Then the fire came down.

Firewas divine, the priests said. Thiswasthefire of the gods, and it seared the dead to ash, even asit
restored and renewed the spark of lifein theliving.

All of it poured through Vderia, in adim and distant way she knew that she needed to learn control. The
power was using her. She should learn to useit.

Timewould take care of that—if she had enough. If the war that was coming did not unmake them all.

Tonight shewould be arider among the riders. She would remember those who had died in the working
of the Dance, and honor those who lived. In the morning they would ride, al of them together, theliving
bearing the ashes of the dead in urnsthat would be set in the houses of silence on the Mountain's knees.

The Mountain was cdling. It was a deeper, softer cal than the one that had brought her from her
mother's house, but it was no less strong. Thistime there was no one to stop her. She would go where
she belonged, where she had always belonged, even before she knew what or who shewas.



Sabata had come up beside her, quiet asacat, with Kerrec close behind. Shelaid her arm over the
sallion's broad back and rested againgt his shoulder. Kerrec, on the other side, did the same. Their arms
linked, with the stallion warm and solid between them.

There was adeep Tightnessin it, a profound contentment. Sabatasighed. A moment later, Valeria
echoed him, then Kerrec. It had been along battle and ahard one, with alonger and harder one ahead.
But for the moment, they al could rest.
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final tes—and passes with acclaim. But in her moment of triumph her secret isdiscovered and Vderia
losesall that sheswon.

Meanwhile, the barbarians plot to overthrow the Aurelian Empire. And Vaerids anger and frustration
might be enough to give them away in. Now the Empire depends on the will, the strength and the loyalty
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