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Prologue

Year 1215 since the Second Walking
The Queen’s Garden, Lochdale,

Kingdom of Lochalyn

“Do you seethe garden gate there?’ the queen whispered, knedling. Her hand trembled as she pointed
across the courtyard to adoorway barely visble in the predawn gray. A gravel path dipped between
plots of ragged flowersto cometo the iron gate. Beyond it ashadowy figure waited.

Prince Rhys bobbed his head againgt her chest, but did not raise his eyes.
She grabbed her son’s elbow and spun him to face the yard. “Do you seeit?’
“QOuch! Yed” the child blurted. “Y ou're pinching.”

“Jerome swaiting to play with you there. I'll bet you can crawl right under that gatel” Sheforced asmile.
“Why don’t you show me how fast you can run there?’

“I’'m deepy. Where s Alyn?’ the child asked, turning back to his mother.

“Alyn’s not coming,” she snapped, wiping her eyes with the back of apale hand.
“Why?

“Alyn can’'t come. He can’t play with you anymore.” Her voice cracked.

“Because of this?’ The prince touched the queen’ s crown, perched on her touded hair.
“Yes. Now will you run?’

“Where' s Duncan?’

“Y our brothers can't come, | told you!” The queen rose, her face hidden behind her hands, red-clad
shoulders shaking.

Rhys grabbed the dangling tippet of her deeve. “Can | go back in the box?1’m deepy.”

“Why won't you run?’ the queen exploded, shaking him from her deeve to gather up her skirtswith both
hands. “Run!” she screamed again.

Rhys stumbled back afew steps, hislower lip quivering. Hismother’ s hair blew around her face; the
crown’ s points caught the first rays of sunlight, shining like spearheads.

“Run!” She pursued him afew steps, floundering in the heavy skirts, as he scurried to abench not ahorse
length distant.

Rhys shook his head, and tears glistened in hiseyes. “Mania,” hesaid, haf inawail.
Duke Thorgir strode into the yard, backed by a dozen armed men clad in blood-spattered mail. “ Caitrin,



don’t frighten your son.” The duke passed his helmet to asoldier and knelt with asmile on hisround face.
“Don’t be afraid, Rhys. | have asurprisefor you!”

“Unclel” Obliviousto his mother’ s moan, the prince sorang into the arms of her enemy.

“Sinceyour father left, your mother has decided to let me havethe castle,” the duke said with aferd grin.
“Haven't you, Catrin?’

The queen could only lower her head and sob.
“Where has your mother been keeping you? Why, I’ ve not seen you for nearly aweek!”

“| got to deep in ahuge box under Mama s bed.” He looked from his uncle to his weeping mother.
“Why isMamasad?’

“Oh, she' snot sad. Sheis crying because she' s happy to see me home safe.” Thorgir’ s smile faded abit
as helooked back to the queen. “ Can't you smile for your son’ s favorite uncle?’

“And what of my other sons? Would you have me smile for them aso? Would you treat your favorite
nephew as the others were treasted?’ Sheraised her eyesto his.

“What have you told him of that?’
“Only that they could not cometo play. Not ever again.”

“Wadll, that' sdl right.” He turned hisface to the child in hisarms, who tugged alittle on the man’ s beard
with aquavering amile. “I'll find you some other boysto play with.”

“Do not lieto us. Y ou can no more alow him to live than you could hisbrothers. | will hear no morelies
fromyou.”

“Before long, that will betrue, Caitrin, but | do not intend that you watch your youngest do the fina
dance.” Hiseyesnarrowed, asif he stared again at the strangled princes, their faces dack, asthey were
dumped into a grave—denied even a proper funerd. “But on the other hand, | cannot have him breeding
whelpsto one day move against me.”

The prince frowned. “What' sawhelp?’

“I could not do away with my favorite nephew, but neither can he father an ambitiouslad such as|. Let
methink...” The duke began to pace, sighing in mock consternation. Rhys pulled back alittle to ook at
his mother. The breeze stirred a scent of lavender and thyme, and the odor of blood.

“Y ou cannot mean that!” the queen gasped, taking a step toward him. “Y ou shal not make a eunuch of
my son!”

The duke laughed doud, snapping hisfingersasif it had just occurred to him. *Y our son could join the
Virgins of the Goddess. Y ou like the Goddess, don’t you, Rhys?’ The boy nodded. “ And you liketo
sng very much.”

“Oh, yed” The child' s shining eyes matched hisuncle€ s enthusiasm.

“Good, then you shdl have both for therest of your life.”” He gestured with his head, and one of the
guards stepped forward. “ Thisman is my friend, and he' s going to take you to temple while | talk to your
mother. He and the surgeon will make you ready for your new life.”



Rhysfrowned at the new man. “Can | sng whenever | want?’

“Anytimeat al, Rhys.” Hisuncle kissed him softly as he placed the child into hisguard’ sarms.
“Good-bye, nephew. Say good-bye to your son, Caitrin.”

“Why didn’t you run?’ were the only words the queen could say.
Looking back over the guard’ s shoulder, Rhys saw the duke step up to his mother.
“I"d hoped you and | could cometo terms. Caitrin,” Thorgir murmured.

The queen turned away sharply, but he did an arm around her, and his other hand held aglint of stedl.
With aladylike moan, she dipped from his grasp and fell to the ground in arippling pool of mourning
velvet. The crown at last escaped her hair, and rolled on the path to fall gently atop the duke's
blood-smeared boot.

The soldier clutched the child close as he ducked through the door. Of the boy’ slast moment as Prince
Rhys, only two thingswould remain clear in hismind: his mother’ slast words, and the shine of gold
againg leather and blood asthe sun rose full in the sky.



Chapter 1

Year 1223
A ship on the Southern Sea

“WE ve never been so far away, Jordan,” the singer said as he peered into the wind over the ship’srall.
“Do you suppose W€ |l ever go home again?’

Jordan shrugged. “1 don’t know what the point would be since the monastery was destroyed.” He pulled
the monk’ s hood back from his clean-shaven head to look at the boy. small for atwelve-year-old and
still sporting the long, blond curls of his childhood. The orphan looked out to sea. toward the land that
was growing before them. “We left four years ago, Kat; that’ saslong asyou lived there. I'm surprised
you remember much of it, after our travels”

Kattanan duRhys turned toward histutor. “Four yearsis much longer than I’ ve spent anyplace el se. By
my count, we' ve had eight masters since we | eft the mountains.”

“I reckon nine, if you leave in the fortnight we were with that spice merchant. Before the week is out, we
shdll probably have yet another. It'sdl your fault. Kat,” Jordan teased. “Were you asinger of only fair
talent. I’d be ahappy scribein some greet library rather than keeping you to your lessonsin paace after

palace”

“It'sredly your fault for bringing me inside the gate eight years ago.” Kattanan gave the usual response,
poking thetal man’sribs.

Jordan narrowed his blue eyes and thought along moment. He was supposed to reply that the boy need
not have followed him in. another easy exchange of blame, but instead tried something different. “It’'s
your fault for being | eft behind there.”

Theboy stiffened, crossing hisarmswith ajerk. “It ismy fault. It' saways been my fault.” Hedid not see
the foreign shore, but agarden where his uncle stooped for afalen crown.

Jordan pushed back hishood dl the way, revealing his sharp, handsome features. He touched his pupil’s
arm lightly. “It' sagame, Kat, ajoke. | would not wish my life any different. Few teachers ever have a
Student of such accomplishment.”

“Few students have ateacher so difficult,” Kattanan replied, lifting his golden heed.

Jordan thought he might have seen atear on the boy’ s cheek, but made no comment on that. “We're
amogt there, best to return to the cabin and pick up our things. We can rehearse that new tune you
picked up from the boatmen.”

The singer frowned. “ Do you think that would be appropriate?’

“Let me start and see what you think.” Jordan stood calm amoment, then began. The song. which had
been araucous balad, was smoothed by hislow voice into arising breeze of sound. But Kattanan's
voice was the sweetness upon the tune, blending in as he caught on to the changes Jordan had made, as
high and clear as ever it had been. Jordan fell back into harmony as Kattanan’s melody surged ahead and
swirled around them. Heads raised among the sailors. Jordan Sghed, smiling, and shut his eyes. The boy



might not ever be a man before the Goddess, but his voice would conquer where strength could not.
When Kattanan reached his full potentia, no lord with earswould give him up for any price.

Asthey moved across the gently swaying deck toward the cabin they shared, Jordan imagined the singer
as he had first seen him: atrembling child, bound to the monastery gate, bearing anote with his name:
Kattanan duRhys—child of Rhys, with no mention of the mother’ s name. Looking at the adolescent’s
stooped shoulders and joyless eyes, Jordan redized that, while his singing had become ever more
brilliant, hewas ill atrembling child, bound first to one master, then another. Not long after the orphan
had been left in his care, Jordan himself had taken vows that bound him to the Goddess. He fingered the
medallion that dangled around his neck, acomfort in the strange and faithless land they would soon be
entering.

The wealthy wizard who had brought them beamed when they stepped ashore. He was a stocky man.
and affected the dark robes with golden embroidery that his patrons expected of aman who lived by
magic. Small, dark-skinned men greeted them, bearing long, feathered spears.

“Smile, ladd” the wizard exhorted them. “ This place may be your home if the emir enjoysyour music.”
He dapped Jordan on the back and winked. Turning to Kattanan, he remarked. “1 hear hisladiesare
guarded by men such asyoursalf, maybe you can make some friends.” He laughed loudly, even asthe
singer flinched. The wizard glowered, and commented in Jordan’ s ear, “Y ou’ d best make sure heis il
infinevoicethisevening, or both of you shal hear of it. I'll not have my bargain ruined by choirboys.”

Jordan stiffened. * Kattanan duRhys has the finest voice yet heard on our side of the ocean. He may seem
to you achild, but his song isnot atoy, and neither ishe.”

“I thought you monks were supposed to be respectful and obedient.”

“I'm not just histutor, but aso hisfriend; you may own him and therefore me, but my conscienceis
guided by agreater hand than yours. Someday that hand shall teach you about respect.” Jordan stared at
the wizard along moment, then preceded him into the carriage.

Kattanan flashed him a brief but radiant smile, and whispered, “Let it be soon.”

“At least the Snger entertained my daughters,” said the merchant as he heaved himsdlf into a seat, “but |
will not be sorry to seeyou go.”

Therest of theride passed in slence, with the wizard smiling widdly at the curious natives who frequently
barred their path. Jordan gazed over Kattanan’s head toward the buildings that lined the street, plastered
inamyriad of pinksand ydlows, and marveled at the variety of sounds assailing them from dl sdes. It
was to this cacophony that Kattanan was attuned, his absolute stillness betraying the intengity of his
ligtening. The years of singing had tuned his ears aswell as his voice; Kattanan could describe many
peoplejust by hearing them move or spesk. Livestock crowded their way. horses, oxen, and camels
scraping out arhythm for the city. Above that, the cries of dogs and monkeys burst into the air, loudly
accompanied by foreign laughter and the occasiond child’ swailing. More subtle songstook timeto filter
through, those of ladies|eaning from the high windows, their faces velled and voices diding dong strange
vowels, those of the peddiers plying their trade, and the beggars hopeful criesfading away asthe
carriage passed. The singer’ s hands were locked together in hislap, lips dightly apart, bresthing it in.

After such ajourney, the brightly colored palace that at |ast rose before them was no match. They were
led between a phaanx of barely clad guards and into asuite of tapestried roomsto refresh themsalves
before meeting the emir. A host of daves greeted them there, taking bags from their bearers and offering
scented waters and silken robes. When they would have undressed the men for their bath. Jordan chased
them out of the room with ascowl, towering and bizarrein histhick, brown garb. The wizard gladly



accepted this surfeit of servantsinto his adjoining chamber, leering at the monk over his shoulder ashe
pulled the door shut.

Kattanan stared at the calling. “If the throne room islike this, | doubt the Lady Herself would sound
good.” Rich hangings swaddled the room even to the rafters. “1f I’m no good tonight, we' Il be stuck with
thiswizard. Or worse, he might turn usinto bugs and crush us.” He shuddered. “1 wish you hadn’'t said
some of thethingsyou haveto him.”

“I will not have him treat you asacommon dave, or lower. Besides, he can do nothing to us unlesswe
make adirect request of him. Remember dl those lessons on wizards?’

“Y ou told me you didn’t know much, and what you did know was doubtful. Besides, it doesn’t matter
what we ask. What if | made amistake, and heis aready working his magic?’

“I would have noticed if either of us made adip. Anyhow, you have never disappointed an audience, so
we shall be free of the wizard' s company as quickly as we were of the merchant’s.”

“And of the countess sbefore that.” Kattanan commented, dipping awashcloth in the scented water,
“and the young abbot’ s before that. It seems everyone can't wait to berid of me.”

Jordan shook his head as he walked to the singer’ sside. “ All had gainsthey wished for themsalves, Kat,
and they were willing to give up any treasure to attain them. It is because you are so gifted that we have
moved so often.”

“Gifted and given away.” Kattanan scrubbed at his travel-stained hands, then asked suddenly, “You
wouldn't give me away, Jordan, would you?’

“No. Kattanan, | would not and shall not.”
“Not even for anew trade route, as did the merchant?’
“Not for theworld.”

“Not to gain alady’ s heart, like that knight?’ He had ceased dl pretense of washing, and his hands
trembled asif hisvery life depended on the answer.

Jordan touched the medallion he wore. “What should | do with oneif | had it?1 have promised mysdlf to
the Lady Above.”

Kattanan'svoicefdl to awhisper. “What if Shetold you to?’

Jordan knelt to look up at the singer. “Her first tenet is never to kill, and to take me from you would
surdy kill me. I’ ve been with you eight years, where do you think | would go?’

His eyes were shut, shoulders quivering. “1 dreamed last night that we sang a duet as we walked through
the mountains, but then my voice waslogt. | looked everywherefor it. and couldn’t find it. When | went
back to where left you. you were gone, too.”

“Just adream. Kat. | am here, and your voiceisfound,” the monk murmured. “Probably the wizard' s
presence is making you nervous. Tonight, we' Il laugh at him after another perfect song.” But even ashe
said the words, he felt uneasy and glanced over his shoulder.

“What did he want me for? He doesn’t even like music.”

“He was planning for tonight, for some gresat favor he can have from thisemir.”



“What if thiswasn't just adream?” Kattanan pulled away one hand to wipe at his eyes.

“It would take much more than a dream to separate us.” Jordan gestured toward the heavens. “ She
brought us together for something greater than this. If it isHer purpose to take you away, | am sure She
will not keep us gpart for long. It never hurtsto pray, though.” Jordan frowned. “1 don't supposethereis
aproper temple around here.”

“We passed amissionary house on theway. | heard the prayers sung in Strelledor.”

“That’ sgood to know if we areto stay here any length of time. | should like to hear prayer in the tongue
of the Lady. And | suppose you could lead me there blindfolded.” He had risen and found awashcloth of
hisown.

Kattanan shook his head. “Many of the things we passed toward the end were tents and market stalls. |
don’t know if they are permanent, and if they were moved, we could end up anywhere. They had a bell
tower, though, which might strike the hoursfor prayer.”

“A bdl tower? 1’ d have noticed that.”

“I think it was probably just abell hung in the upper window of one of thetall houses. It didn’t sound
quite the same.”

“Very impressive,” Jordan remarked. “If you ever tire of snging, I’m surewe could earn our keep with
your amazing ears.”

The sun was danting low through the peaked windows when the servants camefor the pair, bearing a gift
of new clothing. Jordan refused the offering, making emphatic gestures to the servants, who shook their
heads and jabbered ever louder. None of them was even so tal as his shoulder, but there were enough of
them that they seemed to Kattanan as agroup of sparrows attacking a hawk. They wore scant garments
of long dtrips of cloth wrapped around their bodies, conceding little. At least the tunic they gave him was
patterned after the northern style, but with deevesthat nearly brushed the ground. The cloth mingled
red—the color of mourning—with flaming orange. “ Do you think it' sright to wear the red?’ he asked
aoud.

Jordan looked up to take in his companion’ s new garb. “1 should think so, sinceit is mixed with other
colors. You look like a southern prince. That would make me look like amaypole.”

Kattanan smiled at this. “ Perhaps you could put on the sash, at least.”

“Therobe| wear isasign of my devotion to Finistrdl. | would not cast asde any part of it so lightly. But
how do | explain that to these?’ His gesture swept over the heads of the servants, but many of them
gprang back, making asign upon their foreheads.

“I think they are warding off evil. They think you are cursing them to dressasyou do.”

“Y our observation is not half wrong. Singer.” the wizard said, entering through the connecting door. “I
am glad to seeyou. at least, have taken the offered gifts. The emir is easily offended by those who do
not.” He glowered at Jordan.

“I would ask you to explain why | do not. but no doubt words describing faith and devotion would fal as
sonesfrom your lips”

“I would give much to have you ask mejust one question. Not that | would have any power against
your...fath.” Therewasadangerouslight in the wizard' s eyes.



“Jordan.” Kattanan said, “thisis not the best way to prepare for a performance.”

“No, indeed.” The monk stepped through the jabbering servants to stand by his pupil. “1’m sure our
master would not want you to go unprepared before the emir.”

Without taking his cold glare from Jordan, the wizard advised. “He likes songsin Strelledor; maybe he
findsyour religion acuriosity. He also enjoys songs of conquest. | have been told. | have no ssomach for
ether, but suppose | shdl suffer through.” He emphasized “ suffer.” in away that made Kattanan stop
bresthing for amoment, until the wizard |eft the room, herding the servants before him.

Even then, Kattanan felt shaky, and hisfriend’ s glib good humor failed to comfort him. “Y ou are taunting
him, Jordan. He may wait in the city just to find away to spite you.”

Jordan shook his head. “He stoo impatient for that, but you have a performance at sundown, and you
can'tgooninthisgate.”

Kattanan paced, arms crossed. “How can | be calm with that wizard lurking around?”

“Stand till, and ook at me, please.” Jordan had straightened to hisfull height, every inch the stern
teacher. “He cannot harm me. and he will most certainly not harm you.” Every word was solid as stone.
“Stop thinking of the wizard and concentrate on the sound. Listen.” he said.

Kattanan shut his eyes, and willed himself to be ill. Listen. The command had becomelike agameto
him. How far could he hear, and how much recognize? His own heartbeat was the beginning, steady, and
dowing with his bresthing. Jordan’ s cam breath came next. Wind whispered in at the window, straight
behind Jordan, across from the door. Soft murmuring came under both doors, women’ s voi ces—daves,
most likely, making up abed in the next room. In the hall, voices passed, ladies clad in long, filmy
garments that swished around their legs. They wore no jewery, nor shoes. Outside, through the noise of
the city, he heard the bells of the missionary house they had passed. Evening Prayer had begun. Kattanan
opened hiseyes at this comforting sound. Jordan was smiling faintly at him.

“| heard Her bdls, Jordan.”

“Even here. She does not forget us. I’'m glad this emir enjoysthe music of our Lady. We may bedonein
themidst of infidels, but at least you can sing in Her words.” So saying, he began to hum softly, and
intoned thefirst line of Evening Prayer in hisrich tenor. “Oh, Lady of the highest stars, Sweet Finistrel set
the spheresto Snging.”

Kattanan joined in as Jordan let his voice fade back and fal silent. Though Strelledor had been spoken
only by priestesses and monks for many centuries, it sprang from Kattanan'slipsasif hewereborntoit.
Footsteps halted outside the door, but the servant waited outside. His eyeslocked on Jordan’s. Kattanan
dipped immediatdly into the seaman’ s song they had learned on their voyage. It had the roll and fervor of
some deep emotion, dirring eveninits mysery.

The new servant who entered was not so small asthelocds, though he wore similar garments. He bowed
briefly, and greeted them in their own tongue. “It werewdll if you sang thistonight,” he offered, “for it
tellsthe sory of ahero long renowned by the emir himself.”

“Would you tdl uswhat it means?’ Kattanan inquired.

“I came only to offer you supper, but it isgood to speak with folk of nearer my own country. I, too,
crossed the seamany years ago, and feared | would lose the language.” The man’shair was stedly gray,
and he spoke with astrange accent, sumbling over words he had not spoken in along time. He limped



past them into the room. “Let uslay out your med.” A pair of dark menfollowed himin, laden with trays,
which they placed on alow table by the far corner.

“We have only two stools,” Jordan pointed out. “ Perhaps one can be brought in.”

The servant shook hishead. “I am well used to the floor.” He winced with some old discomfort as he
made to seat himsdlf there, but Jordan caught his elbow.

“Y ou should not stoop for us. father. Take my chair.”
“I cannot. | am but adave here, and you the visitor.”

“| am adaveto the Lady, who bids us give whatever aid we may, no matter how small it seems. If you
do not take my chair, it shall go empty.”

“May you serveyour Lady long.” the old man said, and accepted the sest.

When they were comfortable Jordan began to eat from the fruits and breads laid before them. In
deference to histhroat. Kattanan accepted only a cup of minted water, gesturing for the old man to begin
histale. Ashe spoke, the man broke off now and again to quote the foreign words so hislisteners could
follow the story through the song.

“This happened on the eve of the Lady’ s Second Walking, after Shefirst dept, but before the great wars
awakened Her again. She has another name here, and another language, but | fed certain Sheisthe
Lady. Therewasarace of tall and angry men who lived upon an idand but had aready grown too
numerous for it. Some of the men made agreat boat in which to find anew land. After agreat sorm,
when they had sailed many days, they saw abright green place before them, a place of deep forest and
bright riversflowing to the sea, but awind blew from it so mightily they could not approach it. They
argued about what should be done: some thought they should go on and find an easier shore, but many
were weary of their wandering. At last one of them leapt from the ship and swam to shore, where helay
down upon warm sand in such peace that one by one, they al leagpt after him. The steersman struggled to
master the wheel and keep the boat close to make the swim easier for hisfellows. They wind grew
stronger at every moment. The steersman fought with great strength and called for help to make fast the
whed, but they were afraid and did not heed him. Soon they had al gone, and he had but to loose the
whed and legp. Even as he did so. the wind blew most crudlly, and the whedl was wrested from his
grasp. He was cadt flat, and could not rise until theidewasfar behind. So. at times of trouble, itissaid
the lone sailor can be seen, 4till struggling againgt thewind to find that little paradise.”

Kattanan frowned. “ A curious story. Why should it be one of the emir’ sfavorite songs?’

At this, the old man smiled faintly. “The emir likesto say heisthat sailor, holding the ship to thewind so
that al others may reach the shore.”

“Has he sacrificed so much for his people?’
“For every thing he gives up, he receives back tenfold. The emir isashrewd man.”

“I can't say | look forward to meeting him,” Jordan put in. “ Do you know what arrangement is made
between the emir and thewizard?’

The servant leaned forward, glancing to be sure no others were near enough to listen. “It involves avery
ancient text of the black arts. He has said he may grant this wizard one day with the book in exchange for
yoursdlf. | had thought he would not let even the Liren-shalay eyesuponiit.”



“Thewhat?" Kattanan asked. Jordan shot him afierce glance.
“The Liren-sha. the man born who is death to magic.”

“I wish he were here: we could show that wizard.”

“A legend,” Jordan snapped, “no more.”

The servant peered at him, with awarning finger wagging. “ None has been herein my time, but the
Liren-shaisno legend. Somewhere heisborn, and lives, and may die never to know his power. Every
man born with no magic hopesto meet this man who makes dl equad.”

Kattanan spoke softly. “This book must be agreat thing. Am | worth so much to him?’

The servant looked away from Jordan and nodded to the singer. “ Thereisalady he would have among
hiswives. | hear you areto be part of the bride-price.”

“And so wetravel on.” The boy sighed. “How long until the audience?’

At that moment, there was another knock on the door. The wizard strode in without waiting for their
answer. “| trust you have enjoyed your medl, but it istimeto go. The emir isin afine mood after our
discusson. Y ou will not let me down.”

Before Jordan could say something nasty. Kattanan replied. “No. sr. I'll beat my best.”

“| am so glad to hear it. Follow.” He swept out againin aswirl of colorful fabric. They moved quickly
through the dark hals until they stood before agreet door cut with vines and flowers. A servant
announced them, and Jordan gripped Kattanan's shoulder briefly, smiling down a him. The open door
revealed an octagond chamber with a coffered ceiling lit by the ruddy light of sunset. A few veiled
women lounged on cushionsto one side, and guards armed with curved blades were placed dl around.
The emir himself reclined on aheap of fursand pillows under the room’ s peak. He was bedecked with
flashing gems and gold, even in the black hair that trailed down his back. He waved them forward with a
casua mation. The other hand rummaged through abowl of something golden and crunchy, tossing bits
between the emir’ sfleshy lips. Asthey approached. Kattanan saw that the emir’ s snack consisted of ants
crisped in honey. The singer blanched, doubly glad he had eaten nothing.

“Whereisthevoice?’ the emir purred. His eyes seemed incapable of opening al the way.

The servants vanished to the corners of the room, and the wizard gave ahalf bow as he presented
Kattanan. Jordan, too. stepped aside, leaving the boy exposed to the peculiar regard of the emir.
Kattanan bowed low. not knowing what € se to do. When the emir till said nothing, he glanced to
Jordan. The monk made a surreptitious circle with hishand, raisng it to hislipsto kissit in the sign of the
Goddess s blessing. Kattanan turned back to the emir, and began the Evening Prayer. He shut his eyes
and et the song take him to the celling with outstretched arms to bring the Goddess in. The chant ended
on atriumphant high; the singer dropped hisarms a the sametime. He heard the emir’ stiny sigh, and
knew that the audience was with him. He sang the Morning Prayer then. too. and part of amusica play
they had heard in some far-off court.

When he performed “The Song of the Lonely Steersman.” Kattanan's voice conjured the strife of the
men’s home, and the thunder of the sorms at sea. Up from an infinite depth he raised theidand on a
gleaming pinnacle of sound, and when the steersman rose and saw the idand dwindling behind him. the
magic of theidand fled hisvoice. The emir made no sign between songs, but hislips curled into asmile,
and he caught the wizard’ seye with an air of gpprova. Jordan dlowed himsdlf to relax. Thesinger's



blond hair glowed in the fading light, in bright contrast to the dark figures around them. When the emir
rose, Kattanan fell slent.

“I will take him.” The emir motioned to a pair of daves, who stepped up to Kattanan. “ They will show
you your chamber.” He turned back to the wizard.

Jordan started to follow but found himself held back by a stocky guard with a sharp blade as Kattanan
was hurried out. He turned to the emir. “Am | not to stay with my student?’

The emir ignored him as he addressed the wizard. “ My most trusted men have readied your reward if
you will gowith them.” A small group of guards stood aside from adark door. Jordan moved into the
emir’sline of Sght and repeated his question, with more than alittle concern. The emir laughed
soundlesdy as the guards moved forward. Before the monk could respond, they snapped a chain about
hiswrists and propelled him toward the smaller door. “How dare you? | am aservant of the
Goddess—and Kattanan needs me!”

“I' will not have men around me of such great Stature and such little humility.”
The wizard grinned widdy and bowed to the emir.

When Jordan struggled, the little men cast him off-balance, and dragged him bodily through the door. The
wizard followed, shutting the door behind him. “May the Goddess wreak her justice on both of you!” the
monk howled, forced to his knees.

“Oh. the Goddess—that paltry wench.” Thewizard looked around in the dark hall, turning his back to
the guards even as one of them readied his sword. *Y ou would have come to thiswithout my help. I'm
just sorry | cannot stay to witness your fate or that of your little student. Y ou never told him about
yoursdlf, and now you' ve lost the chance. | wonder what you have been teaching him.” Thewizard
laughed again, and made an obscene gesture as he turned to go. Jordan tore free from the guards and
gprang at his back, swinging the chain around the wizard' s neck. The man clawed at him. mouthing
hoarse words of power in avain attempt to defend himsalf He was dready off-baance, and fdl to the
floor with Jordan on top. The chain tore at Jordan’ s own wrists even asit bit into the wizard' sthroat. The
guards stood back and whispered even asthe wizard ceased to struggle and Slumped againgt the floor.

Jordan straightened over the body, panting with the exertion. He untwined the chain from hisenemy’s
throat and stared limply at the mingling blood and the wizard' s bulging eyes. One hand legpt to his mouth
as he choked back acry, hisown eyeswide. “Oh, Great Lady, what have | done?’ Dark hands roughly
pulled him away, accompanied by incongruous laughter when they |ooked upon the wizard' s body. His
faceaspdeashisvictim’'s, Jordan no longer fought them asthey hauled him aong to what fate he neither
knew nor cared.

Kattanan was rushed out the great door, along adifferent hall. The flush of pride for asong well made
and well accepted till filled him, so it was not until they finally stopped before adoor that it occurred to
him to look for Jordan, the only link he had to hishome. The corridor was empty save himself and the
sarvants. “Whereis Jordan?’ They blinked and mumbled to each other, still gesturing for him to enter the
door. “Whereismy friend?” Kattanan thrust hisarmsin the air to indicate the monk’ sheight, and held his
hair off hisface, asif bad. “Where?’

One of the servants nodded rapidly. “He go...” The man stumbled over aforeign word. “How say?’ He
made asif to surround himsdlf with along garment, and drew himself up.



“Thewizard?’ The man grinned. and Kattanan floundered. “ He went with the wizard?”
“Yes. wizard. Isgoin now?’ He offered the open door.
Kattanan looked back down the hal. “When is he coming here?’

“Isnot here. Isgo with wizard.” He added aflurry of his own speech and some inexplicable gestures at
which the others nodded firmly.

When the singer took afew stepsinto the room, the servants bobbed their heads from the hall, then
hurried off. There was only one low bed in the room, and one chair at the table. A scented basin and
towel had been laid out there. Seeing this. Kattanan turned sharply away. He clamped his hands together
to stop them shaking and shut hiseyes.

Hisears, though, told him al he needed of the night and the room, dark, empty, and slent in the worst
possibleway. The avful space wasfilled by his heartbeat alone.



Chapter 2

Year 1229
The Great Hall,

palace of the Kingdom of Bernholt

On this night, the seventeenth birthday of Princess Mdisande, nobles crowded the Great Hall of
Bernholt. Theroyal dais, where Melisande waited with her brother, seemed an idand of cam abovethe
seaof richly dressed lords and ladies. Dressed in russet velvets, Kattanan stood nervoudy with his most
recent master, one Baron Eadmund of Umberlundt. The party celebrated not only Mdisande' s birthday,
but aso the night on which the princess s suitors declared themselves publicly at last.

Most—including the baron—had been sending gifts and poetry al year, expressing admiration of the
princessin the highest terms. Kattanan was to be Baron Eadmund'’ sfind offering in hopes of winning her
hand. The baron ran his hands through his hair and glanced often toward the singer, his smiles aternating
between doubt and encouragement.

For himsdlf. Kattanan focused on the princess. How would she receive him, and his master by extension?
Asthey dowly moved forward in theline of vigitors, he watched the shine of her auburn hair as sheflung
back her head to laugh. Often sheleaned close to her brother to whisper in his ear and drummed her
fingers upon the arms of her throne. Although her gown was rich with ribbons and stitchwork and her
posture conveyed al the grace one expected of a princess, Kattanan heard a soft thumping sound, and
redlized she was kicking her feet againgt the legs of the throne. At last only one couple remained before
theminline, and Kattanan picked out the princess s quiet voice from the surrounding din.

“Can we not cut short the introductions and go straight to the dancing, Wolfram?’ the princess murmured
to her brother. Sheinclined aroya head toward the next of the guests to be received, an elderly couple
in old-fashioned slks.

“Lord Harold and Lady Ethelinda,” the herad intoned from his post by the thrones.

“How ddlightful,” Wolfram exclamed. “Lady Ethelinda has cometo serve you until Faedre sreturn. You
recdl the lady from last year’ ssolstice, | am sure, Sster.” Heraised adim eyebrow.

“I do hope your peacocks have recovered. My hounds had never seen such birds before.”
Thelady straightened gtiffly. “The cocks. Y our Highness, died.”

The princess raised aquick hand to her lips so that Kattanan nearly missed her giggle. “How frightful for
you!” She motioned for the herad to approach. “ Ingtruct the gamekeeper that he shal find no lessthan a
dozen peacocks for the lady.”

“Y our Highnessismogt kind. | shall look forward to my sendee.” Lady Ethelinda bowed dightly and
walked away.

The prince and princess sat on modest thrones, on asmall dais below their father’ s empty royal seat.
Rumor had it thet the king’ slong affliction had amagicd origin, which might explain theintensity of the
guards who confronted every guest on their way in. Given the king' s support of the man who now wore



hisancestors crown. Kattanan had trouble feeling the proper concern.

Princess Mdisande turned delicately aside to stifle ayawn but was brought back by her brother clearing
histhroat. “1 think this next has not cometo seek my royd favors, Sandy,” Wolfram whispered asthe
baron bowed formally from some distance away.

“Fear not, | shall hear him and smile most gracioudy upon him,” Mdisande replied, putting on an air of
haughtiness, her nose pushed comicaly intheair.

“Beforelaughing him down?’

She shot him asharp look. “Thischoiceismine” Immediately, their roya facades descended again.
Straining to hear the exchange, Kattanan frowned.

“His Excellency. Eadmund. Baron of Umberlundt.” the herald announced.

His Excellency bowed deeply, and flung himself on one knee before Meisande' s chair. “Evento my
trifling realm. Y our Highness, we have heard tell of your great beauty.”

“Then you have come so far only to be disgppointed by the truth of it,” she said.

Helooked up at her with narrowed eyes, a scar stippling one cheek. “Y our Highness' s modesty joins
with her fairnessin away most becoming.”

“I thank you. Forgive my ill humor, but we must wait so long for the dance, and | cannot even hear the
mingres. If | am short with you, it isonly my impatience for music.”

The baron flicked graying hair from his sharp eyes. “In that spirit, | should liketo offer agift from my
court to yours, athough even such atreasure should pale next to you.” The baron stood and bowed with
asweeping gesture of his cloak. He stepped off to the Side, leaving Kattanan standing before the roya
dais. He kept his eyes down as he kept his eyes down as he made obeisance.

“Heisboth more than apage, and less,” the baron explained, uncomfortable as ever with the nature of
hissinger. “ Show her your skill, boy.”

At this, Kattanan did raise his head, and from his|lips sorang the voice that was his only prize. Though
touched with sorrow, the voice was high asachild's, and clear. As histeacher had predicted, Kattanan
had come into his own, growing stronger and fuller with every year.

“Oh,” the princess gasped, “he’sone of the Virgins” Then shefdl slent and shut her eyes, her hands
pressed together, lips parted, as he sang an ancient song of blessing.

Kattanan watched the princess, observing the way she leaned forward, breathed softly, her lashes
fluttering upon her cheeks. Never before had he been heard with such intensity. Smoothly, hefinished the
blessing and began anew song, abalad of forbidden love between a queen and a hunter. During the
gueen’ slament, he used his sweetest tones to convey the depth of her love, and Mdisande slips curved
dowly into asmile. When the hunter rode away from her, Kattanan’ s voice spoke of a heartbreak he
knew wdll himsdlf. He dipped into hislower range, mourning the queen’sloss. Now, Mdisande slips
trembled asif she stood there hersdlf. At last, the hunter |et fly the hawk upon hisfigt; high, clear notes
drew in thewind and the bird flying. When the hawk returned to the song, Kattanan raised his own hand
asif hesaw it there, and saw the gift it carried—a silver comb from the queen’sown hair.

Wolfram opened his mouth severd times before the words came out. “ Thisistruly the most stunning of
giftsever brought before our court.”



The baron had eyes only for Mdisande. “No treasureis so greet that it might equal that of your love.
Think on me, your Highness, when you seek ahomefor thet prize.”

Mélisande murmured, “A Virgin of the Goddess—perhapsthe last—" Then she broke off. “Thank you
for your generogity. Y ou can be sure you will be in my thoughts, Baron Eadmund.”

“Heis cdled Kattanan duRhys. May hismusic bring you great joy.” The baron’s cape dragged on the
ground as he bowed out of their presence.

Mélisande held out a hand to Kattanan. “Y ou shal stay besde me.”

“I thank you. most gracious Princess.” His voice emerged again as high and clear ashissong, froma
body that would never be aman’s. For amoment, he remembered that his mother had been a queen,
that if events had taken adifferent turn, he himself might have sought this princess' s hand. Kattanan
straightened and thrust the thought aside. He took the offered hand gently, and lightly brushed it with his
lips, then settled on the dais by her side.

The next guest was asuitor dso, one Earl Orie of Gamel’s Grove. Y ounger than the baron—a good dedl
more handsome. Kattanan noted—the earl did not knedl, but bowed asif he would sweep the floor with
hisdark hair. “1 am not such agrest gift-giver, Y our Highness, as my worthy competitor. Still, I would
offer atoken of my affection.” From apouch at his hip, the earl pulled a necklace that sparkled with gold.
“May | gpproach, Y our Highness?’

“You may.” Mdisande straightened her skirts and raised her chin as he came to stand before her. He
held out to her the necklace, a golden chain of interwoven flowers, with ajeweled bee asits pendant.
She gasped and met his sparkling black eyes. “I have never seenitslike.”

“Each bloom was once awildflower, transformed by wizard' stouch into thismarvel, as| would have you
transform my life. Y our Highness.” The wordstripped smoothly from hislips, asif practiced beforea
polished plate. Kattanan amiled alittle, still aglow from his performance.

“I thank you for the present.” Melisande dipped it over her hair, but alink caught at her combs. The
singer jumped up and with careful fingers untangled it. Once the task was complete, hiseyeswidened in
horror, and he fell to both knees.

“Forgive me, Highness, for having touched your person unbidden.” Asachildin foreign courts, he had
been dlowed a certain ignorance. As he grew older, those who felt themselves offended had replied with
violence, asharp blow or abesting intended to teach him the local customs. In his eagernessto please his
new mistress the lesson had dipped hismind.

The earl’ s hand legpt to his hip. where asword would have hung were this not aroyal court. “1f this boy
has offended. Highness, it shal be my pleasure to punish himfor it.”

“Benot so quick to anger.” the princess responded. “He can bring me neither shame nor injury. Indeed,
he has delivered me from afight with my own hair. Take your seat in safety, Kattanan. Again, | thank
you, good Earl.” He bowed out of her presence with afierce look at Kattanan, who shrank back to his
place, hisglow forgotten in the trembling of hishands.

By the end of the long procession, no less than twelve men had asked for the princess sfavor. Each was
received with due courtesy, at least as he came close. Between introductions, though, Mdisanderolled
her eyes at her brother and sent tiny sighsin hisdirection. Her fingers tapped even more upon the
throne—in the rhythm of his song, Kattanan was pleased to note. At last, the prince rose and clapped his
hands together. “Mingtrels, my sister requires adance.” He took the princess by the hand, and led her



down the few stepsto begin thefirst dance. Kattanan sipped at agoblet of wine, his eyestracing the path
of the princess, hisearslistening to her voice.

“Wolfie, | shal never be able to chose among these,” Melisande was saying.
“Father and | have aready diminated many men who camefirst to us”

“It'snot the marriage that | mind so much, but these suitors just want to be closer to you, to gain favor
for when you are king. They don’t ask for my sake.”

“Did you not hear dl their compliments? And what of the gifts you ve had from them? When Esther came
of age, shereceived only five offers, one of whom was our own cousin.”

“Esther has the nose of a boar; no man would want to get his heirsfrom her.”

“They just don't know you yet,” Wolfram said. “ Give them time, and they’ Il see you as more than your
title. Y ou may even begin to seethem, aswdll.”

“None of them seems abad sort, and no doubt | could make alife with any one of them. That just makes
the decision more trying. Sometimes | wish it were done dready.”

“How about the baron?Y ou must admit that his gift pleased you.”
“Thevoiceisdivine” she agreed, glancing toward Kattanan, who swiftly looked away.
“The baron knew your love of music—he considers more than your crown.”

“That' strue.” Melisande made adow curtsy. “Perhaps | shdl find him for this next.”

Wolfram returned the honor and turned to seek a new partner. The baron intercepted him quickly, with a
tug a hisdeeve. “Isyour Sster favorable?’

“My friend, your gift wastruly inspired. Catch her and dance with her.”

The baron made amove to follow this advice, but Melisande had aready been swept away by the son of
asenior minister. Eadmund rubbed a hand over hisbeard, standing first on one foot, then the other. After
amoment, he glanced over to the thrones, where Kattanan sat done on his stool. Approaching the
snger, hesad, “ There sno law againgt your dancing, boy.”

Bdls and courtships always made K attanan uncomfortable, aways watching from adistance the
moments between men and women. “ The dance is not my trade. | was made, or unmade, to sing, and
that done”

“I’'m no longer your master, but if | should be again, I'll find one to dance with you.”

“I thank you, Excellency, but the Lady assignsto each of usa purpose, and | know my own well enough.
The danceisnighto finished,” he pointed out.

The baron hurried off to find Melisande. “If Y our Highness would care to dance?’

“Certainly, Excdlency.” Sheamiled brilliantly at the older man—much older, he suddenly seemed, with
lineslikefrogt around his eyes.

“| fear | was not well tutored, but your grace will perhaps mask my own lack of it.”



“Any man can dance, given theright tune.”
“Y ou arethe tune | would danceto. Y our Highness.”

The princesslaughed, more a his earnestness than at the compliment. “1 shall endeavor to be neither
sharp nor flat. But come, it isbeginning.”

The baron proved not terribly clumsy and ever generousin his praise. He had been practicing at both in
the halls of hiskeep, trying dance steps, and murmuring to an unseen partner. At thefina bow, they
stood not far from the thrones. “My singer does not care to dance?’

“No, Highness, he has said his purposeisto sing.”

“Why. he mugt be light of foot. | think | shall ask him.” With that, she turned from the baron, and
Kattanan glanced away, hoping to seem uninterested.

“Come dance with me,” Méelisande demanded, holding out her hand.

“| do not know the dances, Y our Highness, and I’ ve no wish to embarrass you before your guests,”
Kattanan protested to no avall.

“Join me quick, before one of my suitors shows up!” She smiled, beckoning him onward. He accepted
the hand ddlicately into hisown, hisfingers even more paethan hers. “It beginsthisway, with abow,
then three small steps...” She bent her head to the task of tutoring hisfeet, but the second time he trod
upon her skirt in his nervousness, she stumbled into another dancer and abandoned the task. “ For now,
Il accept your ignorance. Fetch me somewine.”

“Yes, Highness.” Hetook hisleave with rdief, hisheart pounding in histhroat.

“Wolfie.” the princess said as sheretired to her seet, “thisisthefirst timel have left adance unfinished. A
snger heis; and such he shdl remain.” Shetook the offered goblet.

Her brother sighed with her. “It is a shame Father couldn’t be hereto listen. He' d have told you to marry
the man on the spot.”

“Itistruethat the baron islessfase than the others.” She toyed with the necklace. “Heis aso one of
your favorites, so | would not seem so distant from Father.”

“Can | takeit heisone of your favoritesaso?’ the prince asked lightly.

“Heis near twice my age. but gentle also, unlike that minister’s son. That one leers a me and makesit
quite clear what heislooking for. What did he give me?’

“A length of finecloth, as| recall.”
Méelisande shook her head. “Y ou know how | hate sewing.”

“The baron does carefor you. Y our Highness.” Kattanan offered. “* Tis not my place to spesk, but he
has often returned to the keep with talk of your goodness.”

“Do speak. | should liketo know al about him.”

“Heisasdtrong man. since he was given the seet a hisfather’ s deasth when he was no older than you. He
has had to be a statesman, but prefers an honest battle to quiet counsdl. Hislady would often chatelaine
the keep, as he ill rides the borderlands to hold off the Woodfolk.” Seeing her hesitation at the mention



of Woodfolk, Kattanan went on, “Not that they have attacked since last autumn, and even then, they
were soundly defeated. Now, it seems—" He broke off as Earl Orie came before them.

“Y our Highnesswill dance?’ He held out an imperative hand.

“Yes, certainly.” Mdisande looked for someplace to put her goblet and left it in the Singer’ s hands.
Kattanan frowned after them. The earl’s mention of wizards had made him uneasy. The baron, at least,
he knew to be agood man; Earl Orie had thelook of athief.

The earl brought her to the floor with long strides, hislarge hand enshrouding hers. “It is not fit the
hostess should not dance at her own ball.”

“| appreciate your concern.”

“Forgive mefor overhearing some of your talk, but has the baron so overshadowed the rest of usthat
thereis no need for me to make my suit?’

“No, assuredly not. | shdl be delighted to hear your suit.”

“My houseisnot so largeaoneashis, nor so old.” He emphasized the last word. “Buit its strength is
unmatched. For mysdf, my interestsliein dancing”—he offered agrin—"and in the realm of magic,
hence the necklace.”

“Areyou, then, awizard?’ Her eyes narrowed.

He shook hishead. “I know they are out of favor, what with the king' sillness; however, | have hired a
wizard who iswilling to tutor mein such arts, but the magic is not strong in my blood, so it takes much
time and patience. Fortunately, | have both.”

“Haveyoutimefor awife?’
“A man would be afool not to make time for such asyou.”

When they finished the dance. Wolfram had gone off and was being fawned over by a cluster of young
ladies. “They must know his betrothed is on the way,” Melisande remarked to her singer. “ That would
not be such abad fate. He doesn't need to decide, but only learn to live with the one who has been
chosen for him. Suchisthe luck of the heir.”

A servant dashed up to her throne and knelt quickly. “Would you cometo your father. Y our Highness?
Hisfever rises, and heisasking for you.”

“I am on the way; fetch my brother.” Melisande gathered her skirts. “With me, Singer.” The pair
bounded up the stairs toward the king’ s chambers, where they were beckoned inside. The princess knelt
by her father’ s bed while Kattanan hung back.

“It' swizardry,” the old man mumbled to hisdoctor. “Thispain isof no earthly means.”
“A fever, my liege.” the heder said, “brought on by that hunting in therain.”

“Argue not withme! Am I not till king?” He raised hisvoice to aquavering shout.
“Of course. Father. Y ou shall beking for agood whileyet.” Mdisande said.

He sank back into his pillows, coughing. “Ah, Mdisande. | so long to see you wed.” Hefdt for one of
her hands and held it to his chest. “ Are these suitorsto your liking?’



“Some. Father. | don’t know how to choose.”
“What have they given you? What have they told you to sway your heart?’
“Sire, you should be till.” the hedler urged. “I’ ve not taken off dl the leechesyet.”

“Begone, knave! | wanted my daughter here with me, and | mean”—he gasped another breath—"1 mean
to talk with her.”

“This necklace, Father, was from an earl.”

“Orie, wasit? He seems arascd at times, but agood man to have on your side.”
Mélisande waved Kattanan forward. “Thisis from the baron of Umberlundt.”
“Helooksyoung to beabaron,” the king said, squinting up at him.

“No, thisisthe baron’ s present to me. Heisasinger. Would you sing for the king?’

“A country lay, Your Mgesty,” Kattanan said, and took amoment to collect himsaf. From this tillness,
the song began. In thisdark room, hisfew listeners were rgpt as he summoned the song into being. The
king moaned softly from his bed. His eyeswere red, but not until the voice had died back to awhisper
was he sure the king was weeping. Kattanan’ s pulse quickened. Another mistake, and he might well find
out more about foreign dungeons than he ever wanted to know. “I’'m sorry, Y our Mgesty. Please, | did
not mean for it to hurt you.”

Theking caught hiswrist in agtartlingly strong grip asthe singer would have dipped back to his corner.
“Y ou have touched my heart, do not apologize for that. Where isthis baron?’

The door burst open, and Wolfram ran in. “Father, | came assoon as| could.” He dropped to his knees
by the old man’sbed. “Isit much worse?’

Theking did not ook at him. “Don’'t interrupt. Where' sthe baron?’ he prompted.
“1 suppose he dances below,” Mdisande answered.
“Tell one of the guardsto bring him here, heder.”

The man bowed and | eft the room. “Melisande, | fed mysdlf leaving, and that boy sent to call meto the
gars. Cdl the heder back in, and the chamberlain, if heisabout.”

Wolfram did so as the baron arrived, breathing rapidly.

“Closer. | have not the voice | once had.” The gathering obeyed, huddled around the king’ s bed like so
many pilgrims around a campfire. “ Seeing as my older daughters saw fit to leave the kingdom, and the
younger will shortly do so. | name my son, Wolfram, to serve you as your king, until my recovery, or lack
of it.” With pae and trembling hands, he lifted the crown from his own head. The chamberlain took it
reverently and placed it on Wolfram. The king shook his head vaguely toward the princess. “Do not
protest, for | know better than you where my soul is. Melisande, have you any curse for this baron?’

“No, Father, | have none.”
“And | trust he has no curse for my daughter?’

“How could I, Your Mgesty?’ said the baron.



“Then take her hand, and keep her for me.” The ailing man wrapped his hand around theirs. “Y our worry
islifted, Mdisande. Find a priestess and finish the deed.”

“Thank you, Your Mgesty. | shdl hold her dwaysin honor and love.” Baron Eadmund lifted theking's
hand to his forehead. He glanced to Kattanan, acknowledging the performance with agrin, and Kattanan
bowed his head dightly, some of the flush returning to hisface.

“| charge you both...beware of magic.” The old man’ s voice quavered, and he scowled. “ The wizard
killsme,” he mumbled. “Thewizard... of Nine Stars. Wizard. | defy you. | will beking awhilelonger.”
the king was whispering.

“Please. Father, what wizard? How do | find thisman?”’

“No. Do not look for wizards. Daughter, do not ask for wizards.” The old man patted her hand and lifted
hisfingersto her cheek. His smile wasfaint, and his hand sank down again to his breast, his eyes shut.

“Heisnot strong. Y ou should leave him to rest.” the hedler admonished.

The baron drew Mdisande to her feet, and both paid homage to the king. Wolfram, the crown heavy
over hisclouded eyes, till waited a hisfather’ sside. “I will not leave him, but | will not wake him either.
Y ou two go to your own affairs.”

They left the room in silence, closdly followed by Kattanan, who shut the door behind them. “Do you
careto dancethis night, Princess?’ the baron inquired.

Méelisande shook her head. “No more. | think, but someone must be with our guests. Come, you shall tell
me of thiskeep wherel amtolive”

“At your desire. Princess”
“I had not expected that this should be my brida ball.”

“Nor had I. To be sure, | much doubted that | should ever take your hand. The others seemed dl so
young, S0 handsome and jovid. | amjust an old warrior.”

““Twas your dancing that won me over. That, and the song.” She glanced back to Kattanan with asmile.
“It'ssofast, | don't know what to fedl yet.”

They had arrived at the ballroom again, still overflowing with colorful gowns and laughter. Once she st
foot on the rushes that covered thefloor, al eyesturned to Melisande, and three of the hovering suitors
shared whispers. Baron Eadmund held her hand low so as not to crimp the fine silk of her deeves, but
the meaning was clear. Acrossthe hall, Earl Orie stared hard, then whirled abruptly and pushed through
the crowd to the outside doors. Mdisande ordered a servant to bring wine, and achair for the baron to
gt by her throne.

“What made you seek my hand? Now that you areto haveit, it can do no harmto tell.”

The baron shifted avkwardly. “1 have visited here before, on business, and seen you often, though no
doubt | escaped your notice.”

“Many of my brother’ sfriends have.”

“One afternoon, | saw you in the courtyard with your hounds. The big one knocked you over, and licked
your face with such enthusiasm that | knew you must be kindhearted to put up with him. Such a generous



lady would surely be patient with an old baron.”
“I will be. only if you are as patient with me.”

“I am the luckiest man dive, and not wont to ruin my luck once | have found it. My keep is made more
for battle than for festivals, but alady’ s hand may temper even that. Now that | shal have someoneto
come hometo, | will ride patrols only when the Situation demands.”

The baron kept talking, but Kattanan noticed that the princess s eyes were no longer upon him. A dight
breeze rippled through as the great doors were opened, and aman entered. The princess straightened
ingtantly, her face turned into the wind, and Kattanan listened, too. From outside came a soft scratch of
claws upon the stones of the courtyard. He recaled having seen apack of hounds there on their way into
the hall. Melisande smiled at the sound, then frowned alittle. Earl Orie nodded to her across the distance,
and seemed to be smiling.

“Mélisande, are you well? Forgive me, here | sit speaking of brighter days, with your father soill. You
must think me utterly thoughtless. Let me take you to your chambers.”

Shelooked at him then, momentarily confused. “Yes. | think that—yes.”
“Isthere alady who may stay with you? | would not wish to leave you aone.”

“My singer will do—my ladiesaredl dancing, and I’ d hate to bother them for this. It ssmply the
excitement, on top of my father’ sillness”

“Asyou wish, Highness.” The baron led her around the dancers toward the courtyard.

They walked around the cloister to the heavy door that opened on the princess' s chambers, a series of
rooms swathed in tapestries and velvet curtains. The first was occupied by an excitable mass of dogs
who wriggled their pleasure at having their mistress home again. The hounds huddled close againgt her
and shoved inquiring noses againgt the baron’ sfinery. She brushed ahand dong their backs and muzzles
as the baron brought her to her sitting room. Here he released her to Sit on aleather-backed chair ashe
laid afire. “Would you like meto stay?’

“No. you must make my agpologies and let my brother know. I'm sure I’ll befine.”

“I can bring the hedler.”

Melisande managed asmall laugh. “1 need afew moments peace. Eadmund. that’sdl.”
He kissed her hand, then bowed as he left her with her singer and her dogs.

The room was silent along moment. Kattanan poked at the growing fire, then took a stool oppositethe
princess. They watched each other in the flickering light. “What happened to me?’ The princessfindly
asked. “I felt so strange for amoment, asif | were hearing things.”

She looked so young, suddenly, and vulnerable. “ Perhaps you have asked for wizards.”

“I have no fondness or need for them. Especidly if one of them made my father ill. Until recently, | rarely
even wondered about them. They seem to me to be a nuisance, and quite powerless, for they can do
nothing against an enemy who has not asked anything of them. What an absurd notion. Why does anyone
bother?”’

“Do not think them powerless. Highness. They can send visions by night or influence things of lesser will.



Has Y our Highness had any congresswith awizard?’

“No, of course not,” she answered firmly, then stopped. Her eyes caught his again, and one hand
fingered her necklace. “The earl isno wizard. Besides, what would he want of me?’

“I cannot answer except to say that Y our Highness slove would be quite aprize.”

“But | am now betrothed. Whatever anyone may try, | am already bound to the baron.” A few of the
dogs began scratching at the door and whining loudly. “ L et them out, would you?’

Kattanan did as she asked. “It israining, Highness, but they went anyhow.”

“Theslly beasts don't know what is best for them.” she said, with an indulgent smile. She had removed
the combsthat held up her hair. “Would you brush my hair?’ Kattanan found an ivory-backed brush on
her table and began his gentle task. “What isit likefor you?’

“What, brushing your hair?’
Méelisande played with thelacing at her wrigts. “1 mean, well, being asyou are.”

“An eunuch, Y our Highness?’ Hisvoicelegpt in the firdight above her head. “What can | answer? If not
for that, my voice would be ordinary. | would be as any dave, unremarkable.”

“You certainly are remarkable. | read about the Virgins of the Lady when | studied music, but | thought
there were none left.”

“| wasraised a the monastery where afew of the tutors were older Virgins. Their voices were fading,
but they remembered how they had learned.”

“Canyou sng asyou brush?’

In answer, he began a song in an unfamiliar language, sung her ears done. After thefirst strange moment
sherelaxed. His hands upon her hair became an intimate rhythm, and the song tingled dong her scalp as
the brush stroked her skull. Melisande shut her eyes and lay back into his touch as the long mel ody went
on. Her breathing dowed, her hands did aong the velvet into her lap. When at last the song was done,
the princess dept soundly. Kattanan laid the brush down and stoked the fire. He watched red and golden
light dance across the princess s features. Why had that song come to mind, “ The Song of the Lonely
Steersman” ? With one hand, he wiped the tears from his cheeks and turned away.

The screaming and snarling woke them both. Jumping up from the floor, Kattanan shared awild look
with Mdisande before she ran toward the door. He caught her in the entry chamber. “Princess, no!
Listen. That isno friendly beast. Y ou must not open the door.”

“ Someone screamed, and my dogs are out there.” She struggled against his grip.
“The baron would not forgive meif any harm cameto you.”

The screaming ceased abruptly, replaced by amore horrible snuffling and ripping. Then voices rose with
fear, too many to be digtinguished. The princess stopped fighting and pulled closer to him. “What is

happening?’
“Can | say any morethan you?’



“I must open the door.” Gasping whines cut through her insstence, and something heavy fell againgt the
door. They stared as dark liquid began to seep underneath and into the rushes. Mdisande trembled, then
sank against Kattanan. and none too s the door burst open, and aguard stared at him. sword drawn and
bloody. “Isthe princessinjured?’

Beyond the guard, the singer could see what was |eft of Melisande s dogs littering the courtyard,
surrounding a sodden body. As another guard dragged a hound from the man’ sthroat, the singer turned
abruptly away. “Help me take the princess to her bed.” The guard dropped his sword and gathered
Mélisande s skirtsin his bloody hands.

Between the two of them, they got the princessto her thick bed and pulled afew blankets over her. The
guard waited while Kattanan lit ataper at her bedside, then motioned the singer out with him. “Y ou're the
castrate the baron gave her?’

He crossed hisarmstight. “He asked me to wait with her as she was not feding well.”
“Comeontothehal.”
Kattanan shook hishead firmly. “She gtill should not be alone.”

“I'll fetch one of her ladies” The man stuck hisfingersin hismouth and whistled loudly. A few heads
came up. and one of the servants approached. “ Stay with Her Highness.” The woman moved past to the
bedchamber. “Happy?’ Kattanan nodded. The man had smeared blood across his own mouth. “Y ou
don’t look well yersdlf. Come on.”

They picked their way across the courtyard, passing very near the dead man, though someone had
covered him with acloak. Kattanan balked amoment, his eyes drawn by the palm gaping up a him from
beneath. For an ingtant, he saw it tenderly enfolding the princess sto lead her into the hall. He shook
himself and stepped around a hound’ s bedraggled tail. They reached the doors, where other guards were
herding the shocked guests back insde. Through this crowd. Wolfram struggled, hisfather’s crown
awkward upon his head. “Where' s Eadmund? What happened?’ He walked out to raise an edge of the
cloak, then bowed his head. “Oh my friend, this should have been your finest day.”

“The hounds. Highness,” the captain of the guard pointed out. “ They had him down aready. It wasdl we
could do to kill the curs. They paid us no mind. Funny thing.” He frowned, then redlized what he had
sad. “1 don’'t mean funny, Highness, but strange that they did not attack us, asif they were so intent upon
the baron that they couldn’t be bothered.”

“No one saw it?” Heads shook. Wolfram searched the crowd. “Where smy sster?’

“Within, Highness,” Kattanan said with a shaky bow. “It was | who let the dogs out, at her request. How
could | know?’ Tears had sprung to hiseyes again.

“No one could have, you only did as she asked.” Wolfram gently touched his shoulder.

“ She wanted to open the door when we heard them outside, but | didn’t let her. They sounded wild.
Y our Highness. When blood came under the door, she fainted.”

“It swdll you kept her in. | do not look forward to telling her this.”
“I will tell her. carefully. Highness. If you think thet isbest.”

“Y es, you were his gift, perhaps you should be the one, dthough | do not envy you thetask. Let me
know when she awakens. She may have need of family, then.”



Kattanan bowed to Wolfram and started across the bloody stones, but hesitated at the center. There, he
stared at the covered corpse of hisformer master. He flung back his head and sang the death chant.
Under the roof peaks, the settling doves burst into the air at the sound and vanished into the night. The
rain had begun in earnest, washing the blood of man and dogs into the gutters, glazing Kattanan' s hair
and shoulders as he stood alone. Those who still hovered near the doors bowed their heads, some
murmuring the words. He sang it through but once, his hands pressed together asif in prayer, then turned
back to Melisande’ s door before the echoes had even died away. Many of the gathering made the
circle-9gn of the Goddess as a bolt of lightning smote the sky and struck down the last of theterrible
oNng.



Chapter 3

Mélisande awoke long after dawn. She could hear therain il faling and the soft breathing of her dogs,
but as she opened her eyes, she discovered her mistake. Only ayoung man lay sprawled upon the
sheepskin by her bed, his clothes bedraggled and stained: her new singer. Mdlisande pushed back the
blankets and pulled on a heavy robe over her chemise, then set her pale feet on the warm rugs. She crept
around the deeping Kattanan, and quietly pushed open the door to the next room. Mdisande |ooked
forward to letting the hounds burst in with their usua enthusiasm, and stood well out of the way as she
opened the door, but nothing came. The princess craned her neck to seeinto the next room and found it
empty. Pulling her robe around her, she crossed that room as well, to open the outside door. A gust of
wind and rain blew her back afew steps and brought the maid running.

“Highness, you mustin't!” said Kattanan.
“Where are my hounds? They’ ve not been let out of the courtyard, | trust.”
“Come away, Highness, and shut the door.”

The princess set one hand on her hip, frowning, but his bleak expression made her pause. She closed the
door, and leaned back againgt it. “What isit?’

“Princess, | would rather you sat down before | begin,” the singer said. “Please.”

“All right, I'll humor you.” Melisande thrust her chin up and strode past to flop into her favorite chair.
“What isit? Where are my dogs?’

Kattanan knelt before her. “ They are dead. Highness.”
She jumped up. “Dead? That wastheir blood, wasn't it—last night?”

“That is not the complete tale. Highness.” He took adeep breath and let it out dowly. “ They attacked the
baron, and killed him.” Thissaid, he released her and looked toward thefire.

“But. ..the screams, the barking, the blood—that was him. That poor man.” Shefinished on a bregth,
which quickly became asob. “But | don’t understand—they would never hurt anyone!” Tears seeped
between the fingers covering her face.

Kattanan jerked upright. “ The baron isdead! Y our betrothed has been killed, and you weep for
houndd!”

Mélisande looked up at him through her tears. “I am sorry for him, but | didn’t know him, not as | knew
those dogs. | raised them from puppies. He was aman | met only aday ago. How can that compare?’

“Because heloved you!”

“Loved me? He gave me presents, he flattered me, he wanted me to bear his children, but that’ s hardly
the same aslove. | liked him well enough; he was a |east more civil than the rest, but love? Don't fool
yoursdlf, eunuch.”

Kattanan caught himself on achair and sank into it.

A maidservant appeared with the drowsy princein tow. “ Good sister, how do you fare?’ he asked her,



with acurious glance at the singer.
“Aswell as can be expected, | suppose.” She sat back down.

“I am so sorry,” Wolfram said, coming forward to embrace her. “To lose your husband, before the
wedding is even made proper, isahard thing to bear, but there are till otherswho care for you.” The
prince smoothed her hair as he spoke over her head. “Wait aslong as you need before weinvite the
suitors back again. Thereisno hurry.”

Mdisande pulled away from her brother. “1 would like it to be done as soon as possible, and put al of
thisbehind me.”

Wolfram stared at her tear-streaked face. “ Of course. Whatever you say, Sandy.”

“Don’t patronize me, Wolfram. It'simportant for me to be wed. | don’t mean to be callous, but with
Feather ill, and now this—"

“Hugh, | meant nothing by it. | am smply tired and sunned by Eadmund’ s deeth.”

Melisande put out ahand to him. “Y ou were very close. | should be apologizing to you. We ve both had
anawful night.”

“What happened—" He broke off and looked to thefire. “1 can’'t explain it. Aside from adidike of
peacocks, those dogs wouldn't hurt anyone.”

“Perhaps they thought he meant me harm, coming across the court so late a night.”

Wolfram watched her through shadowed eyes. “He was no more adanger to you than I. If | had been
there. I’ d have daughtered them mysdlf.”

“I raised them from pups, and | tell you they would not attack without provocation. Maybe there was a
wolf got in. and the hounds were defending, not attacking.”

“I am not saying thiswas your fault. Maybe it was the moon, maybe the westher.”
“Maybethewizard.” Kattanan murmured, but aknock came at the door.

“Good morrow, boy, isthe princess yet abed?’ Earl Orieinquired.

“ She kegps counsel with her brother, Y our Excellency.”

“Bid him enter, Singer,” the prince called out. “If you are up to visitors, thet is, Mdisande.”
Mélisande shook back her hair and thrust up her chin. “1 am.”

The singer moved forward asiif to announce the visitor, but Earl Orie strode past him before he had the
chance. He executed alow bow to the prince, then turned his attention to the princess. Only one of his
hands was visible, holding shut his cloak over some unseen burden.

“I' hope you will forgive my intrusion. Y our Highness, but | must return to my estate and did not wish to
do so without taking my leave.”

Wolfram cleared histhroat. “| shall leave you, sster. Y ou might join me for supper. Good day.” He
inclined his head toward his sster and | eft the room.



“Do not think me discourteous, Highness, but I’ m glad the prince has | eft us. for | bear agift he'd not
approve of, no doubt.” The earl flung back his cloak and held out to her his gift. Thetiny puppy shook its
earsasit awakened and let out asmall bark. “1 mysdlf raise hounds, and | know the pain of losing just
one. For al of yoursto belost, and in such abrutal manner, must have been quite a shock for you. This
oneisof agpecid breed that shal never grow so large that you cannot hide him. After last night, your
brother will not want to think of dogs.”

Mélisande gathered the pup in both hands and pulled it close. She grinned asiit licked her chin and
cheeks. “Oh, my lord, heiswonderful! Thank you for your kindness.”

“I hope you might give me leaveto return, and renew my suit.”

“I will entertain your suit, good earl. Do return, and promptly.”

“Y ou arethe most gracious of ladies. Highness.” He bowed again and let himself out.
“Oh, Highness,” the maidservant began, “your brother will be so angry.”

“And let him be, though | trust he shall not hear of it from you.” She cuddled the pup.
“Asyou wish. Highness. What gown shal | lay out for your supper?’

“The black: it makes melook pale, and Wolfram will be sorry for acting so abominably.”
“Very well. Highness.” She turned and went about the business of the morning.

Mdisande did down onto her knees and released the warm bundle to wag around the pool of her gown.
“What shdl | nameyou. little one?” The puppy stumbled over itsdf inits eagernessto durp her hands,
and the princesslaughed lightly. “I wonder if anyone thought to keep Thor’scollar,” she mused, then
frowned. “No, | shdl have to commission another.”

“Highness?’
Melisande looked up into the face of the singer, hiseyesred and lips pale. “What?’

“I should liketo return to the quarters | shared with the baron, Highness. At least for a change of
clothes”

She wrinkled her nose as she ingpected the blood-and-rain-stained tunic. “Y es, do. Bring your things
here. | should like to have you sing in the evenings.” She gathered the puppy into her arms and stood.
“Thereisachamber off by thefireplace for you. It issmal, but you may use my sitting roomwhen | am
not entertaining.”

“Thank you, Y our Highness. | shall return promptly.” Kattanan bowed and left the room, which was
promptly shut behind him. The stained area around the outside door made him shudder as he passed into
the courtyard. The diligent rain swept away dl trace of the night’ s disturbance. Kattanan kept to the
cloigter rather than cross the place where his master had died. The sun outlined the crooked tiles of the
roof but the yard remained close with shadows and puddies. K attanan made for the archway that would
take him swiftly to the guests quarters.

In the baron’ s chambers, a half-dozen servants with tear-streaked faces clustered in the solar.
“Hello, Kat,” one of the young pages whispered.
“How fareyou. Thomas?’ The singer knelt before the boy.



Thomas|ooked a him with wide brown eyes. “Y ou weren't here. Sir didn’t like that.”

At thetitle. Kattanan' s throat felt dry. and he ached from a dozen secret bruises. “He knew the baron’s
plans, even that | might not be back.”

“Areyou leaving?’
“Yes. Tom. | belong to someone else now.”
“Takemewith you.”

“I can't.” Kattanan said, as gently ashe could. “1’m sorry. Now that the baron is gone, though, your
parents could take you. They could send you somewhere ese.”

“I can't tell them,” the boy replied, hisvoice devating. “Sr said never tell.”
“Arethey here?In the castle, | mean.”
A nod.

“I will tell them something else. Another reason to send you away.” He touched the boy’ s cheek with a
delicate finger, then pulled Thomasinto afierce embrace.

Someone nudged his arm, and he looked up to the dark-featured head maid. “ Sir will be calling soon.”
Thomas trotted into the other room without another word.
“Sulin, can't you watch him?’

She did not change her tight-lipped glower. “Y ou areleaving.” He nodded once as heroseto hisfeet.
She shrugged. “ Oncethefunera isover, | am afreewoman. | do not intend to stay on here. Until then, |
will mind the chambers, and the otherswill do my bidding, and his”

“Thomasisachild, and noble-born—"
“Inthe service of the baron or his heir. Has Sir done anything improper in your sght?’
“Not to Thomas, but the boy knowsto fear him. | don’'t know what he may have seen.”

“ S0 perhaps he never will. Asto what the child may have seen”—shelooked him hard in the eye—"he
will learn soon enough the ways and places of men. and of those who must bow to them. Thomas will be
aman one day. aman who can keep these places separate.”

Kattanan flinched, but held his ground. For himsdlf, it didn’t matter—another blow, another ache, but for
Thomas—*Doesn't it disturb you to know what he is being taught?’

Sulin shook off the hand that grasped her arm. “Heis not old enough to understand what you are. He
thinks you' re hisfriend, and that disturbs me. Take your things and leave usbe.”

“I'msorry,” he offered as she turned from him. All eyeswere studioudy on their work, polishing things
that already shone. The closed door to the left-hand chamber loomed before him. and he pulled it open
with astrength he did not fed.

“So you've come,” the baron’ s squire observed. Montgomery stood in formd attire, having ared sash
bound around his arm by a maid whose hands shook. He was of average height, somewhat stocky, but



with an intensity of expresson not unlikeacat hunting mice,

“The princessdediresthat | stay in her hall. | cameto fetch my things.”
“Sir” Montgomery intoned with awarning glance.

“Forgiveme. sir. | am not dtogether well.”

“Nor areany of us, after last night’sdoings.” He sniffed, and eyed the armband. “ Still, the baron would
not want usforgetting our manners, would he?’

“No, gr.” Thesinger stared at the squire sfeet, at histall boots with restsfor the spurs he had not yet
earned.

Following the path of Kattanan’ s eyes, Montgomery’ s smirk twisted into a snarl. He snaked out ahand
to catch the singer’ s chin. “ But perhaps you need another lesson.”

Kattanan' s eyes were clamped shut, aready tensing in anticipation of the blow that did not come, this
time. The squire released him, wiping hispam againg hisleg. “Thomas! My cloak!” The pagefetched it
and stumbled after the squire as he strode off down the hall.

Kattanan shivered and sighed. How could the baron have taken this brute into his house? A servant girl
clutching a chamber pot focused a withering glare on him. One of her eyes was patched by angry red and
rimmed with apainful darkness

“You didn’'t come back.” she hissed. “Y ou might have warned us.”
“I'm sorry. | could not leave the princess.”

“You'rejust relieved it wasn't your precious Thomeas he hit.”
“Wedl knew what was coming—that I’ d be leaving.”

“Oh; | knew? So now I’m to blame? I’ ll remember that when you are gone for good.” She. too, turned
avay.

Kattanan walked across to grab one handle of histrunk and drag it into a curtained acove. Hefound a
dark tunic and the hose to match and laid them out on the little bench before pedling off hisruined garb.
The skin beneath was aspae asalady’s, except for the darkened patches of fading bruises, bruisesthe
baron had never known were there. It was easy to assume that the singer’ s deepless nights and frequent
illness were brought on by some lingering trouble he had picked up in histravels. The baron had asinger
infine voice and a squire who could keep the g&ff in line, and had gone to his degth in the happy
ignorance of agood man raised more to trust than to question. Kattanan’ s hands shook. He thanked the
Lady not to spend another night in this household—only to fed the ingtant stab of guilt, knowing that Sir
would only choose anew victim and that the chambermaid wasright.

He pulled the dark brocade over his golden head and straightened its pleats. He wore his tunics rather
longer than the fashion, and tied his sashesloosely so as not to interfere with his breathing. Studying the
effect in the mirror, he might dmost pass for anobleman’ s son, soon to be landed in hisown right. So
long as he did not open hismouth, theilluson held its power. He dimly recalled atime when men cdled
him “prince.” If hewere, he could take on Thomas as his own page, maybe even chalenge Montgomery
to adud and avenge them all for every besting. His daydream broke against his own reflection: adelicate
boy of eighteen, hisface framed by the curlsthat were the envy of many alady, the face of one
abandoned time and again. And if the tunic were dipped away, they would al seethetruth, the horrible



absence that made him everything he was. He pulled on his hose with smdll, quick gestures, and did not
look that at the mirror again.

Hauling the leather trunk behind him, Kattanan crossed back into the sitting room. Most of the servants
had gone, and those that remained did not bid him farewell. He lft the baron’ s place behind him, bearing
his own trunk into yet another new life. A menta count brought the tally to fourteen new placesin the six
years since Jordan had broken his vow and left him. He could no longer count the number of songs he
had |learned, the number of languages he knew just enough to get by. The thought made him weary
beyond his years. Where would he land when this princess cast him aside? But the uproar in the
princess srooms swept away his melanchaly.

“You'rehurting! | won't have you near me!” The princess shouted, brandishing a hairbrush as she chased
amaid out the door. She stopped short when she saw Kattanan staring at her—anger brought out the
green of her eyes. He quickly recalled himsdlf, and bowed. “Oh, good.” said Mdisande. “Maybe you
can do adecent job with my hair.”

One of the maidsrolled her eyes with agood-natured shrug. “If he can serveyou asyou like, let him try.
Highness.” As she passed Kattanan, she whispered, “ Good luck!”

The singer hauled histrunk to the little room beside the chimney and emerged again. “Would you like me
totry. Your Highness?’

“Please.” She pushed the brush into his hand and dropped into her seet. “ They have me wrapped in this
gown, and then want to tiemy hair in knots.”

He paused in his brushing, trying to read the reason for the mood. “1n some places, Highness, maids can
bekilled for having angered their ladies”

“Oh, | shouldn't go thet far.” She smiled dightly. “Isthat true?’

“| stayed there only alittlewhile,” Kattanan responded, “else | should probably have struck awrong note
aswdll. Your Highness”

“I don't believeit of you. Have you traveled many placesthen?’

“I have lived in twenty-three, and performed in many more.” He paused to work out atangle.
“Where were you born, then? | don't hear an accent when you speak.”

“Not far from here. Over the mountainsto the east.”

“Lochayn? Then you must know about the revolution! My father hel ped to put the proper king on the
throne, about fourteen years ago. | guess. Did you know that the queen had taken alover?’ She spoke
with delight at the scanda of it al. “ She had three sons by this other man while the king was away, then
denied it when he had died. She was so ashamed in the end that she went mad and killed them all.”

Chilled. Kattanan fumbled the brush.

“I guessyou didn’t know that.” She watched with bright, gentle eyes. *'Y ou must have been quite young
when you |eft there”

“Eight. | think, when we |eft the monastery.” He was|ooking at his hands, and had not resumed brushing.
“We?" she prompted.



“l had...” Kattanan' s voice trembled, and he started over. “| had atutor who traveled with me, but he
left.”

“Why did he do that? | should think he would stay with you just to visit dl those places, even if you didn’t
need him any longer.”

“I don't know. Highness.” His voice bit so that she glanced at him again.
Her brow furrowed, then she blinked and turned away. “I’m sorry.”
“Forgiveme,” he mumbled. “It must bethelack of deep.”

Mélisande tipped back her head, gazing up a him. “Perhapsif you sang?’

Hefatered a firt, then the song grew steadier—"“Morning Prayer to the Goddess.” Shejoined her voice
to his after amoment, an unexpected delight for one used to sSinging aone. She lacked hisyears of
training, but made up for it in spirit. The prayer felt amost like alove song, and Kattanan ended rather
aoruptly.

“Thank you,” said Meisande softly. “1 missed prayer thismorning. There sa priestesswho usudly
comes, but she aways |ooks so stern and asks meif | have been living ahaly life. Y ou’ ve had some
dedingswith the clergy. Arethey dl so suffy?’

“No, not dl.” He avoided her gaze, trying to master the sudden hitch in his breeth.
“Oh.” She swallowed, then asked, “Can you do my hair in plaits a the Sde?’

In slence, Kattanan separated her hair, and braided it with deft fingers. “ All done, Highness.” He picked
up thelooking glass and held it before her. She touched hishand lightly, her fingers seadying his. Their
faces reflected Sde by sde, and their eyes met.

“It' sbeautiful,” she said, smiling. Outsde abell struck. Mdisande’ s eyes flew wide as she jumped up.
“ Afternoon bellsl Wolfram iswaiting supper for me. Where are my maids?’ Shelooked around.

“Y ou sent them off. Highness.” Kattanan pointed ouit.
“Wadll. | can’t go with no escort at dl. Attend me.”

“But, Highness...” Kattanan began to protest, but she had aready gathered her skirts and gone for the
door.



Chapter 4

The black gown did make Mélisande look pale indeed, and the braids hanging against her shoulders gave
her the air of awayward child, one certainly not of marrying age. Kattanan hurried to keep up with her as
shetrotted down familiar hals and arrived breathless outside an oaken door. A liveried servant bowed
her inimmediatdly, giving Kattanan astrange look as hetrailed after. Within was alarge table dominated
by agreat empty chair at one end. Though he wore hisfather’ s crown, Wolfram was not willing to sit at
his place. A dozen other courtiers rose to bow to Melisande at her abrupt entrance. Some were wearing
scarlet garb, and the rest had bound bands of mourning around their arms. Crown Prince Wolfram shone
inhisred satin, hisauburn hair just brushing the shoulder. Hisface wastired, and hisglance a her
attendant dubious, but still he took her hand to lead her to her place. When he sat. the others did
likewise. Diagonally across from the princess, Montgomery gave Kattanan ahard stare. A stool sat
behind each noble' s chair for hisor her attendant, and Kattanan’ s stool provided him aclear view of the
squire, who sneered at him when the others weren't looking.

“Now that my sister has arrived, we may begin,” Wolfram announced. The servers moved forward,
laden with traysthat smelled of exotic spices. As the nobles began their medl, severa of the attending
ladies brought out needlework to stitch at while whispering to one another. Many glances were cast his
way, by both servants and nobility.

After atime, Kattanan relaxed. The duty, it seemed, was Smply to St unless called for by one' s master.
The courtiersfawned over the princess, offering their condolences. She amiled faintly and paid many
complimentsto the dead baron.

“You areso graciousto my lord,” Sir put in. “Were| highborn, | should press his suit asmy own.” The
smile seemed nearly genuine, and he became, for amoment, the loyal man the baron had away's seen.

“Thank you, good squire.” Mdisande murmured.
“It would gladden my heart to have you cal me Montgomery.” he said earnestly.
“Very well, Montgomery. | can well see why Eadmund took you to hisservice”

Sir contrived asad expression. | havetried to serve him well. Y our Highness, but | fear my service,
evento hisream, isat an end. His brother, the new baron, has many good men aready. And the keep
would hold too many memoariesfor me.”

On behdf of al the baron’s servants, especialy Thomas, Kattanan's heart soared, but his hopes were
quickly crushed asthe princess responded, “I am sure my brother would be glad to have you join our
household, Montgomery. We are ever in need of brave and true men.”

Sir smiled widely, looking not at the princess, but at Kattanan. “I1f you would put in aword for me,
Princess, no doubt he would be favorable.”

The singer shrank back againgt thewall, tucking hishands againgt hissides.

“Kattanan.” Medisande narrowed her eyesat him. “Are you quite well? Good. Would you take a
message to my brother regarding this good squire?’

He nodded numbly. “What would you have me say, Highness?’
“Tel him hisfriend the baron would have wished the best for al of us, and especialy hisloyd man. so |



think we should bring him into our service.”

Kattanan nodded again, and walked behind the chairs to approach the prince. Wolfram listened, looking
down thetableto hissister and Sir, who gravely acknowledged his glance.

“The baron has spoken of this Montgomery.” the prince whispered, doubt playing across hisfeatures as
he looked into Kattanan' sface. “Y ou knew them both, what do you think? Would he have the man
brought to our household, or prefer him to remain there?’

Kattanan was taken off guard. From the way Sir was eyeing the princess, he had some other plan than
sarvice. “The baron trusted this squire above dl others, itistrue, Your Highness. While | am sure he
would wish you thefinest of men, | think he would wanted afirm hand to govern his household.” His
heart raced within his chest.

The prince pursed hislips, searching Kattanan'sface. “Y ou don't spesk al your mind, but say well what
you do. | would talk more with you, but not here. Tell my sister that | will think on it and ask that she
send you to me after the meal, when she hasretired to the garden.”

“Asyou wish. Highness.” He bowed dightly as he backed away and returned to his place. Sir'sgaze
followed him the whole way, besting a him like the sun on the desert.

When the princess had relayed his message, a shadow passed over the squire' sface. “1 appreciate your
intervention, Princess, more than you know. Even more fervently do | desire to serve such an honorable
House asyours.”

Médisande giggled. “Wdll, itisal in my brother’ s hands, now, but I wouldn't mind your reassgnment if
you adways give out such compliments.”

The conversation now turned to other things, but Kattanan frequently felt Sir’sblazing scrutiny. At last the
meal was done, and Mdisande gave him leave to go to the prince, after Sir had gently kissed her hand in
farewell. Kattanan wanted to cry out in warning but only bowed and stayed behind. He took severa
wrong turns before he found the prince’s chambers at last.

The prince greeted him from a deep window bay that looked out on the garden and dismissed his squire
with anegligent wave. “ Join me, Singer.”

Kattanan bowed to him and approached hesitantly. “1 am not sureit isfitting, Highness. | am somewhat
less than a servant and unused to conversing with princes.”

Wolfram laughed. “Y et you must have spoken with asmany as|, indl your travels. Eadmund told me
somewhat of your history, what he knew, which was not much. He had agood dedl of confidencein
yw.”

Kattanan had no answer to this unexpected turn.

“Please, St.” The prince waved him to the window sest opposite himsdlf. “Thereismuch | would ask
you, but we should dedl with the business a hand. Eadmund spoke to me of Squire Montgomery asa
man who tended his keep well while he was away. | once asked him why he did not bring this man with
him on patrol, and he told me of the interrogation of a\Woodman they had captured. The squire grew
angry at the man and beat him. Eadmund was |oath to speak of it, but | gather that the man died. He
spokein terms of hissquire’ s eegernessfor truth, yet Montgomery never accompanied him again.”

“I had not thought he knew even so much.” Kattanan gasped. “Highness, | do not mean to speak so
carelesdly. | should not be here.” He stood up again asif he meant to go-



“Peace.” Wolfram looked on him with troubled eyes. “I did not bring you hereto test your loyaty. When
you spoke to me at supper, you were trembling, and | do not think it was nervousness at speaking to me.
At leadt, | try not to be fearsome, and Montgomery never took hiseyesfrom you. If you spesk plainly to
me, | will not raise ahand againgt you, nor alow another to do s0.” Kattanan wavered uncertainly. “No
matter what you claim, you are not just asinger, but also the sort of person who sees and hears many
things. | would have you trust me with such things.” The prince watched him silently now, leaning forward
inhissed.

“Y our Highness, | know not how to reply. | fear you misplace your attention in me.” Kattanan stared at
his shoes alittle longer, then sat down quickly. “ Squire Montgomery isacruel man. Y our Highness. |
don’t know hisintention today, but in dl €se heisbent on hisown power.” Thewords left him
breathless, waiting for the prince to take offense.

The prince quietly regarded his lowered head and put out a hand to him. The touch brought the singer’s
head up with ajolt. “Do not fear me,” Wolfram said. “I have watched my father, thinking of how | should
be different in his place. My father has been agood king, and strong, but he was not dways kind, when
that might have gained him more than strength.”

Kattanan gazed at him in wonder. He was power’ stoy, freely passed from one prince to the next for
some advantage; kindness was not aword he associated with such men. The fear died away as he heard
sncerity in the prince’ svoice and saw the hand ready to comfort him.

Wolfram smiled alittle. “1 will not take this man into my household and have any livein fear of him, and
thus of me ashislord.” Heleaned back into thewall. “I can’t say | look forward to ruling anyone. Y ou
have no ideahow hard it isfor a prince to make friends. Sooner or later, hefindsthelr parentsal have
cases before court, or have daughters of the same age.”

Kattanan gave asharp laugh. “Forgive me, Highness, | had thought princeslead lives of luxury, given al
they could ask.”

“Princesses, maybe. There smy sgter for an ingtance. What do you think of her?’
“Itisnot my place to spesk of that. Highness”

The prince made caming motionswith hishands. “1 shdl tell you. then. When the court iswaiching, sheis
theimage of propriety and grace; but et them look away, and sheis il alittle girl: demanding, moody,
sfish, inconsderate. | hope marriage will bring her alittle more wisdom. We have two eder ssters, both
well married, though neither was so full of youth as Mdisande. Therewas atime | was her most trusted
friend, now she seemsto think me aroya pest, meddling in her affairs.” He contemplated the singer.
“Already she placestrust in you.”

“If you mean bringing me to supper to attend her, it was all quite by accident, Y our Highness. She had
chased her maids away.”

“Itisnot that, but that she gave you aroom adjoining her own; and the priestess came there thismorning
and did not enter, for she heard the prayers aready being sung.”

Kattanan blushed, and did not meet the prince' s suddenly stern gaze.

“I am gtill unsure about these suitors. Eadmund wasaman | had faith in, these others’—he spread his
hands wide—"may be asloya astheir titles, or they may want to increase their attachment to me. | do
not believe Meisande will be guided by mein this” Something in hisface let the snger know that he had
not spoken histrue concern, and would not. but a hint of urgency appeared as he continued. “You arein



aplaceto know her mind, and she may speak fredly before you as she would not before me.”
“Y ou want meto spy on her, Y our Highness.”

“I’m not asking you to tell me her degpest secrets, nor do | mistrust her, but there are things | may need
to know of which shewill not speak. Do not answer today, but think oniit,” the prince urged him, then
repested softly, “Do not fear me.”

Kattanan rose, and Wolfram gave him leave to go, but he turned partway to the door, “Y our Highness,
might | ask aboon of you?’ Hisvoice, so drained, felt very smal now.

“What would you have of me?’

“Thereisapagein the baron’ s household named Thomas. If you could bring him to your service. Y our
Highness, heisyoung yet, but loyd. | know | have no claim on your goodwill—"

“Y ou have aclaim equal to any other, more so because you have my siter’ strust.”

Kattanan bowed again and |eft, but his heart was troubled. Though he had but come into the princess's
sarvice, he dready shared the castle' s concern for her. and the prince asked him to betray that. The
singer found himsdlf returned to the Great Hall, empty of dancers and musicians, before the thrones. The
largest throne drew his eyes upward in ashaft of sunlight colored by stained glass. Though it had been
kept dusted, there was no depression on the cushion, nor wineglass set out for its occupant. The absence
dominated the room. As he sood staring, he heard the trot of small feet into the space, in afamiliar

gride, then Thomas hurried toward him.

“Kat!” Theboy’slivery was disheveled, and he was quite out of bresth.
“Sow down, Tom. | had not hoped to see you, but am | glad anyway.”

“I came from the chapel for you.” The boy looked behind him asif expecting pursuit. “ They are preparing
the baron, and Sir isn’t there. | thought you might want to come.”

Kattanan stroked hishair. “1 will cometo see him off. Go back before you are missed, and I'll follow as
if I hadn’t seen you. Thank you!” As Thomas trotted back the way he had come, Kattanan set out for the
princess' s chambers. As he hoped, he found severa maidsthere and pulled one of them aside. “May |
borrow your badge?’ He pointed to the embroidered ribbon she wore that marked her as the princess's
daff. “1 need to run an errand.”

“Don’t forget to giveit back.” She untied the ribbon from her belt and passed it over.

“Thank you. You shdl haveit for Evening Prayer. Which way to the chapd?’ He followed the direction
she pointed at arun. until he waswithin sight of the doors, where he paused to catch his breath before
entering. Theroyd chapd had the traditiona peaked roof, with an opening above the dltar to dlow in
both sunlight and rain. The room was round, with pews rippling out from the dtar, and smdler niches at
the cardinal directions. In the easternmost of these, the Cave of Desath, the baron’ s corpse had been laid,
covered with ared cloth and his sword. Severa of his servants worked there, twining ritua cords about
bundles of sanctified branchesfor the cremation at dusk. Kattanan made the sign of the Goddess ashe
entered and crossed quietly to the Cave. A carved band running along the wall told the times of Her
Walking in eegant Strelledor. No one looked up until he picked up acord and bundle and knelt on the
floor beside the others. Then Sulin gave him a sharp glance, especidly glaring at the princess s badge he
wore. He mouthed the appropriate prayer as he tied the cord and placed the bundle aside before picking
up another. Thomaswas at the far end of the bunch, learning the prayer from amaid. Sulin finished her



bundles and left for the funerd ground. Severd others soon followed, each bearing seven bundles.
Thomas went dong with them, cagting aregretful glance at Kattanan, who found himsdlf alone with the

body.

He had just picked up his sixth cord when he heard footsteps approaching and jumped up as Sir
pounded into the chapel and stopped short. “What are you doing here? | would have you gone from my
dght!”

Kattanan stepped back, holding the branches before him asashidd. “I camein Mourning, Sir. No harm
was meant.”

“Y ou are not fit to tie branches for the baron, you piping swalow.” He crossed in four long strides.
Kattanan dipped aside and was backed into the corner, the badge of the princess revealed against his
hip. “ So you would try to hide behind her.” Sir wrapped a strong hand around the singer’ sarm and
hauled him up.

“Goddess protect mein this Your house!” Kattanan whispered, and Sir squeezed harder but did not
grike him. glancing around asif he had just realized where he was.

He growled, gtill hestating, then flung the singer to thefloor. “Finish your branches and get out.” The
squire flung himsdf into apew, his stony back to Kattanan.

Hisfind prayerswere rushed, and hisfingers numb as hetied the last bundles. Hurriedly, the snger
gathered up his bundles, then paused, hearing another approaching. He glanced to the door, then thought
the better of it, and scrambled under the dab table behind the red funerary cloth, taking the branches with
him. His every breath was thunder in his ears, his heartbeat an earthquake as he crouched there. These
new footsteps were still heavy, but not with anger as the squire’' s had been, and the newcomer barred the
door behind him.

“Soyou are here a last, to watch the ruin of your plans! | should never have listened to you!” Sir sprang
up and gpproached him, but was stilled by some gesture.

“Arewedone?’ the new voice sad, chillingly familiar.
“The canary was here, but he' sgone, and in ahurry. He sruined everything.”

“Cam down, Montgomery. | have no ideawhat you' re on about.” The voice was both deep and
commanding, used to complete obedience. Earl Orie. There was a creaking sound as he sat down. “I
wasto be gone dready, and shdl have some explaining if | am found here.”

“I made the request, asyou advised.” Sir’svoice was still edged with fury, and he paced as he spoke. “It
was over supper, and she sent the singer to bear her message. The prince returned that he' d think about
it. | gave her every compliment; sheisapretty girl-"

“That isnone of your concern,” Orie cut in, with low menace.

“Hesent aservant to tell me no! That it was better | stay on at Umberlundt in thistroubled time. So what
of dl your fine plans?’

“My only plan remainsto win the heart of the princess, and | am well on that road, whatever becomes of
your ambitions. | might have aready succeeded if not for you.”

“It'snot my fault the baron kept him out the night before. | never had achanceto try anything, or believe
me | would have done. Anyway, that doesn’'t matter now.” His pacing steps suddenly turned and came



sraight for the table. The well-polished bootsfilled Kattanan’svison. “ A dead man won't turn that
lady’ s head, or any other.” He dapped his palms against the table. “But now I’'m stuck out in nowhere
for Goddess knows how long! | acheto berid of that place.”

“Before you will get anywhere, you must learn patience. | haven't gotten thisfar by making rash moves.”

“That' sfinefor you, you are only aday’ sride from here. Thisisthefirst time |’ ve been to the castlein
over ayear.” Heturned swiftly from the table and hissed, “I would be in residence here, you said. Why
did I ligento you?’

The other groaned and rose. “Truth betold, | am sick of thisranting.” He strode across to the door and
stopped there. “And you will pay dearly if | hear you making suit to the princess. Sheisfor me. Y ou will
gain your precious knighthood in duetime.”

“Count onit! In spite of your patience.” Sir made theword sound like acurse.

“Besdlent, fool, and listen well. Without me, you would still be cleaning stables.” The dangerous
undertone came surging forward. “Don’t ruin both our chances with your stupidity.” Helifted the bar and
was gone. Wereit not for the sinister tone, Kattanan could have cheered for Orie so thoroughly
condemning Sir’ sintentions. The squire kicked at afixed pew and ssomped off down the hal, not even
bothering to close the chapd door.

It was severd minutes before Kattanan could trust himsdlf to move, and longer still before he mastered
his heart. No one was coming that he could hear, so he crawled back out from the table and kissed the
hem of the red cloth that had concealed him. He stood with the bundles of branches hugged to his breast
and gazed on the baron’ s shrouded form. Making the sign of the Goddess, the singer bowed and | eft the
room, carefully shutting the door. The way to the funerd ground was easy enough, and he added his
branches to the pyre. Out in the sunlight, K attanan began to shake the worry that had descended upon
him in the chapel. He crossed the field, then passed under an arch into the garden.

The change was marvelous and instantaneous. A wide lane stretched before him, lined with trees that
were just turning green. From this, many smaller ways wandered off, and he could hear sounds of
laughter and flowing water. Down the center of the path, water streamed dong a channd and down steps
st in for that purpose, occasiondly vanishing underground to reappear later bubbling into afountain. The
high sunlight touched benches and the far-off roofs of garden houses. Near at hand wasasmdl carillon.
Turning thisway and that. Kattanan made hisway to the outside wall and found asmall tower with a
platform at its summit. He breathed deeply of the wind and got hisfirst good look at the surrounding
lands.

The castlewas built on adiff, in such away that the wal he looked down fdll away dmost immediately
into a deep canyon, theriver far below. Two massive stone bridges crossed the chasm to the city on the
lower plain opposte. This, too, had high wals for defense, curving snakelike over the severd hillsthey
encompassed. Narrow streets tangled through the dark mass of houses punctuated by open plazas and
bell towers. On thefar Side, he could just make out the tent bazaar and ramshackle wooden buildings,
and fields beyond. Anyone bringing an army could be seen for miles off. and would be hard-pressed to
pass both city and canyon. He turned his back to this dizzying spectacle and surveyed what he could see
of the castle. The red stone of the palace blazed in the late-afternoon sun. marked by the white marble of
dllsand columns. Itsfacade rose nearly as sheer asthe cliff below, though cut with towersand tiled
roofs. Many of its buildings still towered at this distance, and mountains rose close behind. Narrow walls
topped by stairs ran up their sdesin many places, terminating in towers that commanded awide view.
Even now. in peacetime. Kattanan could see the glint of helmeted soldiers manning those posts. The
forested dope was dso interrupted by patches of tumbled stone, the fortresses of old. among which



grazed the sheep and cattle of theroyal kitchens.
“Oh, great lord of the tower!” asweet voice called.

Kattanan looked down into the garden to see the princess with severd of her ladies. “1 am neither so
great nor so lordly, but | am at your bidding. Y our Highness.”

Theladies|aughed at this, but Melisande called out. “Sing for me. then!”
“What, from here, Y our Highness?’
“Of course!” She settled on abench and gazed up at him.

He disappeared from view, pacing the tower roof, then returned with this song:

If the mountains were more fair, my lady, than thee,
it were they that I’ d be a-courtin'!
If the flowers were so kind, my lady, to me,

with them, | would be out sportin‘.

His voice drifted to them from above and echoed from the hills and rooftops round, so that many cameto
look out at their windows. It was perhaps a song below royalty, for the versestold of ayoung man at
grief towin hislady’ s heart, and of her seduction. Still, the princess laughed and clapped, joined by her
ladies, and bid him come down when the song was done. So he walked with the ladiesfor atime, being
shown dl the ddights of the garden and its many buildings and fountains. They aso plied him with
questions about histravels, and he found himsdf describing other mansions and gardens. When they
came before the door from the royal dining hall, Mdisande put a hand to her lips with astartled |ook.

“My dear ladies. | must return to my chambers. Kattanan shall attend me. but | do expect you to come
for meat dinner, so | shdl not belate again.”

They made deep curtsies, and moved off to their neediework in arustle of silks and smiles. Mdisande.
with the Singer in tow. set out to her chambers. “1 have completely forgotten the pup!” she whispered to
him asthey went. “Did you have anice talk with my brother?’

In hisjoy at escaping Sir. Kattanan had nearly forgotten and gasped involuntarily. “Y es, Highness. He
merely had some questions regarding Squire Montgomery.”

“And what wasthe result?’
“Hefdt the squire would serve best in Umberlundt with the new baron.”

“Do my words count <0 little? This man asked me! He wanted to be in our staff, not out there.”
Méelisande tied her beribboned deevesinto vicious knots. “Why doesn't he listen to me? | think
Montgomery would be an excellent guardsman here.” Her mouth set into a petulant frown. “When | am
married, | shall choose my own guard and have whomever | want.”

“Y our brother must ook out for al the parts of hisrealm. Highness, not just this castle.” He took adeep



swallow before he carried on, hating every word. “1 am sure he would have taken Montgomery if he did
not know that Umberlundt had need of strong men.”

The princess stopped and began untying her knots. Her features lightened somewhat. “I had not looked
at it that way. Still, he could have explained it himsdlf.” When she burst into her own rooms, she found
the maid Laurawith abroom in the antechamber, sweeping al of the straw into ahegp. “What are you
doing there? Who told you to do that?”’

“Forgive me. Highness. | thought, with the dogs gone—"
“Y ou know better. Laura. | want new straw here, and asmaller bowl.”

Kattanan gathered his courage again, and offered, “If the pup isto be asecret, Y our Highness, it were
best if therewere no sign, here at least.”

“Where dseisheto be kept? He cannot live in my wardrobe forever.”

All three thought on this a moment, then the singer said, “None but we shal ever seeinside my room, if
we are careful, and he may come out when there is someone to watch him.”

Meélisande grinned, looking more girlish than ever. “ Excellent. Have the straw scattered in that room, and
find atablefor the snger’ sthings or they will al have bites taken out of them.”

Kattanan rolled hiseyesalittle, and Lauranodded in agreement. “ All shal be done before Evening
Prayer. Speaking of which...” Themaid held her hand out to Kattanan. who untied the badge from his
belt and passed it over. He had not looked at it closdly the last time, and saw that it bore the roya arms,
with adog's head asa crest, complete with alolling pink tongue.

Méelisande noted the exchange. “I shall have one made for you. In the meantime, let’ svisit my pup.” They
left Laurato clean up the outer room, and shut the inner door behind them before I etting the little dog out
of itshiding place. It legpt up, tail wagging, and pawed against Melisande' s skirt until she sank to the
floor to cuddle the friendly beest.



Chapter 5

Kattanan sat down beside her. and the puppy bounded from one to the other, black earsflapping madly.
Méelisande played with its soft tail. “1’m glad he likes you. asyou areto sharearoom.” Her eyeslit up as
shesad, “I'll cal him Prince. We can talk about him anytime we want, and everyone will think we mean

Wolfram. Though this prince is much morefun.”

Lauracameinwith atable clutched in her arms. Kattanan jumped up to help her with it. The room waslit
by asingle small window, looking over another courtyard and off down the canyon. It had only asmall
bed and lamp stand, and Kattanan’ s leather trunk, which had been hauled just inside. * Should be warm
anyway,” the maid remarked, “but not much to look at.” Prince, having wrested away another ribbon,
came barreling through the door, with Mdisande in hot pursuit. “I don’t envy you that one as abedmeate,

snge.”
“I may yet regret this,” he said asthe lamp stand crashed to the floor, “or | may aready.”

The princess gathered the puppy into her arms and looked hurt. “He' s a puppy, you must expect these
things.” She wandered back out, crooning to the pup.

“Best get ready for dinner. Highness,” Lauraadvised. “You' d beasight going like that.”

The princess returned and scooped the blanket off the bed to pileit in one corner, snuggling Prince into
this makeshift nest. “Y ou stay here and be good while we are gone.” They filed out and shut the door in
spite of the puppy’ swhining.

“Hemust get used toit. if we areto have any peace,” Laurasaid firmly, noticing Melisande s regretful
glance. “ And you must have your hair done up again. Highness.”

The princess sat down, and pulled the remnants of ribbons from her hair. 1 supposeit wouldn’t do to
have Wolfram see the evidence.” Kattanan |oosed the braids and brushed her hair out in shining waves
upon her shoulders. “ There won't be aplace for you in the Lords Hall, but ask Laurato bring you to the
kitchen. Y ou should be learning your way about.”

Moments later came aknock at the door, and the soft voices of her ladies cometo fetch her. The sun
was snking low aready, and there was still the funeral service to come. Kattanan bowed her out the
door and went back inside to wait for Laura. He paced the room and popped his head out the door
directly opposite. It opened on a private balcony, with a steep staircase leading down to the courtyard
below. A few benches and potted trees were scattered about, along with awater trough that was clearly
well used. Shutting that door, Kattanan went to the small bookcase and looked over the volumes. They
seemed mainly study books, and religious texts with smooth leather covers unmarred by the oils of the
hands. A handful of scrallsjoined them, likewise untouched, and adozen miniature paintings, mostly of
dogs. Shedid have aportrait of the family there, with two older girls he took to be her Ssters. There was
lessof theimp in the young Mdisande’ s smile. He till gazed on her when Lauralet hersdlf in. “Help me
lay the straw.” She carried a cloth-wrapped load, which they spread out on the floor. “ Don't know what
good this does, except to give them something to spread around the sitting room. Better you than me,
that'sal | can say. Off for abite, then?’

“I haven't esten dl day; | did not fee much like t, after last night.”

“A sorry business dl around. That baron seemed agood man.”



Kattanan trailed after her, counting passages and turns so he could find hisway again. At last they arrived
at the kitchen, a huge high room staffed by cooks and maidsin light shiftswith deeves much shorter than
was proper. They went about their busy work, filling platters, spicing stews, and turning spits. At the
back under atal window, severa tables and benches were set, many aready full. All the leavings of the
platters, or birds unevenly roasted, were brought there to be devoured by eager servants. Laura pushed
her way through the kitchen, and sat on the nearest bench where Kattanan joined her. Shetoreawing
from a pheasant and set to with vigor, tossing the bones to the floor where arabble of cats awaited.
Kattanan tied back his deeves and likewise set to work. There was no talking, only the greedy tearing of
mest and guttural sounds of well-fed diners. Guards and servantsfinished up and | &ft, to be quickly
replaced by more. Most produced cups from their beltsto swig the de provided in great casks. The
snger had none, but the scent of the liquid nearly made him retch, so he figured himself better off without.
Foods differed mainly in spice or plainness, but the e of anew place was more ditinctive than the
language. Even here, where the tongue was the same as his own, the drink was brewed from some weed
of thefield asfar as he could tell. Grubby cats rubbed their heads against him.

Lauradapped hisarm and stood. “ Can you get back from here?’
“Yes. | think s0.”
“Good. When you get back, take Prince for awak down the back steps.”

A few of the servants glanced a him. startled by hisfine clothing in such aplace, but they did not ask any
questions, and he, too, |eft as soon as he was full. The singer threaded hisway back along the passages
to Melisande s quarters and let himsdlf in. Prince was overjoyed to see him. With an eager pup tugging at
one arm, Kattanan pulled open the back door, and followed the tumbling puppy down the steps. The air
was cooling, and he saw he had not much time before sunset. Below, theirregularly shaped courtyard
was flagged with old stone and overlooked by few windows. Its outside wall was at the cliffs edge with
only afew arrow ditslooking through. A watchtower formed the narrow end, guarding an iron gate with
access to anarrow road winding away aong the canyon. The guardsman above hailed him and resumed
hiswatch over the cliff and road.

After alittlewhile. Kattanan pulled arductant Prince back upstairs and let him play in the Stting room
while he opened histrunk. He had neither tunic nor robe in mourning red for the evening ceremony.
Nevertheless, he changed out of the darker onein favor of the closest color he could find, the swirling
pattern of the southern silk he had been given so long ago. He rummaged through to find asmall dagger,
kept very sharp, and took it with him to the ba cony.

“Goddess.” hesaid doud. “1 have none of your color but what flowsin my veins. Hold this not against
the baron.” He made the sign of the Goddess, then pricked hisfinger. With a steady hand, hetraced a
circle on hisforehead and shesthed the dagger.

“Oh, thereyou arel” cried Mdisande. “Help mewith thislacing.”
“I'll getit!” A familiar lady emerged from the other room, giving Kattanan a queer look.
“I have no red, my lady,” he explained briefly.

“We could have found you something,” the lady snapped. “ Thereisno cdl for one of Her Highness's
party to mark himsdlf like a peasant.”

“| do this as one who loved the baron. He is worthy of such honor as| know how to give.”

Melisande smirked at the lady. “1t seems, Ethdinda, that my singer isnot just fair of speech, but humble



before the Goddess aswell.”

“No doubt we could learn much from him,” Ethelinda drawled. She tightened the laces of the princess's
crimson gown and stepped back for alook. “If it were of adifferent color. Y our Highness, | should think
it agown of courting rather than mourning.”

“It was my mother’s” Mdisande said, turning away.

Ethelinda’ s face wore a permanent frown that she turned from Kattanan to the princess asif unsure which
was more deserving of her disgpprova. “Y our Highness, we should be going.”

Mélisande swept out ahead of them into the degpening day. “We are to meet my brother before the
chapel,” she said over her shoulder.

“Very good. Princess, but isthat any reason to run?’ Ethelinda herself moved acrossthe courtyard in an
even glide, her skirt lifted just above the ground but not high enough to reved her feet. Kattanan waked
at the end of this strange parade, breathing carefully to stedl himself for the funerd. When they reached
the chapel, the prince waited, arrayed in red. Shetook his arm, and they moved together onto the funera
ground; the other groups moved in behind them until al were arranged on the upwind side of the bier that
had been built there. An aging priestess was just finishing the saventh circuit around the body, then stood
to address them. Shewas clad in amonastic robe, blood red in hue. with acircle of red drawn on her
forehead. Kattanan thought her glance to him was not unfavorable.

“When the Goddessfirst walked,” she began, in avoice both tremulous and commanding. “ She was
alone upon the stone, and it grieved Her. Where She stepped, grass grew up to meet Her. Where She
sat, rivers sprang up for Her. Where She lay to deep, mountains came to honor Her. So full of joy was
She a thisthat She swept ahand through the sky and caused arain of starsto fall upon Her land. Where
they fdl, men were born. They were of light and goodness while She stayed, but when She waked from
them, the men forgot Her name and grew old and angry, and struck out at each other. She walked far,
and returned to find them dead. Long She wept and tore Her hair, and from these things were women
born. They were acomfort to Her, and taught Her joy again. In blessing of them, She danced thefirst
circle, and they behind Her. Where their feet tread, they danced upon the dust, and new men roseto
follow; men not of star alone, but of al the stuff of earth. By fire we take the earth from this man,
returning himto the dars”

“By fire,” the crowd murmured.

Squire Montgomery, nearest to arelative the baron had in this city, stepped forward with abrand and lit
acorner of the red cloth. Soon it was ablaze, echoing the sunset al around. The priestess began the
evening chant, and they followed her until the sky fdll dark and the stars and flame were dl that remained.
Kattanan kept hisvoicelow in the gradua darkness, watching the flickering reflected in the princess sdry
eyes|ong after his own welled up with tears again. Wolfram' s head was bowed, but he could not hide his
grief from the Snger’ skeen ears. At last the priestess lowered both arms and voice, made the sign of the
Goddess, and vanished into the garden. The crowd filed into the castle and dispersed.

Kattanan hovered in the sitting room until the ladies had al 1eft, and he could open his own door, holding
the puppy at bay with one hand. He dipped into adeeping shift. It was then he redlized no extra blanket
had been brought for him, and Prince was aready worrying the one with hislittle teeth. He sorted along
cloak out of histrunk, wrapped it around himsdf, and lay down on the narrow bed. Moonlight filled the
little room, shining on the puppy as he growled over his bed. Soon Prince abandoned the blanket in favor
of Kattanan's cloak, draping himsdf over the singer’ sribsto gnaw on its hood. Kattanan rolled his eyes,
then clamped them shut; at least the dog kept him warmer. Oncein awhile, awarm tongue sought out his



face and smothered him with wet affection. As helay grumbling to himself, there was aknock on the
door. The opened door revealed Laura, carrying asoft bundle. “A blanket.” she said, handing it over.
Sheleft the snger outlined by moonlight, clutching the gift to his chest.



Chapter 6

The next morning. Kattanan discovered that hiswindow also faced the rising sun. Prince awoke once
Kattanan started moving, dapping him with histail and dancing around his feet. Kattanan dressed and let
the puppy follow him into the sitting room. All was till and dark there; heavy draperies hung over the
windows. A pitcher of water stood by from which hefilled his basin to wash hisface and hands. He
rubbed away the stain where the circle had been drawn on his forehead. Prince dashed between the
singer and the door, so Kattanan was forced to take the pup out again, barely holding back its headlong
flight down the steep stair. A few servants poured basins out the windows and shook out mats. A pinkish
light hung over dl. dazzling him from the ornate brickwork of the towers. The outer wall cast along
shadow pierced by the glow of arrow dlits.

“Hey, hello!” The guard above waved. “Come on up. Not much company this hour.”

Kattanan found alittle door by the cliff and followed Prince up the stairs until the pup burst into sunlight
again. The guard laughed. He seemed haf again astall as Kattanan and his voice was degp with
overtones of the mountain folk, which suited histhick, ruddy beard. He leaned his pike against the wall
and knelt to tug the puppy’ sears. “Not your'n, I’ [l wager.”

“Pleasetell no one. He was a gift to the princess, and she fears her brother will be angry.”

“Sheneedn’t fear him. but I’ [l be close with her secret if ye bring him to visit.” Prince grabbed his huge
thumb and pulled fiercely. “We kept dogs on the farm. None o little, though.”

“HisnameisPrince”
The guard laughed even more. “I’m called Rolf.” He held out a hand to the singer.
“Kattanan duRhys.” Rolfs grip swalowed hishand. “ Are you up here every morning?’

“Every morning since the captain said | snored.” Another laugh. “ Suits mefine. The barracks |l be near
empty when | get in. and the others missthis grand show.” He waved an arm to take in the sunrise over
the canyon and hills. When he turned to the castle, Kattanan saw alarge company departing on the near
bridge, led by the banner of Umberlundt. He let out along breath and noticed asidelong glance from
Rolf. “Not sorry ye' re stayin' behind?’

Kattanan shook his head. “1 did not have many friendsthere”

“Countrified. They're not used to seeing folk of other breedin’ out that way and don’'t much liketo. far's
| can see” The big man snorted. “1 was paraded for a giant there once.”

“Paraded?’

“Aye. The robbers who caught me took me for some kind of idiot, on account of my size. They made the
mistake o' bringin’ me here, among others from my home, who made them take their punishment and
more, in the city Street, no less. After some of the guard died, the king was brought in and Prince
Wolfram with him. HisMgesty wasfor death for dl our lot. but | reckon the prince stayed hishand. He
gpoke to me and looked at me as aman, though he was not much more than alad. I’d not understood
what he said, but he was clearly decidin’ my fate, so | offered him my sword on my knees. He looked
just at me. took that sword, and woreit at his side. Hetook meto his service, so here | stay. It wasten
years ago, or more.” Kattanan said nothing as Prince legpt between them, yapping. Rolf regarded him



dlently, dark eyesdightly narrowed. “Y e have somewhat to think on. Will ye not talk instead?’
The singer shook himslf “I should return to chambers, the princess will berisng soon.”

“‘Twasaquegtion, not athreat.” Rolf kndlt to tusde with the puppy. “Y e know where I’ m found, little
man. I’vejust not found an ear of late, and the men’'ve dl heard my tales.”

Kattanan felt himsdlf relax. “I would like to hear them. Songs, too. if you have any.”

“Haven't 1?7’ Rolf laughed again. *Y e know not what ye re asking, Kattanan duRhys. but I’ [l more than
willingly giveit. Bring yer friend again tomorrow if ye can.”

“I will come.” Thesinger caught himsalf bowing to this huge man and smiled briefly instead, dragging the
pup back down the winding stair and across to their own steps.

The princess, in fact, had not risen, although severa maids were fussing over her chambers aready.
Among them, Lauraflashed asmile. Dark hair, going alittle gray, hung braided over her shoulder.
Catching hisregard, she crossed to the singer. “ The priestess was asking if she need cometoday. |
figured not. Was| right?’

“I would gladly sing the Prayers. It kegps mein tune, and Her Highness has afine voice.”

Lauralaughed lightly. “* Twas the only lesson of hers she paid heed to. Y ou should see her in court,
kicking her throne like a child. She makes faces at the prince when she thinks he’ snot looking. It sa
good thing she' snot eldest, or the kingdom would be hersto rule someday.”

“| thought they had two elder Ssters.”

“Wall, both of them married foreign princes and are queens now, 0 it fallsto Prince Wolfram. | think the
king wanted that anyhow. He has not thought much of the ruling queens he has known. Helped to bring
onedown infact, not far from here.”

Kattanan looked sharply away. “I’ve heard. Should | get this puppy out of the way?’
Laurawasfrowning at him. “That would be best. The fewer that know about him, the better.”

With the pup in tow, Kattanan went back to his own room. He left Prince there, whining and scratching
againgt the door. The maids worked around him, drawing back drapes and refilling the basins, ressting
his attemptsto help, so he was | eft with little to occupy himself. He picked abook off the shelf and
settled into achair in the corner. The book turned out to be a Strelledor text, atestament of Sofiya, one
of the early priestesses, and quite arare volume. Soon the singer was lost to the world in words both
ancient and holy.

“How can you read that stuff?” Mdlisande demanded as she flounced out of her room.

“Arewefeding petulant thismorning, Y our Highness?’ Laura asked, following with agreen gown over
her arm.

“I canfed however | like; I'm the princess! Today | do not fed like green.” She eyed the gown and
flicked it away. “What is my schedule?’

“You areto gt in court in the morning—"

“Ugh!” Mdisande shivered. “ Tel Wolfiel’'msck.”



“Y ou are not sick, and you ought to go to court, Y our Highness,” Laura advised.
“Itistimefor prayers, Y our Highness,” Kattanan pointed ot.
“Begin,” she sad, sitting down regdly and offering him abrush.

Asbefore when he sang the prayer, Melisande joined in smoothly, then Laura. The sound drifted dowly
down when they finished, but they held still along moment, the singer, and the princess glowing before
him. Kattanan lifted the brush then and brushed out Mdisande s soft hair.

Laura started to go back to the wardrobe, but the princess' s voice stopped her, “1 think green will be
fine, Laura. And my suede dippers; | am going to court, after al.” Shefollowed her maid to the bedroom
to dress. Another servant camein shortly after with atray of bread and honey butter and a pitcher of
fresh milk for the princess s breakfast. The handful of servants|eft for their other duties, and Kattanan
noticed the lady who had dipped in earlier. She waited calmly on the far sde of the fireplace.

“Would my lady careto sit?’ he asked.

Sheturned to look at him with arustle of her long veil, adeep purple with threads of gold. Her skinwas
dark, but her facewaslit by alovely smile. Thelady hersaf was neither so tal nor fair as the others of
Melisande' s service, but with rounded hips and full chest accentuated by a neckline atouch too low.
When she spoke, her voice hinted of laughter, and aforeign air. “1 will St at court for many hours, no
doubt, so | would stand now. Y ou arethe singer. | was not there to hear you at the ball, but | did enjoy
your prayer. | am Faedre, late of the east.”

“Itisapleasureto meet you, my lady.” He remained standing, twitching the brush.

“Y ou have been brushing her hair.” Lady Faedre took astep toward him, hands gently clasped at her
wag. “Thehair isvery important here, isit not?’

Kattanan asked uneasily, “ Do you not know the Goddess?’

“I wasraised in the arms of ajoined god and goddess, so if you mean do | worship your Finistrel, | must
say | do not. What isthis taboo about the hair?’

“We are taught that women grew from Her hair and Her tears. It iswhy monks and priestesses shave
their heads, to show that they are not part of the cycle of creation.”

“Then should not you aso be bald?’ Her smile shone as swest, but there was atwitch of her brow like
theflick of abowstring.

“That has been said before.” Kattanan drew away alittle.

“But you do not do this. Are you not so enamored of your Goddess as to make that gesture?’ She
advanced toward him. Her eyes were as dark as a snake’ s but aswarm as asnake' seyesare cold. “|
only ask because | wish to understand.”

“l am”—he hesitated—"| would not be the same.”

“Without your hair, you might be amonk, rather than asinger. Y our hair determinesyour worth.” She
turned back toward the door from which Melisande would emerge.

Kattanan pulled a chair out and sat down, trembling dightly, glad to escape those eyes. When the door
opened, he rose but kept his head bowed.



“Faedrel 1 am so glad you're here. Areyou to escort me to court?” Melisande took the lady’ s handsin
hers and led her toward the breakfast tray.

“1 am. and you do not want to be late.” She took apost by the princess s chair as Melisande set into her
bread. Lauratrailed out soon after, polishing a coronet.

“Done. Your Highness.” Lauraheld out the coronet, and Faedre accepted it.

Meélisande devoured most of her food, quickly wiped her mouth, and stood.

“Shall we be going, Highness?’ Faedre asked, placing the coronet on the princess's head.
“Oh, yes. I’'m sure Wolfram will have some words for me before court anyhow.”
“Hedwaysdoes”

“With me, Kattanan,” the princess called over her shoulder asthe lady led her away. The singer flicked a
glance at Laura, who was cleaning the butter bowl with afinger. She smirked a him and tossed hima
dice of |eftover bread. He munched on this as he followed after the women. Faedre walked with agentle
sway, her gown clinging at thewaist. The veil ended just abovein arow of tassals. Occasiondly, atassH
would catch upon her hip and quiver there. Beside her, Mdisande lifted her skirt alittle higher than
propriety would wish. Had she not worn the coronet, the princess might be taken for alady-in-waiting
and her companion for aqueen.

Wolfram stood to welcome them when they arrived, and led his Sister to her throne. “1 am glad you have
joined me today, Mdisande.”

She nodded vague acknowledgment as she sat down. The room, a chamber off the Great Hall, was
bedecked with proud banners and ahuge portrait of the king, a young, dashing figure with one hand on
his sword hilt. His eyes were harsh and brilliant, watching every move his son made. Asde from asmdl
honor guard, they were the only ones present.

“I would spesk with you before we hear court thismorning,” Wolfram said, barely glancing at Kattanan.
The lady Faedre had dropped to a deep curtsy, head bowed. She rose dowly, looking up at just the
moment to catch the prince' s gaze; but she quickly turned and took a seet at the princess ssde. “1 was
vigted by one of your ladiesthismorning.”

“The Countess DuLamoor? She visited me yesterday,” Mdlisande remarked.

Wolfram sighed. “ She does not approve of your new arrangement.” He glanced to Kattanan, who had
Settled on the dai's between them.

“It’ snot for her to approve me. She' s been imperious ever since Mother died.”
“Our mother asked her to watch over you. She takes that request very serioudy.”

“Wall, I am not achild anymore! Shetriesto ruleme; and | don’t gppreciate your taking her side.”
Méelisande shook her hair down her back. “ Can | not decide who will serve me?’

“I’m not asking you to take back your decision, only to be more courteous about it. Y ou might begin by
gpologizing to her.” Wolfram held his handslow and beseeching.

“I will not. Sheinsulted my singer and told me | was not acting like roydty. She shall gpologize to meiif
she ever wantsto bein my presence again.”



“Her husband is quite powerful among the other lords, and we need their support. | know she does not
treat you asyou would like, but—"

“As| would like? As she ought, don’t you mean!” She swished out of the chair and whirled on him. “I
can't wait until | am married and out of this placel Faedre!” she snapped, then grabbed handfuls of her
gown and ran from the room. The lady rose smoothly, not neglecting to curtsy to the prince, and
followed, still swaying. Kattanan rose also, but looked at the prince.

“Shewill want you there.” Wolfram said. His head sank to hishands. “Wine, Thomas.”

The page came out of the shadows with ajug and goblet. He grinned briefly at Kattanan, then
concentrated on the pouring. The singer set out at atrot after the princess. He found them inawide
sunny room well appointed with cushions and window sests not far away .

“—and | am about to be married! By any measure, | am awoman, but he just won't see that!”
Mélisande was shouting, arms wide and begting at the air.

Faedre sat watching her, nodding sagely. “It isplain to al save the countess. Y our brother has had much
to think about and may prefer not to be aware of your problems.”

“What? What does he have on hismind? Thereis no war; Father issick, but has been for amonth. Yes.
he logt hisfriend the baron, but the only event isto be my wedding, if | find agroom who lives Evenif |
do. hewill ill think of meashislittlesger. If | werefirgtborn, | should have married aminor lord and
stayed here to be queen, then hewould see.”

“Y ou would be abold and lovely queen, not weak-stomached and pensive.”

“We are complete opposites, heand 1.” She planted her fistson her hips. “He'll sit at court al day and
decide nothing! What' sto think about? Farmers spats and petty theft.”

“Heislearning to beking.”

“Kings go to battle, or to hunt during peacetime. They make examples of people and command them.
That'swhat Father has aways done. If he were to be atrue king, my brother would have something
more important to worry about than how | choose to run my household. | made arequest of him
yesterday, one request, and he could not grant it.”

“Do not blame that on Prince Wolfram alone,” Kattanan suddenly said.
Both women stared at him. “What do you mean by that?’” Melisande demanded.

“Only that he asked my opinion of theman, and | gaveit, Y our Highness. The squireand | do not get on
well.” Kattanan studied her feet. “1 did not expect the princeto listen to me.”

Médisande gavealittlesgh.

Faedre sighed with her mistiress. “The marriage is one decision they cannot make for you. Then you may
at least rule aseparate household.” Faedre watched Kattanan through ditted eyes while she spoke. She
alowed adender ankle to escape the hem of her long skirt. She flexed that foot, and did it alittle farther
gtill. “Your brother tried, though, did he not? Spesking of hisfriend, the baron, and never of the other
auitors. | am sorry | was not herefor the bal. My husband was at |ast released from his suffering.” She
turned delicately aside.

“Oh. no,” the princess said, coming to Sit beside her lady. “Why did you say nothing?’



“Y ou have had adifficult timewhile | was gone, and | would not burden you with my own grief. | should
have remained at home to watch over our lands, but | did not want to leave you like that.” She gazed at
her mistresswith afaint smile.

“Y ou are so good to me, Faedre. | do not ever want to be without you. The othersjust don’'t
understand.” Melisande held Faedre s hands in both of hers.

“When you marry,” said the lady, “1 want to go with you to your new estate. Most of the court ladies
would not leave here, but | want to serve you wherever you go.”

Melisande grinned. “It doesn’t matter whom | marry, | will have you with me. In spite of everything, as
least | have your friendship.” The women embraced, and the princess beamed over her lady’ s shoulder.
She caught sight of Kattanan then, though he had turned away from their intimecy. “And you, Singer. |
want you to sing the prayers every morning.”

“I would be honored. Y our Highness.”
Faedre regarded the princess. “Y ou were to Sit at court today, Mdisande.”
“I can't. | hate how he treats me as an adult in public, then as a child when we are done.”

“The only way to show him your strength isto deny him the comfort of your absence. Y ou have as much
right to advise as he; more, because you are made as the Goddess. Take your rightful throne and hear
your people,” she urged.

The amileleft her face, but Meisande' s eyes were shining. “Y es, Faedre. He will not get the better of me,
no matter how angry he makes me. Let usreturn to court.”

In the room where Wolfram held court alarge crowd had gathered, so their entrance through the side
door was not noticed at first. Flanked by Faedre and Kattanan, Melisande glided forward. Heads
turned, then the people scrambled to their feet and bowed deeply. “I am glad you have not waited court
for me, brother.” She nodded gracioudy to the crowd.

Wolfram, too. had jumped up, and turned to offer her seat. “Good sister, you are awelcome guest this
morning.” Hetossed aquick glance to Faedre and the singer, eyes dark. “ These men have cometo ask
rightsto build adock on our side of the canyon.”

“As| wassaying. Your Highnesses,” said one of the el egant merchants before them, “landing the goods
upriver and hauling them overland, even so short adistance, requires al manner of expenses, especialy
when the loads are intended for the castle. With your good father’ s permission, | sent severad mento
investigate the castle side. They arein the process of mapping aseries of tunnels up from theriver into the
cadtleitsalf. Thereisevidence that adock had been built there before but was not maintained.”

“Isit not possible, my lord, that it was washed out by aflood? Our river frequently runs high, as you must
know,” the princessinterrupted.

The merchant looked at her with raised brows, then at the prince. “That is possible, Y our Highness, but
we arewilling to undertake the risk in order to providethis serviceto the castle”

“The question is not about the dock.” Wolfram settled back into histhrone. “1f you build and useit, you
will have an advantage over any other merchant we might buy from.”

Médisandefrowned alittle. “But thisis easier for both of us, brother.”



Wolfram set acaming hand upon hers. “Y ou are indeed correct, but it would be asif thisfellow were
our roya merchant, and we might feel constrained to buy only from him.” Before she could protest, he
went on, “Thereisasolution, however. Y ou may build your dock, and we shal buy it. Any merchant
who desires may land his goods and use the passages in his dealings with the castle. We shall have the
herads draw up papers and distribute them to dl of the guilds. In return for your excdlent initiative and
the mapping of the tunnels, we will grant you an exclusive contract for the class of goods of your choice
for sx months.”

At this, the merchants' faces brightened. “Y our Highness is both wise and generous.”
“When you are ready to begin construction, have a copy of the map sent up to me.”
“Yes, Your Highness.” He bowed first to the prince, then the princess, and | ft.

During the pause, Mdisande leaned over to her brother. “Wouldn't it be morefair to himto let him keep
the dock? He could rent it to the othersif they wanted to useit.”

“Commerce with the castle is not just another trade agreement. Our businessinfluences how the other
nobles purchase aswell, and even who holds power in the guilds and councils. To giveit dl to one man
would change the market of al the city, and perhaps beyond.”

The princess frowned. * But we might get cheaper goods.”
“Theworld isnot o smple asthat.”
“I know that!” she hissed a him, crossing her arms.

He caught her elbow before she could retresat to the far sde of the throne. “1 know you know, but you
may not know how that appliesin thisingtance.”

“| did not come herefor alecture. Wolfram.” She shook off his grasp.
“The Roya Messenger of Princess Asenith of Lochayn. for Prince Wolfram.”

Kattanan snapped dert, ricocheting his glance from the prince to the messenger, who wore the roya
badge that had once been his. He should have expected some contact with hisformer home. It seemed
unlikely that the Usurper’ s minionswould recognize him after so long, but he felt suddenly exposed,
waiting in the arms of trust for someone to betray him again.

“Y our betrothed sends warmest greetings unto you, Prince Wolfram,” the messenger began, “but regrets
that she will be unable to come to you before midsummer. The higher roads are till in snow, and there
have been many robbers of late. The king even now prepares arout of the hills, but he would not have
his daughter travel in danger. She begs your continued patience and goodwill, and sends regards to your
father and Sgter.”

Wolfram’sfacefell. “Have there been more threats against my betrothed and her father?’

The messenger shifted hisweight. “ She does not like to speak of it, but there have been. Still it is not
known whence come the rumors, but severd of the king'smost loyd have vanished. We doubt not that
they have been kidnapped by thisvillain who hurls such accusations againg the king, but isnot willing to
face him. When amessage isto be sent, three messengersride, al separately, and in guise of common
men o that we shall not be known for royal men. Mysdlf, Y our Highness, | changed into my livery not
haf an hour ago.”



“They areour dlies, should we not send aid?” Mdisandeinquired.

“What aid can | send?1 cannot done raise asmall army and march out to meet my bride, much asthat
might comfort her. Severd patrols of ours are dready assisting in tracking the kidnappers. | should take
thisup again with Father, in spite of hisillness.”

“Asenith isto be your wife; surely you can take some action.”

“Good sgter,” he began, but hisvoicewastight, “I would like very much to discuss thiswith you, but this
man iswaiting on our dismissal to take hisrest.” He again addressed the messenger. “ Thank you for your
painsin bringing this message and for sharing your news. Would you join me after supper inmy
chambers?’

“I would be honored, Y our Highness.” The man bowed deeply and took hisleave.

Mdisande, arms crossed, glowered just abit. “ There was no need to rebuke me,” she grumbled under
her breath. Faedre patted her arm with anod.

She did not speak for the rest of court, though she managed to acknowledge the supplicants and
messengers with some grace. Kattanan sat alittle behind her throne, till redling from the news that
Wolfram would wed his cousin. He did not remember much of her, except her laughter. Being two years
older than he and taler, shetook it on hersdlf to torment him while they were growing up at the castle. He
had seen her once since then, at a concert at the monastery shortly before heleft. She would betal and
beautiful by now, but when he heard the name, he pictured an eleven-year-old princess seated among
friends, who saw him as he stood to solo and laughed until the abbot asked for her silence, ringing high
laughter, piercing asthe cry of ahawk. But Wolfram might never have met his bride. Kattanan shifted a
little so that he could see the prince in the gap between the thrones. His tawny head was cocked to one
sde, intent on the old woman before him. He nodded as he listened, and sighed at the end of her tale.

“Ancient hag,” Faedre svoice hissed. “It does not surprise me that she was caught steding from a
temple. It does surprise me she was brought before roya court, though.”

Mélisande nodded absently to this comment, smiling stiffly.

“If it painsyou to kned, then pleaserise,” the prince said. “I would not have you caused more
discomfort.” Asthe old woman rose, the hood fell back from her head and showed her naked scalp. The
gathering murmured at thisrevelation. “Y ou are apriestess.”

“I was. Y our Highness.” the woman said through crumbling teeth, “but | have no temple, and those of the
city would not have me. Goddess forgive me for taking of their bread.” She moved to make the sign of
the Goddess, but doubled over, coughing.

“Thomas, some water,” the prince ordered, but the page |ooked around. There was no spare cup. “Use
mine. Thiswoman is of the Goddess and deserves at least that much.”

The boy offered it to her and held it while she drank deeply. “1 thank you, Thomas, and you, Y our
Highness. When you fed most accursed, then shdl you find blessng.”

“Y ou do readily admit the theft, Priestess, so it cannot go unnoticed. Takethislady to thetempleinthe
garden there to atone for her wrong, and to pray for those who have wronged her. | give her leaveto
stay there until her every prayer isdone.”

She shuffled toward him, waving back the guards, and bent to kiss his boot. Wolfram touched her
stooped and ragged shoulder. “1 am not the king, you need not do obeisance to me.”



“Y ou never will be, Highness, but are more deserving than who shall follow.” She shuffled backward
then, without explaining, despite the sudden rise in the murmurs of the court.

“What afoul creature! And what she said to you.” Mdisande shuddered. “If you are accursed, it isby
such words.” Faedre looked quickly to her mistress; she had been watching the back of the old woman
asshewasled away.

“Let her done, agter.” Wolfram sighed. “ Sheis aged, and may befecble. If sheisnot, then at least | have
her blessng aswell.” He wiped ahand over hisface, and Kattanan noticed the droop of his shoulders, as
if borne down by the crown above. “How many more?’

“Only two who must be seen today, Y our Highness,” the herald responded.
“Bring them up and let them be quick.”

Fortunately, the last two cases were easily resolved. Wolfram asked Melisande and her attendantsto join
him in his chambersfor supper, and she accepted in the most civil tones but did not take his offered arm.
They dined smply in the prince s Stting room, with Thomas sitting tall by Kattanan’sside.

“| appreciate your presencein court, Mdisande, and that you clearly took interest in it today,” the prince
sad, pushing away hisplate.

“I’m so glad you noticed.” Melisande dissected the chicken leg that lay on her plate.
“Peasetdl mewhat’' s bothering you.”

“Many things.” the princess said, “but mostly why you won't help Asenith. I ve heard her messagesin the
past and seen her portrait; | would like to meet her. but you won'’t do anything, even though you know
sheisinneed”

“Let metell youwhat | could not say while her messenger wasthere.” Theforce of hiswords made her
draw back atouch. “ Thisis the third time she has postponed coming. She may in fact bein danger, but
her father has his own armies, his own spies, and knows much more about the Stuation than | do. If she
were ready to come, and he ready to let her, she would be here by now. | know they have received
threats. More than one voice has accused her father of usurping athrone that should not have been his,
not saving akingdom from amadwoman who killed her own sons as he has professed—" Kattanan
choked and dropped hisfork, but quieted himsdf when their eyes were upon him. Wolfram continued,
“They are ill only anonymous voices, though, and not enough to hold back aking from his purposes. So
sheishiding behind this excuse, or something elseisgoing on.” He caught his bresth and stared at his
sster, who stared back, but with lowered chin and aguilty air. “1 will not send aid they do not want, and
| will not go to someonewho is not ready.”

“How could | know dl this, Wolfram? Maybeif | had known, | would have held my tonguein court.”
Redlizing the opening she had |eft him, Melisande plunged ahead. “ If you have so many suspicions, why
ask to talk to the messenger? Hewon't tell the truth beyond what he has already said. What isthe
purpose?’

“If I ask enough questions of him, | may begin to see what he leaves out of the answers.”

Mélisande said nothing. Wolfram finaly looked away from her. “1 do want you to be at court, Melisande,
but please trust that | know what | am about.”

She snorted at this, but then smiled alittle. “Only if you will trust that | know what | am abouit. | will dedl
with my household and my ladiesas| seefit.”



“ I:irE_”

There was a tentative knock, and Thomas, who' d been leaning on his arm through the conversation, did
from hischair to investigate. He came back and whispered to the prince.

“The messenger has arrived. | think it were best if | spoke with him alone.” Wolfram raised an eyebrow
at Mdisande, who grumbled, but rose to go.

Faedre stood and made abrief curtsy, flashing her smile at him and making sure his eyeswere on her as
sheturned to follow.

Thomas |ooked after Kattanan and sighed, offering asmall wave with one hand.

“I shal not have need of you until this evening. Thomas. Perhaps you would like the afternoon with your
friend?” Wolfram said, stooping to look the boy in the eye.

“Thank you. Y our Highness!” He bobbed into a haf bow, but the prince caught him before he could go
too far and whispered in his ear. The boy nodded and dipped out the door.

“Kat!” he called out, dashing up behind them. “The prince says| can come with you.”
“Wonderful!” The singer took hishand. “I want to hear al about your duties.”

Faedre dowed alittle. “Thomas, isit? Y ou must be avery good boy to work for the prince.”
“He says s0.” Thomas pulled closer to Kattanan, looking up at her. “ Y ou're dark.”

Faedre laughed lightly. “I am. | come from a country far from here, but my husband brought metolivein
hishome”

“Whereishe?’

“He went to be with the Goddessin the stars.”

“Oh,” Thomas said, eyeswide. “But you didn’t go home.”

“No, Thomas. | have too many friends here. Would you like to be my friend?’
He thought a moment, glancing at Kattanan.

“Here. I'll lift you up so you can see better.” They were turning into the garden, and Faedre crouched
beside the boy. but he hung back. “Y ou know itisn't niceto refuse alady.” He reluctantly rel eased
Kattanan's hand and went to her. “That’ s better. | can see we' re going to be good friends.” She took
him in her arms and moved away from the Singer, talking to Thomasin alow voice.

“I did not know she was so good with children.” Melisande commented. “Where shal wewak?| have
to go feed Prince soon, but we have alittle time. Have you seen the garden house?’

“I don't think so. Y our Highness.”

“Thisway. then.” She gathered up her skirt and headed toward the far corner of the gardens, with
Kattanan trailing after, still watching the way Faedre had taken Thomas.

They passed the spire of the little chapel when aquavering voice called out. “Hail, Sirel”

The pair turned, dready half bowing, and exchanged a startled glance, but no one was there except an



old woman. It took amoment before K attanan recognized her as the priestess from that morning’ s court;
she had been bathed and dressed in a clean robe, but the wrinkles of her face and arms seemed lined
with agrimethat could not come clean. Melisande straightened immediately, lips pinched.

“Hall. King.” the woman said, “and to you adso. Royal Highness.” Her eyesrolled, one the green of
agae, the other amuddy brown.

“Areyou blind? 1 am not the heir to the throne, and thisismy singer.” Melisande scoffed. “ Get you back
to the chapd and stop speaking nonsense.”

“I speak not sense, but truth,” she returned, suddenly focusing both eyes on the princess. “One eye sees
the present”—she shut the green eye for amoment—"the other seeswhat will be.” Now, only the green
eyewasvishble. “You know not truth from sense, nor then from now, nor beauty from your own face.”

She drew back, her face pale. “Y ou may get pity from my brother, but you'll have none of me.”

“No, none of thee, nor would | want aught of thee.” She turned on Kattanan and bowed again. “But of
thee, Sire, aboon indeed.”

“I am no king, nor shdl be,” Kattanan protested, but his hands trembled, and he could not keep the
tremor from hisvoice.

Melisande' stroubled face turned toward him asif to spesk, but the old woman swept a hand through the
arr. “Were the Goddess waking, would you turn her away with no ear?’

“No, Granny, if she choseto speak to me.”
“And how shdl ye know her. if shewalked?’ Her eye narrowed on him.,

“You are closeto sacrilege, Priestess,” the princess interrupted, stepping between the madwoman and
her singer.

“ She walks when She wants, and does not alwaystell Her people, Roya Highness. Would that your
future were not clear, and | could shut my eyes upon it and so sever you from glory.”

Melisande s eyesflew wide. “ Enough, you old witch! Get out of my garden, or | shdl have you thrown
out asyou deserve. If Wolfram knew you would insult me, he would have cast you in the dungeon where
dark thingsbelong.”

The old woman let out a screech of laughter. “Know you only sense? Even your brother you do not
recognize, nor thisonein guise of aservant. Not long now, and you will seedl | say. Hall, King!” So
saying, she turned and vanished into the chapdl.

Melisande relaxed and smiled a Kattanan. “ Remind me not to walk thisway until that hag is out of the
paace.”

“Nor I, Your Highness. | have no wish to be accosted by amadwoman.” Even ashe said it, he shivered,
and the sun could not warm him. “ Hail, King!” gtill echoed through histhoughts.

“| wonder what she thought to ask of you.” Mdlisande studied him. “Maybe we should have heard her
out. She deserves my ridicule more than my anger.”

“Sheisdill apriestess, and under your brother’ s protection. Highness.”

There was a pattering of feet behind them, and Thomas ran for Kattanan. clinging to hislegs. Close



behind, Faedre walked. “He just started crying and ran. What was| to do?’

Kattanan knelt with the page and touched his cheek. “ Are you okay, Tom?’
“Isshemy friend?’ Thomaswhispered.

“I don’'t know. What happened?’

“She said the princeis her friend and he would want her to know what he saysto me.”
“What did you say?’

“I didn't tell her. The prince said never tell without asking him firs.”

“Youdidwell, Thomas.” But he saw that the tale was not al done. “What isit?’

“Shesaid | shouldn't refuse alady; she asked if the Lady were here, would | say no to Her?” The boy
hesitated again, glancing over where Faedre and Mdlisande had gone.

“If the Lady needed to know what he said, wouldn't she dready?’
Kattanan smiled. “You'reright.”
Thomas sniffled, but smiled back alittle. “Then | did right?’

“Yes, you did. When the prince tells you something, you should tdll it only if heletsyou. Hewould be
very proud of you. and soam |.”

Thomas grinned & this. “Do | haveto be friends with her?’
“No, you don't. But you should till be niceto her because sheisalady.”
“Okay—oh! The princetold meto ask you if you thought about it. What does he mean?’

“Youtell the prince | haven't decided yet.” They came up to walk behind Faedre and Mdlisande as they
went farther into the garden. Thomas was polite to Faedre. but spoke with her little, so intent washeto
tell Kattanan everything he had done in the past two days. They passed the afternoon there, until
Melisande' s etiquette teacher took her off to study, with Faedre following. Kattanan and Thomas
wandered the castl€' s dark passages and grand hdls until evening, when they parted to their respective
suppers. The next few daysfdl into aroutine of courts and meals, public and private. Each morning,
Kattanan and Prince walked to the watchtower to visit Rolf, where they heard the Stories of hisland. The
guardsman did not ask many questions of his new companion, but ended most days with the offer of his
own ear. if the singer had some private story to tell. Kattanan was able to spend his afternoons when he
was not atending the princess reading from her library. Asfor Meisande, she sang with Kattanan in the
mornings, sometimesjoined by Faedre and Laura, and after supper, she argued the dlegories with him
while they walked the garden, or watched the rain fall from some covered bacony. The prince took
many meals with them to defend his decisions, but did not seek another meeting with the singer, and
Kattanan was content to leave it that way until the letter came.

They were Sitting at court, very much asthe first time Kattanan had gone, except that asmall chair had
been provided for him beside the princess. Melisande frequently used him to whisper her commentsto
the prince; Faedre had begun in thisrole, but al the men of the court watched her as she knelt beside the
prince and as she walked back to Mdisande. There had been no such messagestoday, and Kattanan
hoped the princess had become more fruga with her opinions, but the day was till young. After arather



tedious matter involving disputed cattle, arichly dressed messenger approached and bowed deeply, first
to the princess, then to her brother. “My lord Earl Orie of Gamel’ s Grove bids me bear his greetingsto
Y our Highnesses, and a letter to the beauteous Princess Mdisande.”

Méelisande straightened immediately. “ Pray continue. | am eager for news.”

He drew out afolded parchment and held it before him. *“* Unto Her Highness, the most gracious and fair
Princess Mdisande, does Earl Orie of Gamd’s Grove send most humble greetings. A week has passed
gncelast | looked upon you. and no week was ever so hard on any man. Often | think on your graceful
dance and on your kind voice. Please think me not heartless to press my suit so soon after your intended
was sent to the stars. Rather, | would hope you see me for the weak flesh that | am. unableto passa
moment without thought of you. If Y our Highness would permit me again thejoy of your company. |
have need to trave to the city three days hence and would come before you. Asbefore. | cannot stay
more than afew days, but little would please me more than to spend them with you. Please send word by
thisman. | await your reply in loving impatience, your servant. Earl Orie.” The man passed it to
Méelisande unfolded, and shetook it lightly. Beneath the Signature asreed, there was asmall postscript: “I
hope that my parting gift has given you dl the affection due you in my absence.”

Melisande laughed &t this, despite the queer look Wolfram shot her. “Tell the good earl that | would be
most willing to share my company with him, and look forward to hisarriva with ajoyous heart. May the
Goddesswak with him until then.”

The messenger bowed again and took his leave, finding a place among the nobleswho watched al of
these proceedings with smiles and nods.

Wolfram, too, smiled, but the expression seemed at war with the darkness of hiseyes. “| seeyou are
well pleased by this, sster. It gladdens me that the death of the baron has not caused you to lose faith or
interest in marriage.”

“Oh. | should hope not. Wolfram. Rather | hope that we shall both be happily wed afore long and
fulfilling the gift of the Goddessto bring new lifeinto thisworld.” Shelooked upon him with addicate
smile and atiny sigh, unnoticed by most viewers, but the prince turned away from her and spokelittleto
her through the rest of court. When he did glance a her. she waved the folded letter before her like afan
and gavetha same amile.

At last court was over, and the prince stiffly gave Mdisande hisarm. The door had just shut behind them
when she said with agrin, “ Jelousy does not become you, Wolfie.”

“Nor does gloating become you.”

“I am merely pleased that one of my suitors broke with propriety to send hislove, and hiswish for a
mesting. It isashame your Asenith can't bewith us”

“Areyou still on about that? | thought you understood why | have taken no action.”

“| do understand.” Melisande patted hisarm, still smiling. “1 smply begin to wonder if | won’t be married
before you even meet your betrothed.” She dropped his arm then and walked ahead, chin held high. She
had not gone far, though, when she looked back. “Where is Faedre? Kattanan. go and find her.”

When he opened the door to the audience chamber, Faedre practically walked into him. then breezed
by, but not before he saw what had kept her: the messenger from Game’ s Grove just dipping out the
opposite door. Kattanan shut the door and caught up with the small party, though he could hear them

before he saw them.



“Perhapsit were best if | ate donetoday!” the prince was saying.

“Y ou can’'t even be happy for me because | have acaring suitor. Instead you stand there cautioning me
and mooning over this Lochayn girl, but can’t even bestir yoursdlf to help her!”

“Don’'t you think | want to do something?’

“I don’t know anything of the kind! I hope Father gets well soon, because he would do something about
this. And about you! Have you even told him about the message?’

“He doesn’'t need my worries on top of his own, and his concern about the wizard—"

“That' sanother thing! Who isthis wizard? Have you done anything to find out? Someone may betrying
to kill our father, and you' re not doing anything about it. Y ou should have been with him on that hunting
trip. Instead, you were settling some petty whestfield squabble when your father needed you! If hedies,
it will be onyour head. | hate you!” She ran down the hall, pushing through the honor guard. “Don’t
follow me, | want to be done!”

“Nothing! Sandy, there was nothing | could have done, evenif I’ d been there.”

“That isno excuseto ydl at your Sster like acommon child. All shewantsisfor you to be happy for her,
and | do not understand why you can’t do that. Y our Highness.” Faedre spoke softly and turned to go,
leaving the confused guard and their master standing in the hall in Slence.



Chapter 7

Kattanan watched them go, then glanced toward the prince, who remained as he had been l€eft. “1 cannot
both find and avoid awizard, and | cannot leave the castle while | am needed.” He spoke softly, asif il
trying to explain to Melisande.

“No one expectsit, Yer Highness,” one of the guards said, with afamiliar accent and adight nod to
Kattanan.

“ She expectsthat and more, that | should single-handedly cross the mountains and fetch my bride, cure
my father with aglance, then punish the wizard who may have doneit!” The prince threw hishandsin the
air, then realized with whom he was speaking and stopped himself “Y ou are not regularly in my guard.”

“No, Y er Highness. Bertram of Redstock took ill thismorning early.”
“I trust you know what is expected of aroya guard.”

“To be seen and not heard, to defend the roya family at dl cogts, Y er Highness.” The huge man gave a
little bow.

“Why am | hearing you now?’ the prince inquired.
Rolf pulled himsdf straight. “I am ever in yer defense, Y er Highness”

Wolfram continued to scowl for amoment, but asmile played about hislips. “Y ou will need to be quite
vigilant to defend me from my sster’ s accusations. Who are you?’

“| am called Rolf of the Prince’ sMercy.”

Now Wolfram nearly laughed. “Rolf of thewhat?’

“The Princeé sMercy, Yer Highness. ‘ Twas ten years past that you spared my life”

The prince' s eyeswidened. “Y ou did not speak our language then.”

“‘Tisatrifleto learn the tongue of one' schosen lord, Y er Highness”

“But no trifle to use that tongue to the prince without being asked.”

At this, the other guards shifted their eyes away, exchanging smug glances.

“No, Yer Highness. And | deserve no further mercy from ye than what ye have granted.”

“Y ou have spoken boldly, and | would find out if you act boldly aswell. From thisday. | want you in my
guard, oncal at al hours. If | do not deep, you will have no rest, understood?’

Rolf bowed low now. “Aye. Y er Highness, have no fear; | am your man.”

“Well, Ralf, snce my sster has spurned me. | should dinewith my lord, if hewill have me. Totheking's
chambers.” The guards shuffled back into order, with Rolf just before the prince. At lagt, the prince
turned his attention to Kattanan. “Will you come. Snger?’

The singer bowed and fell in behind the prince. When they reached the king' s door, the guards stood
asde, and a servant dipped in to announce the prince. He emerged in amoment, and said, “Thekingisin



conference, and bids you wait hisleisure” Wolfram turned aside from the door and shared quiet words
with the chamberlain.

Rolf stooped alittle to Kattanan’ s ear. “What' sthis, the king making his heir wait in the hdl, not even the
antechamber?’

The singer shrugged. “1 don’t know the protocols of Bernholt. The king did not seem well when last |
saw him; perhaps he speakswith his physician.”

“I’ve heard that there' s something sour between the king and his son.”

Before Kattanan could comment on this, the door opened, and Lady Faedre curtsied to the prince on her
way by. “Theking isfeding quite hisold self today. Y our Highness.” She did not look back, but his eyes
followed the sway of her hips. Mogt of the guards nodded and smiled after her, but Rolf watched only
the prince, withasmal frown.

Wolfram lowered his head, drawing hisfingers aong the points of the heavy crown. The door reopened,
and the prince beckoned Kattanan with him as he entered. The door had barely shut out the light behind
them when the king’ s voice flared. “When would you have told me about the message from Lochdyn?’

Wolfram kndlt at the bedside. “I1t held nothing new for elther of us. | saw no need—"

“Y ou saw no need.” The old man pushed himself up. “1 lie here dying, with you for an heir—" He
crumpled back onto the pillows, coughing.

“| saw no need to disturb your rest, Sire,” Wolfram continued quietly. “Had there been good news, |
would have cometo you immediately.”

“Isthat why | heard of the baron’ s death from a servant before | heard from you?’

Wolfram looked down &t his hands resting on the old man’sbed. “He was my friend, Sire. May | not
mourn in my own fashion?’

“You areto beking! Nothing isin your own fashion, but in that of kingship done.” Spasmswracked his
thin form, shaking the prince’ s head where he had buried it in his hands. The old man struggled to regain
himsdlf and won. “Y ou are as nothing while | yet live, and were my fool doctor to help me up. | would sit
at court mysdlf. Then would you know kingship.” One hand dapped against the velvet bedclothes.

“I would help you up, Sire, and take you there.” Wolfram’s voice was small and distant.

“Y ou can barely support that crown,” the king scoffed. “How could you support the man who should
wear it?” He coughed into a handkerchief leaving a speckling of blood upon hislips. “ Faedretellsmel
am not the only one you neglect,” the king continued in a softer tone. “ Aside from the princess you have
yet to wed, she says you rebuke your own sister a every turn.”

“There are many things Mdlisande does not understand, Y our Mgesty,” the prince began.
“So my daughter lacks the wisdom you so clearly demonstrate?’ the king snapped.

“What do you want from me. Father? If you would just tell me, | would do it. Should | go to Lochdyn?
What if itisaruse, and | caught them at it? How then would they save face? Only by war or further
deceit. Should | cometo you before | have mastered my own grief and add it to yours? Or should | ask
you before | make any choice at dl?1 did once, and you gave me only anger then aswell.” Wolfram
flung himsdlf away from the bed and towered over hisfather in the gloom.



“At least you are gtill man enough to return my anger,” the king responded with afera grin. Hiseyes
were the hard blue of astorm at sea, hislips ill flecked with blood. “1 wanted you beside me on the
hunt; you could not do that, so | doubt you would obey me now.” He fluttered a hand toward his wasted
form. “I have lain here two months, isit? They give me potionsfor my pain, but the painis here’—he
tapped at histemple—"*knowing you will be unready. If only there were awar to hurl you into manhood.”

“Y ou worked hard to see that there was none, Sire,” his son said. “1 would hope to uphold your peace,
not your army.”

From where Kattanan knelt, he could see an old argument returning. The old king was carved by thefire
of the candles and by hisfever; his son stcood mostly in shadow, yet both faces held smilar expressions.

“I can wield asword, and | can strike any target with an arrow, Father, but these are weapons of fear
and of desth, and | would use any other means beforetaking alife.”

“People of the Goddesswill return to her at death, and those who are not will return to the blackness
whencethey came: to dl afittingend.”

“But to no man before histime.”

“They are not men. but animas.” the king hissed into the flickering light. “those skulking beasts of the
mountains. If they had the wit for magic. | would blamethem for thisbed | liein. They are bright enough
to provide some sport, but no more than afox or bear.”

“Y et they defend their children. They build homesfor themselves. Their speech isharsh to our ears, but
they Ing.”

The king's cackle sent tremorsthe length of hisbody. “1 would hardly use that term. Would you.
Snge?’

Kattanan was trapped by those eyes, by the dightly twisted smile. He thought of Ralf, onthelittlefarmin
the mountains where the guard' s parents rai sed sheep and traded wool with the Woodfolk. He could not
hear the prince breathing, but felt himsdf pinned by competing stares. Harsh breaths scraped between the
king'slips. The song formed almost before he was aware, cregping to hislipsin awhisper. Thelanguage
curved, rough-hewn into the darkness—a chant of high places, bright stars, and the fed of earth beneath
on€e sfeet, pounding after some beast of the forest. His whole body shook under the king' s storm-eyes,
hisvoice sinking low as adangerous growl grew in the old man’ sthroat. The king' s eyes narrowed, but
gtill he heard. Without warning, agoblet dashed the air, shattering hard againgt the wdl just over
Kattanan' s shoulder. Herb-tinged wine splashed hisface, and shards of glassfell against hisfeet.

“A song of the Woodfolk, Your Mgesty,” the singer said, hardly bresthing himsdlf. He sank back on his
hedls, finaly ableto lower hishead. Nothing stopped the trembling thistime.

“Hewas only answering your question, Father. Please treat him kindly.”

“It was arebellious answer, and unsought-for. | would be within my rightsto kill him now.” Theking's
hand still hovered in the air, tracing the wake of the hurled goblet. Sowly, though, helet it fall back. “But
he does please my daughter, and so | shall dlow hislife, aslong as he never again enters my presence
unbidden. Should he ever again give such an answer, hewill die and hisbody beleft to rot inthedirt.
Crawl from my sght, Cadtrate.”

Kattanan lowered his handsto the floor, fedling the bite of broken glass, but he heeded it not, making
painful progress toward the door. He pushed it open, then shut himself in the narrow antechamber.



Voiceswere low outside both doors. The guards laughter occasionally rose into his hearing, but there
was no more shouting, no crockery thrown. He pulled his hands againgt his chest and crouched there on
the floor, weeping.

When the hand touched him. he jerked away against abench. The hand lay warm and gentle upon his
shoulder, though, and waited until the last of the tremors receded.

“Come with me. Kattanan duRhys,” the prince whispered, and the singer rose to his feet, though he
wavered there along moment before he trusted himself to walk. Wolfram opened the door and preceded
himinto thefull light. With aflick of thewrigt, he gestured the ingtantly silent guards ahead of them. “I will
dinein my quarters. Inform the kitchen that the king requires meet today; venison if we haveit.” One of
the guard bowed and trotted off down the hall, asthe othersfdll in step. Rolf flashed severd worried
glances behind him, but marched on, asking no questions until they got to the prince s quarters, where he
turned smartly with an abbreviated bow.

“With permission. Highness?’ he said, but his eyeswere on Kattanan.
“Y ou know each other?’ the prince asked; his eyebrows rose.

“Aye, Highness”

“Good, then comein and assst me and you may tak dl you want.”
“Right gladly, Y er Highness” He swiftly shut the door behind thetrio.

Waiting within, Thomas jumped up and dropped into hislowest bow. As he straightened, hisrosy mouth
was bent with dismay.

Forestdling any protest. Wolfram walked to the boy. “1 know you want to stay, but | need you to go
outside and be sure no one comes until | tell you otherwise. Can you do that?’

The boy nodded quickly and went into the hall.

“Rolf, some water, warm if possible.” Wolfram escorted Kattanan to a chair and kndlt before him to look
at hisbloody palms. The guard returned quickly with abasin and pitcher and the kettle from the fire.

“Y e have thefiner touch. Highness, best you do the cleaning.”

Wolfram nodded and began picking divers of glassfrom Kattanan's pams. He rinsed them as carefully
as he could. Still, Kattanan sucked in his breath and winced. Soon enough, the job was done, and his
hands wrapped in white cloth. The prince wiped his own hands then, and offered the towel to Rolf as
well.

“May | speak now, Highness?’
“Fredy, though we may not be so free with our answers,” he cautioned the guard.

“By the mount, what happened in there? | heard shouting, then the song, soft asyewere, lad, | heard it.”
Hefixed Kattanan with astern look.

Kattanan glanced firdt to the prince. “ Thisis not my taleto tell. Highness. Much of it | do not know.”

Wolfram sighed and pulled up achair for himself “ The king becameill during ahunt, for the Woodfolk of
the mountains.” Rolf started at this, but held his peace, and the prince went on. “I did not go with him;
there was aland dispute to settle, and 1.1 have no heart for such sport. There was aheavy raininthe



mountains, and they could not sight their quarry, but afigure crossed their path, and my father hailed it.
asking if there were Woodmen about. | gather he was answered by laughter at firgt, then the figure
responded, ‘ Oh rashest of monarchs, are you asking me? ‘|1 am demanding it of you!” * Few men make
demands of the Wizard of Nine Stars.” the stranger said, and lightning flashed. My father was unhorsed;
thewizard was gone, if such it was. The king returned weak, coughing, and soon became asyou have
seenhim.”

“Y € renot to blame. Highness.” Rolf said.

“Itisnot that, precisdly, for which they blame me.” The prince took a deep breath. “1 have been among
the Woodmen, to study them. They trust me, and come to me when | am riding, to seeif | have brought
them cloth or knives. Had | been there, the king's hunt would not have been frustrated. Whenever | see
him now, hefindsaway to tell me so, hence today, that they are beasts incapable of humanity. He asked
whether Kattanan would say that they sing.”

“And s0 ye sang that one, lad.” Rolf shook his head. “Y ou learn tunes too quickly, and not so fast when
to keep sllent. That song, | felt it here” Hetapped his chest.

“And 1.” Wolfram nodded, his eyes soft upon the singer.
Kattanan gave atiny shrug. “A song, Y our Highness, nothing more.”
“When you sang it. it was much more. Kattanan duRhys. | am in your debt.”

“For my stupidity?'Y ou were nearly in debt to an unshriven corpse. Y our Highness.” Thewordsflew
wildly from him. Helooked, blinking back moretears.

“No man has yet stood for me againgt my father.” said Wolfram.
Kattanan let out ashort, bitter laugh. “ That is il true, Highness.”

Silencefdl between them. Findly the prince said, “ Be that asit may, you have my thanks, and what
protection | can give you shall beyours. At least do not deny my gratitude.”



Chapter 8

“Y e're both looking like a splash of mead would be welcome,” Rolf observed. He fetched asmall keg
from the table and three fine gobl ets. He poured them each acup.

Kattanan held his goblet awkwardly and sipped at the contents.
Rolf watched the singer’ sinjured hands. “ Curse that Faedre! Sheriled theking.”
“I think sheriles everyone.” Kattanan said.

“All she did was report what Melisande thinks happened between us. My father hearsdl things about me
with disgpprova. Why doesn't he just call Meisande his heir and have done?” The prince took adeep
draught of his mead.

Therewas arap at the door. “Come, Thomas,” the prince caled, and the page entered.
“Somebody’ s here, Y our Highness, but not the same one.”

“Whoisit?’

“I don’t know. He said afriend.”

“Youdidn't ask him, did you?’ Wolfram leaned forward, and sighed in relief when the boy shook his
head. “ Good. Tell him to wait just amoment. I'll open the door when I’ m ready.”

Thomas gave alittle bow and exited.
“Your guest isawizard?’ Rolf abruptly set down hisdrink.

“Theman | expected is astrustworthy asawizard can be; he has been looking into my father’ sallment. It
seems my man could not come and has sent me a stranger. | would not mind having witnessesto our talk,
but best if you both remain silent.” He rose and walked toward the door. “ Especialy ask no questions.”

The vigitor was ahegp of aman with awide, grinning face. His robe was long and full, deeves dragging
along the ground folded back to reveal arich undertunic. Despite his girth, he swept into abow and
draightened again, il grinning.

“I do not know you.” Wolfram observed.

“Oh. need we stand on protocol ?” The man’ svoice was apurr, his gaze meandering around the room.
“After dl. | am sent by our mutud friend to fulfill hisduty in hisabsence”

“Thereisaplacefor protocol, especidly in thelives of kings. Tell me how you are caled.” Thelast had
an edgeto it, accented by the prince’ sraised eyebrow.

“Ritud greeting, even, good prince.” The other shook hishead. “Very wdl, | am the Wizard of the
Broken Shdl.”

“An enigmatic name, unlike the Wizard of Long Vdley, whom | had expected.”

“Aninquiry without aquestion; | can see you have played this game before. My name refersto turtles.
But | shal dispense with vagaries and give you the news you seek. My associate of the drab name has



succumbed to temptation. May | be seated?”’

The prince gestured him to a seat and resumed hisown. “And so he sent you in his steed, while he
pursuesthistemptation.”

“Oh, no. | volunteered. | had ayen to see the palace and yoursdlf; | have heard so much about you.” The
grin grew alittle more broad.

“If you continue to bait me to questions, you shall not see either for any length of time.”

The wizard sighed, leaning back. “Not one question for me. Prince? | would not take undue advantage.”
He wafted one hand through the air. “1f you wish to play with caution, so beit. | suppose | must submit
mysdlf to your rules, but won't you at least introduce your friends?’

Wolfram pointed to Rolf with asmirk. “ Thisismy friend of the ready blade, and thisismy friend of the
quiet stare.”

Laughing, thewizard eyed the pair. “ Both well named, and this one quite pretty also.” Heturned his
merry wanut eyesto Kattanan. “Have you a voice to match your looks?’

“He hasavoiceto match theking's, and no less. Tell me what you camefor.”

“Yes, the Wizard of Nine Stars, wasit not? It was foolish to alow the name to be known without being
commanded to it, but, of al of us, the Nine Stars can afford to be foolish.”

“Y ou know him.”

“I would not put it in those terms; you see. one specid skill of thiswizard iswithilluson. He may project
himsdlf in any fashion, mae or femde, tal, stout, old. or young. Heis most often seen asan old man,
bent, with foul teeth, surrounded by crackling air. | have been told thisis what you expect of awizard.”
The man settled into hisrole with agleaming eye. “Many of my brethren would trade their very soulsto
madgter only that talent of al thiswizard possesses. 11lusion may be gpplied to great effect on onesdf with
no questions asked.”

“If hispower isso gredt, it isstrange | have not heard much of thisman’ sworks.”

“I have mysdlf heard only rumors, and often from those who heard them from others.”
“| fail to see how anilluson could have so afflicted my father.”

“Asdo . Isthere noway | might examinehim?’

“Hewould never alow it. He does not see strangers these days.”

“Then tdl me how he suffers. What are the symptoms?’

“Heisin command of hismind, but hisbody is racked with pains and spasms. His breathing is unsteady,
and his hands shake even at the best of times.”

“But the condition varies? He does not merely worsen every day, but is better on some, then worse
agan?’
“Y es, and with no cause that we can find.”

“It does not sound like magic as| know it.” Thewizard lost hisgrin. “Nor isit the style Nine Starsis said



to favor. Were there no mention of such awizard, | would have said poison or mere old age. But then,
heisnot so very old, ishe. You are quite sure of his story?’

“It was confirmed by those who rode with him.”

“Assuming”—he held thisword along moment—* assuming thereis magic involved, | think it doubtful
that the wizard would be operating on his own. Hewas most likely hired to perform thetask.” The
wizard suddenly focused on the prince. “ Y ou are the one with the most to gain by the king' sillness or
desgth, it would appear.”

Kattanan shot alook at the prince, and Rolf twitched his sword hafway from the scabbard. “ Give me
another reason, wizard, and ye will meet my ready sword.”

But Wolfram laughed and shook his head. “I1t would seem 0, | suppose, to anyone who covets power.
For mysdlf, | would prefer honor or love or any one of anumber of things over the fear this crown earns
me. Toyou itisashining prize, to me, asmal prison.”

“Perhaps so, but assuredly a comfortable one. | do not mean to offend, only to point out what | see; you
arethe her, after al. and you would do well to consder who esewould gain from this. Also, any wizard
worth the name holds enough power to kill, not just to inflict some lingering sickness. What can be the
purpose?’ he drawled.

Wolfram looked alittle startled by thisthought. “| take it you have anidea.”

“Infact. Your Highness. | have none.” The man spread his handswide. “Who could possibly want your
father sick, but not dead; you in power, but only tenuoudy? Has there been anything unusua going on?’

“Nothing that ssemsreevant.” Wolfram answered.

“My dear Prince, to bdievethisplot, if suchit is, was hatched just since the king' sillnessis naive and
laughable. Whoever it was must have been setting the stage long before.”

Kattanan jerked upright, eyeswide, remembering the temple. All eyeswere upon him again, and
Wolfram spread aquestioning pam.

The wizard drew his glance from the one to the other. “ Perhaps you and your friends have thingsto
discuss”

“Perhapswe do,” the prince agreed, “but they shal wait afew moments, | trust.” He did not take his
eyesfrom Kattanan. “ This Nine Stars must be adifficult manto find.”

“Impossible, unlessyou arethe Liren-shaand can dispd al magic.”

“Then thereisjust one further point. Wizard of the Broken Shell. He of the Long Vdley owed mea
favor, and so was beholden to help me, but | do not know why you would do so.”

“Let me say that the Nine Starsisno friend of mine. If | could hirethe Liren-shato find and kill him, |
would do that, for | must admit mysdlf a alossto digpatch him otherwise.”

“Y ou speak of the Wizard' s Bane asif he were more than mere legend.”

“Legend? Oh, no, Prince, heisasred asyou or me, and deadlier than both of ustogether. Half of us
wizardswill tell you heis myth, or dead; somewill tell you heis spawn of the time before the Goddess,
and somewill do al they can to search him out.” Helet thisdanglein theair until he was sure no one



would ask him why, then tilted his head and explained, “ They think they areimmorta or immune. My
brother of the Long Vdley will not be returning your favor, Highness, for | have heard that he found the
Liren-shaand hasjoined hislegend.”

Wolfram met thewizard' seyes. “I am sorry.”
“Tempt not fate, or you will find it quicker than you think.”
“There s nothing further, except to thank you.” Wolfram rose and offered his hand.

Thewizard took hishand and smiled. “Y ou are gracious and prudent. | would not mind playing this game
with you again. If you find thiswizard, let me know. | may not stand against him. but | would be pleased
to lend you what support | can.”

“Again, thank you. Walk with the Goddess.”
“And you, Prince,” but hewaslooking at Kattanan when he said it. Then he was gone.

“Heisbrimful of secretsand dying t' be asked about it. Good riddance to him!” Rolf said, checking the
bar on the door.

Wolfram cameto knedl again by Kattanan'schair. “Y ou started; why?’

“I did not think of it before. Y our Highness, but as a moment between two angry men.”
“What happened? Which men?’

“Hush, now, Highness, let him catch abreath,” Rolf chided, coming over beside them.

“It was after you denied Squire Montgomery aposition here. | went to the temple to bind branches for
the baron. Montgomery came in when | was aone and’—helooked away from the softening of the
prince sface—* he asked me to leave. Someone € se was coming, though, so | hid in the eastern alcove.
| did not see the other, and he was not so angry as the squire, except when some comment was made
about your sster, then he defended her. Montgomery said al their plans were ruined, the other told him
no, that his goa was and aways had been to woo the princess, and he was doing well in that. He
counsdled patience, and spoke vagudly of hisplan. | only thought he meant to win the princess s hand,
and was afriend of the squire’s. Could it be something to do with this, Y our Highness?’

“Could it be,” groaned the prince. He sat back on hishedls. “How can | tell my sister one of her suitors
may be plotting againgt us? How would that not sound like jedlousy to her?’

“Thevoice. Your Highness,” Kattanan began, the ache in his pams suddenly morefierce. “I did not see
him, but | fed sureit was Earl Orie. He said nothing againgt you or the king—I had no reason to think
more of it.”

“There sthedog,” said Rolf suddenly. “He must know how angry ye'd be.”
“The dogs are dead.” Wolfram scrubbed a hand over hisface.

“He gave her anew one, the earl did.” Kattanan flinched at the pain that crossed the prince’ sfeatures.
“She' sasked us al to keep the secret.” He looked away.

The prince stood and paced to the window. “Does she think so little of methat | would deny her every
pleasure?’ He turned back, framed by bold light. “ Kattanan, you have had ahard day dready, and |
know thiswill not makeit easier, but | must have your answer. Thisearl iscoming three days henceto



pay court to my sister. We must assign a chaperone for their meetings; if you will tell me what you
witness. | would have you there. She will expect meto ask in any case.”

The singer looked down at the badge of the princess, the mark of hisfedty freshly stitched by her own
hand, then he cast his gaze to the prince. Wolfram stood tall, but off-balance, asif about to run. The
shadows of his eyeswere ever-present. The king’'s crown sat above his brow, topping atumble of
ash-blond hair, acrown that would be his perhaps sooner than it ought. “If he makes any threat against
theroyal family or to betray the princess, | will tell you. More than that, | cannot promise.”

Wolfram nodded. “Quite right. Kattanan, you may returnto my sister.” He swallowed, and his shoulders
dumped. “1 would appreciateit if she did not hear what happened in my father’ s chamber.”

“I will invent an accident, Y our Highness,” Kattanan offered, but he thought of other lies, other wounds
concedled just s0. He made a brief bow and |eft the room. Helooked at hisfingers emerging from the
bandaged palms; he would make no braids that night.



Chapter 9

The day of Ori€ svist dawned with drizzle, which made for an abbreviated walk with Princeand adim
breskfast. Mdisande dept abit later that morning, and went first to bathe, returning in her richest robe,
attended by no lessthan seven ladies.

“I do wish you could do my hair today, Kat.” He frowned alittle a this use of hismore familiar name, but
then she smiled her most brilliant smile, and hereturned it. “1 want to be perfect when he comes. Isn't he
handsome?’

“Wonderful, Highness,” Laurasaid. “Asif we hadn’t dl said so at least adozen times.”
“Relax,” Feedre said. “Heisonly aman, surdly not worth al of thisworry.”
Melisande s eyeslit on Kattanan. “We have not sung Morning Prayer.”

“Asyouwish,” hereplied, glancing at the ladies arrayed around the princess. Listen, hetold himsdlf,
looking away from their silks and velvets. He could not yet be sure that Ori€ sintentions were wrong; he,
too, needed to rdax. Hewas alittle surprised when Mdisande joined inimmediately, asif she recognized
the moment he found hisvoice. They sang lower than usud, staggering their bresthing so that the song
went on. Melisande had eyes only for the singer. “ That was the best ever, | think.” She roseto her feet.
“Come help me prepare for thisman.” Faedre took her hand, and the gathering of ladies swished into her
room.

In their wake Kattanan found himself trembling. He checked hisimagein the mirror and wondered if he
looked like aspy. He put out ahand to steady himsdlf againgt the mantel.

“What' sthe matter?’ Lauraasked, coming up behind him.
“Nothing.”
“Y ou are shaking. Kattanan. The princessistoo nervousto notice, but | do.”

He smoothed the gloves that concealed his bandages. “If today goes well, the princess will not bethe
only one moving to anew castle.”

Laurashrugged. “I’ d* ve thought you'd be used to it.”

“I have always moved away from amaster, never with one. I mean. | wasamarriage gift severd times,
but always found mysdf |eft behind, or traded off again.”

“Oh. Mdisandewouldn’t do that.” Laura put ahand on his shoulder. “ She enjoys your company too
much. | never thought of what this must be like to you. The rest of us are here because we chose to
serve, but you have had no choice.”

“That part. | am used to.” The remark rang more bitterly than he had expected, and he pressed his
forehead againg the mantel, working to master his breething.

Shaking her head, Laurafrowned, but aknock sounded on the outer door before she could respond.
Laurabacked toward it, till watching Kattanan asif expecting him to run.

“Prince Wolfram invites hissister to join him at court,” Thomas said with practiced care,



“Wait here” The maid tapped at her mistress s door, and was admitted.
The page shifted from one foot to the other. “ Y ou okay, Kat?’
The singer did not look a him. “I’m okay, Tom. Just tired.”

“The prince sent thisfor you.” Thomas held out athin figure carved of bone, its shield inscribed with the
prince’ s device. Though Kattanan had seen few of their artifacts, it had the unmistakable style of the
Woodmen. Kattanan dipped it into the pam of hisglove.

The princess s door opened, and she emerged, surrounded by her ladies. Wearing agown of deep
green, acirclet with amatching stone, and the earl’ s flower necklace, she smiled warmly. Thomas's
mouth formed alittle O, and the princess laughed. “ Faedre says| am aperfect vison, but | think this
thing isgiving me aheadache.”

She wasindeed avison, glowing, her eyes and voice and face so bright with anticipation.
“Besureto stand straight, dear.” an elderly matron put in.
“And smile, but not too much,” offered another.

Melisande shuddered. She grabbed her skirts and sprinted from their midst, catching the singer’ sarm.
“Wak with me and protect me from them! Every one of them knows just how | should be, and act and
look. Y ou are so lucky you will never have to go through thisl”

“Y our Highness, it's not proper,” he protested, but she was already moving toward the door with hisarm
inhers

“Y ou are the only one of my household who doesn't pick at me or poke me. Besides, I'm the
princess—anyone who thinks | am improper may takeit up with me, or with my father.”

Despite her bold words, her hand looked pale and delicate on hisarm, and the quick glance she shot him
was far from confident. “Y ou are beautiful, Y our Highness,” he whispered, and saw the flash of agmile
before he lowered his gaze.

“But what if hethinks me achild?Or if | do something wrong?’ she whispered back urgently. “1 can’'t be
just beautiful.”

He thought of the earl’ s sharp voice in the chape—but the anger had all been to put Sir in his place,
hadn’t it? Kattanan put aside his doubts for Mdisande s sake. “He has dready seen you in your night
robe, but he till wanted this meeting, Y our Highness, and he gave you something you love.”

She squeezed hisarm. Y ou always know how to make me fedl better. | hope heisasgood at that as
you are.”

“Either way, Highness, | will ill bewith you.”

She watched the floor for atime, then said, “ This afternoon, we will be given time to oursalves, but with a
chaperone. Would you stay with me?’

Kattanan stumbled, and caught his balance. “What about one of your ladies?”’
“They dl have such plansfor me, [—it makes me nervous,” shefinished quickly.
“I will tay, Y our Highness.” He smiled then, and lifted his head. His heart raced, and Melisande' s hand



fdtlikearay of sunthat had pierced the ceiling and sought him out.

Thomas trotted ahead to announce the princess as they approached the court. The crowd smelled of
cloves and civet. Wolfram had risen to welcome her, but faltered alittle as he saw her escort. Kattanan
gave atiny shrug as he passed her hand to the prince with abow, then moved to his own place.
Melisande leaned in to whisper to her brother, who cast another glance a the singer, thistimewith a
smileand anod.

“I am sureyou al know.” Wolfram began, “that my sister has a suitor waiting in the antechamber to call
on her.” Cheering greeted this, and the herad had to rap his saff on the floor to regain their attention.
“We are all eager to welcome him. so the old business shdl haveto wait. Have Earl Orie sent in.”

The doors opened, and the earl stepped into the aide. He wore adark tunic and aflowing cape that
swirled dong the floor behind him. His hair was darker than night, his eyes seemed as stars benegth it,
matched by his glowing smile. He did kned thistime, not to center, but on the step before the princess. “I
had not thought it possible that Y our Highness could become even more beauttiful. If it please you, may |
kissyour hand?’

The delight of the audience sparkled through again, but Kattanan felt a chill. Looking back, he caught
sight of Faedre, well off the dais among the ladies. Whatever charm she had seemed dead, arms held
rigid, smile prim and set. Even the guards were not watching her.

“It pleases me, good Earl, though my beauty would not be so much without the necklace you wrought for
me.” She offered her hand and blushed as her words brought applause from the onlookers. The earl bent
hisdark head over her hand, taking it gently, and shut his eyes as he placed the softest of kissesjust
above her wrist—the place of desire. Melisande felt the color rising again to her cheeks. The earl tilted
hisface then, to look into her eyes as he withdrew.

“You arewell comeinto our court, Orie,” Wolfram said, managing asmile. “We would be delighted if
you would join usfor supper today.”

“I would be most honored. Y our Highness.” the earl replied, only then siweeping his glance from the
princess. “ After supper, may | walk with your sweet Sster in the gardens here, that she might hear my
uit?

“If it pleases her, and | seeit does’—he nodded to Melisande—"then, in my father’ s steed, | grant you
the favor you ask, excepting only that you be accompanied by achaperone.”

“I would accept adozen, if only | may share her company, Y our Highness.”
“So beit, then. Y ou may take a place among our court until that time.”

Oriesmiled asherose. “ So long as| may have aclear view of the splendors of your court. Highness.”
He bowed low again and took a place cleared for him in the nearest row. Several men clapped him on
the back as he sat, and a gesture dismissed his escort.

Kattanan could not keep hismind on the affairs of court, but he had no need, for Mdisande seemed
inclined smply to exchange glances with the earl and give only half an ear to the matters brought before
them. Faedre, now that she wasin plain view of the man, seemed to disappear even more, fadingin
among the ladies. Wolfram aone applied himsdlf to the matters at hand but turned his eyesto the silent
conversation that passed between his sister and her suitor. At lonslagt, he declared court at aclose and
led Mdisande toward their refectory, closely followed by the ladies, the earl, and the singer.



“Tell usmore about your holdings, Orie,” Wolfram said over the medl.

“Game’ s Grove borders the capital lands to the east, and coversfrom there to Tirey-on-the-River,” the
earl answered. “1 was young to take on such aparcel, but the old earl waslost in the same battle where |
distinguished mysdlf in HisMgesty’ seyes, the Lochayn ffair.”

“Oh, dotell usl” Melisande said. “Did you get to see the traitor queen?’

Orielaughed. “Indeed, no. | was but sixteen, and afoot soldier in the service of the earl. We were
assigned to capture another stronghold, where the queen’ srelatives had hidden. There was aterrific
battle; | was mysdlf first to reach the gate.” He gazed off to the distance. “1 had abad moment when the
sege ladder fell from beneath me, but held on with al my strength and topped thewall. | fought my way
to thewinch and drew up the portcullisto let in our men.”

“ S0 the battle was won because of your heroism.”

He looked at the princess with a puzzled expression. “Unfortunately, there was nobody there. Somehow
the roya family had escaped us. So we won the city but lost our quarry.”

“Oh.” The princess sighed.

“The earl had no family, so | wasgiven hislands. | dso command agarrison of soldiersthat would be
first on the sceneif thereisany further trouble for our neighbors.”

“I’'m not aware of any problems, except the snow that prevents my betrothed from coming.” Wolfram
observed.

The earl cast him acuriousglance. “Only that it seemsthe very relativeswho escaped uswould liketo
presstheir claim to the throne.”

“But they have none!” the princess protested.

“Not directly, no, but they are saying that the roya family was murdered by the man who now sitsthe
throne. If thisweretrue, his clam would be solely by way of treason, and the throne would fal to the
queen’ sfamily. She had abrother, | believe.”

“| takeit thereisno vdidity to these clams.” Wolfram had pushed away his plate and settled back with a
mug of de.

Orie’ smanner suddenly stiffened. “1 do not think so, Highness, but | was only a soldier, and not privy to
al the eventsthat brought usto war.”

“I ask only because we' ve not heard much from Lochalyn, so our information islimited.”
“I have had similar problems lately, no doubt owing to the condition of the roads.”

“No doubt. | have never been there mysdlf. | wastoo young to join the campaign, but my father attended
the new king's coronation, and there betrothed me to Princess Asenith. | think she was about six at the
time”

Mélisande exchanged alook with Wolfram, who nodded briefly and rose. “It isafair afternoon for a
wak. | am sure. Perhaps you would not mind if | asked your good singer, Kattanan duRhys. to
accompany you?’ The question was directed at Melisande, who rose a so.

“Very good—if | should run out of conversation, we might enjoy asong.”



Orie offered hisarm to the princess and led her out to the gardens, with Kattanan trailing after. With
girlish excitement, Melisande took the earl up to the tower to look out over the land. The weather had
cleared, though gray clouds still hung low overhead. After al the appropriate exclamations were made,
Orie asked her to sit, and they settled on a stone bench, exactly asif Kattanan were not there. He
perched in one of the crendllations of the wall.

“How isthe puppy, Y our Highness?’

“Oh. he' swonderful. We named him Prince.” They shared alaugh over this, and Orie took her hand
lightly.

“Have you thought much of your marriage. Princess? Of what you would like it to be?’

“| have not thought as much as | should, I’'m sure. | just want to be happy, as| think my mother was. She
had only met Father once before their wedding day. and yet she till chose him. Heis strong,
powerful—agood king.” She looked back toward the castle.

“Heisthat, Y our Highness. He has the obedience of thousands of men, mysdf included. | only wish he
had not taken ill. All of the kingdom waits, dreading to hear bad news, praying for good.” The earl
hesitated. “Would there be a chancethat | could see him?”

“If heisable, | know he would want to see you. We can go whenever you like.”

“Right now, | am well pleased to it right here, but | hope to have an audience later. It has been too long.
In any event, we were not discussing your father but what you seek in marriage.”

“Yes. | dowant children, of course, but | must know that my husband cares as much for me asfor our
future heirs.” She spoke quickly, looking up into the earl’ sface.

“Be not concerned on my behalf. | gained my lands through my own merit, and so am not as concerned
with such things as those of older families. | sought your hand for smaller reasons.”

“And what were they. Orie?’

“Severa of your dogswere of my breeding stock, and | was curious what manner of princesswould
want such animals. Also, I loveto dance. It isnot considered proper for abachelor-earl to host balls, so
| must find awife who would delight in doing s0.”

“Have you afitting hal for such affairs? | was given to understand the keep at Gamel’ s Grove was rather
modest.”

“I had one built, Y our Highness, with tall alabaster windows. Thelight is magnificent.”
Shegrinned. “1 would liketo seeit.”

“Thenyou shdl. | wasnot certain of my welcome here—"

“How not?’ the princess protested, taking his other hand.

“If you arewilling, | would ask your father for the privilege of the Goddess Moon.”

“Would you?’ Sheturned away for amoment, her eyes meeting Kattanan’ swith alook of near panic,
but she returned with asmile. “I would haveto think oniit.”

“Of course. Perhgpswhile | am visiting the king? | do not mean to rush you, nor would | presume on



your goodwill. If you choose the Goddess Moon. | would like to have you accompany me back to my
home.”

“Let metake you to hischamber.” The princess rose and preceded them down the gairs.

They had not gone far when they heard a strange song to one side. Turning, the trio saw the ancient
priestess weaving among the trees, crooning and bobbing. Before Melisande was able to hurry the earl
away, she dashed up to fling hersdf at Kattanan' sfeet. “ Sire! The boon!”

“What'sdl this?’ Orie asked. “Have we been in company with aking?’

“No. Excdlency. Thislady ismad,” Kattanan sammered.

At that, the woman howled.

“Will you leave me done?’ Kattanan begged. “If | do thisthing, will you let me be?’

“Aye, Your Mgesty, asaoneas| am able, never asaoneasyou think.” Shethrust afinger toward his
face, making the singer step back.

“What isyour boon?’ Hisarms were crossed, gloved hands pressed to hissides.
“A dance, Your Mgesty. A circle you will dance with me.”

“I can't.” He shook hishead roughly. “1 do not dance.”

“Thelast night before you go. that night, you will dance with me. and with them.”
“Who?’ theearl inquired. “1 see no one.”

Sheflicked aglance a him. “Nor I.” Returning to Kattanan, she went on, “They will come, you will
dance, | will see—"

Earl Orie grasped her shoulder. “What mean you by that? That you see no one?’

“One eye sees the now, the other seesthelater. Now, aman of two halves a heart, soon of awhole
kingdom. Reaching, reaching, never holding what you have!” Shewaved her arms before him, then
snatched the princess s hand from his. “Here, hereisthefuture!” She flung Mdisande away and spat on
the ground. “I dance with kingdl” the old woman shouted, prancing alittle circle around them as Orie
gathered alivid Mdisandeinto hisarms. Then the priestess was off down the path, ill laughing and
flaling her hands

“If shehad ahair on her head, I'd tear it out!” Mdisande shouted.

“Insults, yes, but nonsense,” Orie said. “What doesthat hag's spit mean in the eyes of the Goddess? It is
shewho isworthless, Y our Highness.”

Hearing this, Melisande |ooked down at herself, and at him, and pulled gently away to smooth her skirts.
“Forgivemy lapse, my lord. It sjust sheis S0 outrageous. She has no blessing for any of us. only curses.”

“Not quite true, Highness,” Orie pointed out. glancing at Kattanan.

The singer had not moved, but his shoulders quivered, and his eyes were shut. 1 hear curses, too.
Excdlency. Unlike yoursalves, | am no dancer, nor would | care to step with her.”



“It’ strue, you wouldn't even dance with me.” Mdisande watched him closdly, the earl standing firm
behind her.

“That bdl wasthefirst timel havetried in years.” He thought amoment. “ Perhgpsthefirst time | have
ever tried. Y our Highness”

She put out atentative hand. “ Oh, if I'd known, | would not have made you. Forgive me?’ Her eyes
were soft upon him, any anger forgotten.

He made asmadl bow. “How could | not?”’

“Wll,” Orie brokein, eyes blacker than ever, “shal we be on?” One arm invited the princess, and he
stared hard at the singer as she accepted, then turned away toward the king' s chamber.



Chapter 10

After Orie entered the king' s chamber, Melisande looked at the singer. “Walk with me?’
“Whereto, Highness?’

“Oh, anywhere.” Shefolded her arms. “1 feared the earl would not be acomfort. That witch spouts
nonsense, but thereis more to her than that. Why did she ask you to dance?’

“| do not know.”

“Forgive my mentioning it—I know how she upsetsyou.” The princess shook hersdlf. “But we ought to
be discussing the Goddess Moon. He expects me to decide now.”

“Do not et him rush you. Highness, if you are not ready.”
“Many ladiesmy age are aready wed, and it would get me out of the castle.”
“If I may. Highness, what isthe Goddess Moon?’

“It meansthat, rather than wait along time for the wedding, | would go to live with the earl asafriend or
gder. At the end of one month we would return and say whether we consider ourselves married. My
eldest sster had a Goddess Moon with aminor lord and turned him down to marry the prince she has

“It seems areasonableidea,” Kattanan remarked.
“What do you think of the earl, though?’ she asked, asmilereturning to her lips.

“He—" the singer began, but could not look at her. Orieisfriendswith abruta man. he wanted to say.
And he knows things about wizards. But both points seemed too vague to mention. “ The two of you
have much in common.”

“But | don't liketo leave Father, sick asheis. He does not have the strength to see me most days, but |
want to be here when he getswell.”

“Game’ s Groveis not far away and your brother would send for you if thereisachange.”

“Yes, yes, | suppose so. Wolfram doesn’t like Orie. Did you watch him at supper? No interest at dl; he
acted like he wastalking to himself.” Mdisande frowned, then met Kattanan' s eyes. “No questions!
Wolfram did not ask Orie any questions.” Shelet out acry of rage. “Why ishe tregting him like the
enemy? By the Goddess, what’ s gotten into my brother? He must be mad! Do you suppose Orie
noticed?’

“He 4till asked for the Goddess Moon, Highness,” Kattanan pointed out.
“Then|’m going to do it. Wolfram will have to apologize for theway he' streated him.” She nodded

smugly. “He |l haveto be good to my lord, or I'll never set foot in this castle again. Imagineif | didn't
cometo my brother’s own wedding.”

“I doubt Wolfram would let that happen, Highness. He does care for you.” Kattanan stared at hispam,
the dight bulge where the prince’ s token was concedled, then looked to the princess. “He found out
about the puppy.”



“What? How?’

“One of the guards reported it. Y our brother knows you need that puppy, but | think he was hurt that
you did not tell him.”

She narrowed her eyes. “How did you find out that he knew?’

“He questioned me, Y our Highness. He wanted to know how you were fedling after the baron’ s degth. It
was while you were so angry a him, and he could not ask you himsdlf. He said he would not deny you
the pleasure of having the dog, even though he did not want to see another.” Thiswas near enough the
truth, and gave agood reason for his suspicion of the earl, but Kattanan' s heart was racing.

Melisande leaned back againgt the low wall of the outside gallery they had entered. Sun shone againgt her
hair and fine features, and she sighed heavily. “Maybe | have been too hard on him. He has been smply
awful about the earl being my suitor, though.” She pushed quickly off from thewall. “He shdl haveto
learnto like him.” Méelisande stopped with agrin. “And Orie does make me happy! Oh, Kat, | know we
have not had much time, but it was wonderful. And the way helooks at me. Maybeitislove. Could it
be?’

The singer only shrugged. “Closer than that of many couples| have seen wed.” He heard Melisande
describing al of her suitor’ s virtues—strength, bravery, kindness, she went on—and suddenly saw him
through the princess s eyes, aman as strong and heroic as Kattanan himself could never be. The princess
before him glowed so brightly he wanted nothing more than to shut his eyesforever.

“Princess! Y our Highness, your father asksfor you,” the chamberlain said breathlesdy.
“Coming.” She gathered her skirts and sprang back the way they had come.

The guards on duty glowered down at him as he stood there, so he backed off acrossthe hal and looked
down the stairwell. The clouds had burned off, and sunlight streamed in the clerestory windows two
floorsabove. A pair of maids washed their way down the stairs, scrubbing at onerailsand the
worn-down centers of the ancient steps. Down at the bottom was a smooth plane of checked marble,
with astatue placed to one sde. Kattanan leaned over therail and stared; he could amost fed the breeze
of flight upon hisface. His hands ached. In just a couple of steps, he could end the question of his
position once and for dl.

“Kattanan! It isdone!” Melisande held aoft the earl’ s hand, beaming. “We leave the day after tomorrow,
and thereis so much to do. Go to Lauraand tell her to start the preparations! No, wait—first go tell
Wolfram the news.” Her grin took on afierce edge.

The singer bowed low and set out. Behind him, he heard their brief farewell asthe earl went to send
messages to his own chamberlains. Wolfram was not in his chambers, but a servant directed K attanan to
thelibrary. A few lanterns made pools of light around the high desks of the monks employed there. They
glanced up as he passed, some copying manuscripts, some delicately rebinding ancient texts. Wolfram he
found by his shadow cast on atall shelf; the prince’ s hair was bound back out of hisface, distinct from
the round-skulled shadows of the busy monks.

“Y our Highness—"
Wolfram jumped, but he smiled as he siraightened on hisfest.
“I am sorry, Highness, | do not mean to disturb you.”

“Why have you come?’



“Mélisande sent me to inform you”—K attanan took a deep bresth—" she has chosen to take the
Goddess Moon with Earl Orie. Theking has given hisblessing.”

Wolfram dammed afist againgt the table, upsetting acup of quill pens, not to mention the nearer monks,
though they quickly looked away. “Why can’t thiswait? Must everything happen at once.” He sat down
heavily and pulled the crown from his head to run hisfingersthrough his har. “When?’

“Two days.”

“What? How can shedo this?’

“Well,” the singer began, then stopped.

“Tedl me, please. Itisn't you I’'m angry with.”
“Sheisdoingit partly to spite you.”
Wolfram groaned. “ By the Goddess.”

“At supper, she noticed that you did not ask Orie any questions. She already thought you didiked him.
but she thinks you were unfair in treating him like awizard.”

“What was | to do? | will not leave mysdlf open to magic to assuage some fear of Mdisande's, much as|
loveher.”

“He seemsto love her, too, Highness. He asked what she wanted of a marriage, and told her of the
dance hall he has built. They may make agood match. He said nothing al day to make methink heis
conspiring againgt theking.” Hisvoicetrailed off amoment as he thought.

“But you do not seem atogether favorable.”

“Itisafoolish fear, Highness, and | would not giveit over to you.”

Wolfram faced him and spoke low. “If | amto find the truth, | must know al doubts, even foolish ones.”
“Theold priestess you alowed to live in the gardens came to ustoday.”

The prince dmost laughed. “I have heard sheis prophesying madly out there.”

“She called Orie *aman of two halves a heart, soon of awhole kingdom.” She said he was dways
reaching, but not holding what he had.”

“Thereis something about her that makes me think sheis more than just acrazy old woman.” Wolfram
congdered for amoment. “ So, you will both be leaving in two days.”

“Yes, Your Highness”

“I am sorry. | think there are some stories of yours you have not told to anyone and am curious enough
to want them told.” He held up acaming hand. “But you will keep your secrets after dl. Thisislikely my
last chanceto talk with you done. Even should you part ways with my sster, Kattanan, you have afriend
here. Three, if | may speak for Thomas and Rolf. | hope my friendship has not cost you with my sster.”

“No, Highness, | do not think she suspects.”
Wolfram studied Kattanan’ s gloved hands, clasped before him. “I know you have to get ready, but |



would like to hear you sing again. Would you come to Evening Prayer tomorrow?’

“I will try, Highness.” The prince gazed at him alittle longer, but Kattanan said, “ The princessis
expecting me.”

“Wak with the Goddess. Kattanan duRhys.”

Kattanan bowed deeply. “ And you. Highness”

The next day. Melisande' s chambers werein an uproar; they had been hoping for amove, but certainly
not so soon. The ladies fussed even more until the princess blew up at them and chased them dl out.
leaving her with the meeker servants.

“Thereisabed and wardrobe in my new chamber, but I’ [l want those chairsaong.”

Lauranodded. “You'll want everything before long. Highness. When | left home to come to work here, |
was londy for whet little | had had.”

“Atleast | will get to leave some of those ladies behind. Most of them were posted by Father. Oh!” she
said, and sat down on atrunk.

“What isit, Your Highness?’ Kattanan asked, till holding the books he was packing.
“When | wed him, | won't be a princess anymore.”

“Of courseyou will,” Faedre said, emerging from the bedroom. “ The blood will never leave you, nor the
bearing. Y ou shall be aprincessfor al of your life. Rather imagine that your husband will be elevated by
you.”

“My husband,” the princess echoed.

Faedre laughed. “Y es, hewill be. Don't look so stunned; he might change hismind.”
“Youredly think 07’

“No, Mélisande, everyone has seen how he looks at you.”

“Oh.” shesadwith alittle smile. “'Y ou will come with me. won't you. Fae?’

“I would not missthisfor al theworld. Y ou will be agrown woman, alady for al to see. No one shall
think you achild ever again.”

“No, they won't.”

“Do you want al of these books, Highness? This one seemsto have alibrary chain.” Kattanan held up a
volume with the broken tail of achain fromitsbinding.

Mdlisande laughed doud. “I’ d forgotten that. Wolfie and | weren't supposed to bein thelibrary at dll,
certainly not the locked section, but that book hasthe silliest picturesinit, so we soleit. He held the
chisdl to the chain, | struck the blow. It sounded so loud that servants came running. Father wasraging,
mostly at Wolfram for bringing me there. He did give me agood talking-to, but then let me take the book
on the agreement that | would read the whole thing. It must be eight years ago now.”



“I'll pack it, Highness.” He placed the prize in among the others. “I do not envy the wagon that must bear
al of thesetrunks”

After thefeast that evening. Kattanan noticed that the prince had aready gone, and dipped away for the
chapd. By thistime of night, the priestesses had dready sung their prayers. The door swung open
slently, and he found the placelit only by the moonlight flooding through the opening in the ceiling and a
few smdl candles. Wolfram moved dowly around the outsde wal, making the sign of the Goddessto
each cardina point, with alonger pause by the Cave of Desath, and longer till by the Cave of Life
opposite. Incense drifted in a cinnamon haze through the room. K attanan began to sing. He started with
no words, and brought the prayer up in tiny stepsto fill the room with a glorious murmur, reverberating
from the pews al around. By the candleslit at the eastern and western caves, Kattanan could see that
thiswasthefifth of the seven circles of blessing. He kept the song steady, and Wolfram paced with it. At
last the seven candleswerelit, al the prayers whispered, and Kattanan let the song fal back to the
slence from which it had come. Wolfram stood at the center, under the starlight, and turned to the singer.
“Thank you.”

Kattanan met his gaze. “'Y ou are most welcome.”

“Will you pray with me?’

“For what do we pray, Highness?’

“For Orieto be agood husband, for Melisande to be happy, for my father to get well.”
“For yoursdf?’

Wolfram laughed soundlesdly. “Only what | have aways asked, to be awise man. What for you. Singer?
How can | includeyou in my prayer?’

Caught off guard, Kattanan shut his eyes and whispered, “To beloved.” He was not sure the prince had
heard, nor that he wanted him to, but he came forward to the altar and stood beside Wolfram. They
turned their facesto the starsfor along while. At last Wolfram made the Sign of the Goddess. Kattanan
likewise. Silently the prince crossed to the door and |ft.

Kattanan knew he should deep, but the stars called to him. He found hisway out to the funera ground,
intending to walk on to the garden, but asmall fire burned there, and a figure danced around it, casting

huge shadows on the wall. The dance was dow, circling, but the rhythm of her feet was strong. At that

distance, he saw her first asagirl, playing there, then as awoman, stlanding tal and proud as he moved
closer, but the hand that grasped his was gnarled and mottled with age. And there was no pain, though
the grip was stirong.

“Dancewith me” she hissed, and he danced.

The steps swayed first forward and on, then back, but it took many times round the fire before he took
his eyes from the ground. He let his other hand rise, and found that it was taken. There was no fear, only
the music, so helooked to his new companion, atall, fair lady with a sharp crown upon her head. She,
too, looked away at the man beside her, hisflowing curls crowned the same as hers. Next danced apair
of boys, younger than he, though he knew they had once been older. Their faces were serene, but they
amost smiled. Beside them danced an older man, bearded—the baron. And the lady to hisleft he had
seen in aportrait, oppodte the king' sin the Great Hall. There were more: agroup of men and women
mingled who danced wdll, though their eyeswerefilled with tears, aline of monks, including the abbot
who had once taken himin. A young man danced among them, and Kattanan’ s relief when he saw that it
was not Jordan surprised him. The spirding dancers made rank after rank around them, raising no dust



nor chant, but a steady warmth not made by the fire alone. It was then that he looked to the priestess.
Her right hand wasraised, but held no partner. Eyes shut, she swayed on. After atime her lips began to
move, and he heard the words athough she made no sound.

“Fear no blessing,

take no revenge,

trust a wizard' sword,
doubt a woman’ s change,
sing a hopeless prayer,
hear unwanted tales,
raise the man cast down,
love a foe-man’s child,
wed no offered hand,
learn a new' dance,
walk with the Goddess,

sing with the stars.”

Thelitany swelled in Kattanan' s head, carried him around the fire, and some time after moonset followed
him to hisown little bed, where he dreamed himself aking.



Chapter 11

“You canride, | trugt,” the earl said, passing off thereins of atal bay horse without waiting for the
answer. Kattanan held the reins gingerly. The earl’ s men. the princess s entourage, and three large
wagons laden with tapestries and trunks cluttered the courtyard. Melisande. Faedre, and Laurawould be
traveling by coach, along with Prince, who currently dashed from horse to horse yipping. Kattanan
passed his horse off to agroom and chased the puppy, managing to catch his dangling leash and haul him
from the path of thefirst wagon asit sarted to roll. Waking back toward the carriage, he was hailed by
afamiliar voice.

“Ho, singer! | just got off and wanted t* wish yewell.” Rolf planted a huge hand on the puppy and gaveit
afiercerubbing. “Sorry t' seeyego.”

“I’'m sorry to leave you, Rolf I’ [l missthose mornings.”

“Y ou remember now, if ye need to, my gate’ saways open for ye.” The guard shot alook toward the
earl. “Watch yerself and don’t Sing dangerous songs.”

“Which ones arethose?’ Kattanan said lightly. “Yes, I'll be careful. Y ou do the same.”

“O' course! "Tismy job, after dl.” Rolf flashed one of hishuge grins. He swept the singer off the ground
in aone-armed embrace and set him back again gently.

“And take care of the prince,” the sSinger urged.

“He Il not cometo harm whilel stand,” Rolf promised. “Fetch yer horse, | think they’re mounting!” He
drew himsdlf out of traffic, and waved as Kattanan weaved back into the crowd.

Melisande leaned out of the carriage to gather the pup into her arms. “ Oh. | was so worried about you.”
she scolded, then looked up. “ Ride beside usif you can. we may want some songs. | wish | could be
riding. Carriages are so bumpy, and of course, no jumping.”

A cry rang out over the crowd, and Kattanan ran to find his horse. Mounted on afine black charger, the
prince rode with them into the city. There, the prince and his escort reined in to watch the caravan roll by.
Wolfram was once more master of hisemotions, smiling and waving to hissister and her lord. He caught
Kattanan' s gaze, made the sign of the Goddess, and shut his eyes—the farewell of an honored
companion, “1 seeonly your safereturn.” Some new and burning thing rose up in Kattanan as he returned
the sdlute.

Oncefree of the city, they turned aong the canyon and passed through farmland and small towns,
following theriver that flowed in the same direction. On the opposite bank, trees marched down the
rough ground to cast gresat rootsinto the water. A trail there led to Rolfs gate, narrow and often steep.
Mélisande grew more interested in Kattanan's songs the farther they got from the castle. He and the earl
aternated riding at her side, but it was to him sherolled her eyes and whispered the new gossip the ladies
were making.

They arrived at the keep of Game’ s Grove not long after sunset. Orie had ridden ahead some distance
but had returned, looking mysterious in the dancing light of the torches, or so Mdlisande said. He gave
Kattanan a commanding glance that sent him back to the wagons for the remainder of thetrip. It was not
far from the wooden palisade to the stone tower at its midst. They had veered away from the mountains
enough that the tower would command afull view of the open lands to one side and thick forest to the



other. All manner of lords and ladieslined the steps to the keep, giving agreet cry when their master
cameinto view, especialy when they saw he had swept Melisande from the carriage and bore her across
hislap. the princess clinging and laughing until shewas set down on arich carpet laid out on the ground.
The earl dismounted beside her and gave her his hand to climb the steps. Kattanan dipped gratefully from
his mount, rubbing his thighswith a grimace. Despite gripping the reinsfor so long, his hands did not ache
and in fact seemed to fed better. Hetrailed after the crowd into the keep.

AsOrie had said, it was not large, but scaffolds were erected in many areas, and walls razed to expand
the place. Purple cloths and hanging lanterns garlanded the lot. The Great Hdll was rather low, with a
thick, beamed ceiling and no gallery. A reddish stone made up most of the structure, augmented by
marble columns so recent that stone dust il fluttered from them. All guards snapped crisply to attention,
none smiling. Mdisande glowed even more now, when he could see her, nodding to the resdents asthey
were introduced and gasping at the grand plans evidenced by the construction. The procession reached a
huge door deeply carved, where the earl hated, and held up his hand.

“Y our Highness, my pride and joy.” He flung open the door, and her eyes flew wide.

The hexagond room wasthree storiestall, stone cut by thin dabaster windows at least hdf that height.
Wooden galleries climbed the inner walls reached by narrow stairs. At the center, aplatform rose,
supported by dender columns, on which a consort played a merry tune. When the ladder was pulled up,
dancers could pass beneath it and till enjoy the quality of the sound.

“My lord, it ismagnificent!” Mdlisande began. “Kattanan, come see.” She beckoned him up through the
crowd. “My good earl, could we dance?’

Helaughed and said, 1 should have expected as much.”
“Kattanan can sing from the platform.”
The earl nodded, and the couple swirled onto the intricate mosaic floor.

Kattanan crossed to the ladder and climbed up, ignoring his protesting muscles. The musiciansgave hima
nod. and he placed himself as near to the center as possible, then sang. The sound of dancing fell away,
leaving him on an idand of perfect music. Helost track of rounds by the time histhroat could take it no
longer, and helet loose one great finish and turned to search for water. Setting down hisinstrument at

ladt, aflute player held out a brimming mug.

“Greetings and welcome. We arewell met.”

“Leaveit, Terr,” the harper snapped, focusing scornful, pitch-colored eyes on the singer. “1'll take aman
among us, not such at that.”

A bright gale of laughter rippled from alady &t the far sde from the harper. She set down the hammers
by her dulcimer and smiled. “ Cassiushasalove for music, but mainly for hisown. It isasource of

constant amazement to me that he can even suffer to play with us.” She shook back long silver hair and
held out along hand to Kattanan. “1 am Strelana.” He took her hand lightly and bowed his head over it.

“Kattanan duRhys, my lady, it isapleasure.”

She laughed again. “Oh, | am but acommon woman. Be not fooled by my gown—the earl sought the
finest musicians of the county, and dressed usin amanner befitting the music.”

The singer took a deep draught from Teir' smug and found it to be a sweet wine.



“Madethat mysdlf, Singer. Whets my whistle, you might say.” He waved theflute at Kattanan. “ Methinks
| have heard your name somewhere.”

Kattanan shrugged. “I have traveled much, and of course the earl has heard me sing.”
“Hmmm.” Ter looked doubtful, and Strelana.shot him alook.

“Areweforgetting al our manners?’ She pointed to the fiddler, who watched with quiet interest. “That’s
Fonvar duNormand, the earl’ s brother, and the harper is Cassius Nyle. On the drum, his daughter,
Catlin”

Orie poked his head through the trapdoor and smiled. “ Greetings, brother. What el se have you for our
dance?’

Fonvar'ssmilewas aswide as Ori€'s. “Welcome home, Orie. We can play whatever your pleasure, or
hers, more like. She' smore beautiful than you said.”

“Sheismorelovey every day. And don't you be getting ideas,” Orie warned, but the smile had not |eft
hisvoice.

“I have alady of my ownwho’d stand for none of that.”
“Good for her. Find anew dance, we don’t want to keep the princess waiting.”
Fonvar thought amoment, with aglance a Kattanan. “Makeit ‘ Bernholt Hills."”

The singer dlowed himsdf alittle smile. The dance, and the song that accompanied it, mixed fat,
rollicking verseswith along, low chorus, atest of any musician’s prowess, and morefor avoice,

Strelana struck the first notes on her dulcimer. Caitlin took up her drum and beet out the complicated
rhythm. As one, the othersjoined in, and after one verse so did Kattanan, in flawless Strelledor. Fionvar
fixed him with a stare and began to speed up, leading the others faster on every verse, accentuating the
break between verse and chorus, and Kattanan sprang with him, eyes closed, not watching the cues, but
hearing every movement. Below, the dancers spun and frolicked, laughing and shouting when the tempo
pulled them ever faster. Fionvar struck an abrupt note and pulled back his bow, hissng to the others,
who followed hislead. Finding himself suddenly unaccompanied, Kattanan finished out the chorus and
leapt into the verse at the same remarkabl e speed the earl’ s brother had dropped. The dancers shouted
louder as many dipped or sscumbled into each other and clung like survivors of adrunken revel. The last
note climbed away and sighed into the distance. Applause filled the space, and cheers for the consort and
for thesinger.

After along swalow of wine, when he could trust his voice again, Kattanan opened hiseyesto Fionvar.
“Thank you for the challenge, my lord. | shall look forward to our concerts.”

The earl’ s brother gave adight nod, but his face seemed deadly ill.

Strelana suggested. “ Perhaps just atune so our singer can catch his breath; our dancers, too, for that
metter.”

Fonvar set hisfiddleto his chin and picked out amelody. The group caught on and played in minor key.
Kattanan sat at the edge of the platform and looked down on the dancers. When the music began.
Melisande had pulled back from where she was |eaning against the earl. Her face turned upward a
moment, with atoss of her hair in thelight of the candle-chanddliers. And she smiled. He could not make
out her eyes acrossthis distance, but the smilelit hismind and heart. He leaned his head against the dim



brassrail and followed her with his eyes.

The ball lasted only afew songs more, then they began to pack up the insruments with the care of new
parents.

Ter dipped hisarm around Streland swalst and squeezed her tight to his sde for amoment. “ A good
party, and not least because of you.” He raised his mug to Kattanan. “1 hope we have many more
chances.”

“Youghdl. I’'msaure” Mdisande said, coming under the shadow with the earl at her elbow. “Marvelous,
al of you.”

“Allow meto introduce my brother. Fionvar.” the earl said.

“The honor isal mine, Your Highness.” Hislips brushed the back of her hand.
“Arethe two of you done of your family?’

“Oh, no.” Fionvar said, “our parents had eight children to help with al the chores.”
“Eight? The Goddess smiled on your mother.”

Fonvar looked at Orig, dightly shorter than he. and said, “ She might have smiled more. Orie hereisthe
only one of uswho amounted to anything.”

“Having heard you play, | must disagree.”

“Asyet. it has gotten me nowhere. Y our Highness.”

“Asyet.” hisbrother agreed, but they shared a smile over the princess' s head.
“Itisameager skill compared with heroism in battle.”

Melisande eyed him. “Did you not fight dso?’

“I wasthe eldest of us. and Father just in hisgrave. We lost two brothers to the battle, and asister to the
faminethat followed. It was | who bound the branches for their funeras and went back to the plow the
next morning.”

“A difficult life”

Fionvar looked away as his brother said, “Wereit not for Fionvar, | should have had no family to return
to, no one to share my good fortune. Two siblings are married and live away, but Fionvar and Lyssa, the
younges,, live here with me. They areinvauable and talented. Lyssa carved some of the more beautiful
figuresinthishall.”

Méelisande smiled at one of the columns. “1'll ook forward to mesting her.”

“Right now, sheisajourneyman of the Guild at Lochdae, working on atemple and flirting with ayounger
prince. But we are dl tired after our journey, and the dancing. Strelana, perhaps you can show the singer
to hisquarters.”

“Oh,” Mdisande began with agtart. “1 was hoping he would be able to stay near me. He singsthe
Morning Prayer with me.”



“We ve prepared only one of the nearer rooms, but | am sure an arrangement can be made tomorrow.
For tonight, thiswill do.” His good humor had faded.

“It' stoo late at night for these concerns,” Fionvar said, ashade too quickly.

Mdlisande watched them both, and sighed. “| suppose. Sleep well. Singer.” Orie dipped an arm around
her and led her off in the wake of hisguests.

“Wadll, thisway then, by your leave, my lord,” Strlana said, with alittle curtsy.
Fonvar nodded digtractedly. “ They are ahandsome couple.”

“Aye, they arethat,” Teir agreed heartily. “ And bloody quick dancersaswell.” They shared agrin. “Give
us some practice, and we' Il have them on thefloor.”

“That wewill, Teir.” He paused to sudy Kattanan a moment longer, then turned smartly and left by the
gresat door.

“Not abad man. Kattanan, just not overfriendly. HE [l warm to you.”
Strelanamurmured her assent. “ Thisway, we' rein the lower hall.”
“Will my trunk have madeit so far?’

“No doubt. The earl’ smen are nothing if not efficient.” Thetrio passed through asmaller door into ahall
that ran perpendicular to the main tower. Many archeslooked onto asmall courtyard. “ The roomsare on
the outside wall, so we hope there sno invasion. There salso just arrow dits for windows, though, and
those are high up.” She came to adoor that stood open and ushered them in. Kattanan’ s trunk shared
gpace with asmall bed. square table and chair, and abasin stand. The bed was fitted with astraw
mattress, down pillow, and linen sheets. Atop those spread agray wool blanket, embroidered with the
device of the princess.

“That bed may bethe loveiest thing I’ ve seen dl day,” the singer said.

“That door across the courtyard opens into the reading room,” Strelanasaid. “Used to be some monks
who cameto study, now it'susudly empty. The earl isnot fond of religious books.”

“Nor of religion a dl, y' might add.” Teir made placating gestures when Strelanashot him aglare.
“Why has he such a place, then, if not to enjoy the books?’

“For Fionvar, if youwould know.” thewoman said. “ Taught himsdlf to read before his brother was at
war. though the Book of the Goddess was al he had to study. It seems there was some bad blood
between the brothers, but the earl had found these books someplace, so he had the library built here. It
was the firgt thing he added to the keep.”

“The dance hdl came next. Lots of additions, improvements. Wonder where the gold came from to do al
that...” Ter trailed off.

“Such agossip, thisone!” Strelanatook Teir’ s elbow and guided him toward the door. “ Garderobe’ sthe
last door. I’ll come by for you after dawn to show you around.”

“Thank you.”

“I'll comeby,” Teir said, with ady glance, “ &fter that, to give you dl the gossip.”



Strlana dapped hisarm and swished out through the door, with Teir following in mock humiliation.
Kattanan shut the door behind them. He unpacked a bit to find his deeping tunic and changed, laying
asdehistrail-stained clothes. Crossing to the washbasin, the singer peeled off the gloves and found that
his hands had al but healed. Only atracery of pae lines showed that they had been cut. When he turned
in, weariness overcame him, and his dreamswere of music he could never quite remember, and never
quite forget.



Chapter 12

Themorning air was cool and the shadows still heavy when Kattanan emerged from hisroom. Thelittle
garden was green but not yet budding. It held afew simple benches, but no statues or trees. The
opposite door stood open acrack, and alight was moving within. He nudged the door open and dlipped
insde. A few windows faced the garden, and apair of study carrels stood before him, one decked with
old books. Coming closer, he saw that their covers were charred and water-damaged. Some were
missing covers dtogether, and dl were marked by afamiliar sedl.

“S0 | have been discovered.” Fionvar held the lantern above his head. He did not smile, and there were
circlesunder hiseyes.

“Where did these books come from?’ Kattanan asked, trying to master hisvoice.
“I’ d*ve thought you would recognize the sedl, even after, what, ten years?’

He looked back at Fionvar and made a brief bow. “Pardon, my lord. | do not mean to spesk so; | was
merdly sartled.”

“Aswdl you should be. It isnot possible, yet here they are, the books of Strel Arwyn’s—as many as
could be saved, | think.”

Kattanan continued to stare a him. “Do you know how and why. my lord?’

“Orie told me he bought them at salvage prices on abrief return trip to Lochayn.” Hisexpresson
remained bland. “Why would anyone bother to unearth them?’

“I wouldn’t know, my lord.” Kattanan looked away. “I should not be disturbing you.” He moved asif to
go, but Fionvar caught hisarm.

“*Kattanan duRhys, foundling, cadtrate, agefive.” That'sin the sudents' roll. The monks recorded
concerts with anoted soloist, some attended by the roya family, the new one, that is. A difficult timefor
Lochdyn. Don't cringe from me.”

Despite the admonishment, Kattanan trembled. “What do you want from me?’

“I want to know how so many othersdied, but you lived. Thereisno record, or perhapsit waslost. |
want to know why Strel Arwyn’sburned.” His voice was low, insstent, and his eyes never left his
captive audience.

“I was sent away to sing in other places. It was not long after we left that thefire—" Hefdll slent,
remembering.

Fonvar let out alittle sound of interest, but let go of Kattanan's arm. “ These books frighten you,
foundling.”

“Memories, my lord, nothing more.” He straightened his deeve, dill facing the door. “May | go?’
“Youmay.” said Fionvar, “but not far.”

With those words at his back, Kattanan escaped into the garden and back to hisroom, amost running



into Strelana.
“I| wasjust coming for you.” She set her hands on his shoulders. “ Are you well?’
He nodded. “Morning exercise.”

Strelanasnorted. “ Then don’t tell me. Thelast thing | need ismore gossip. The earl’ s even aharder
seward than Fionvar.” Kattanan flinched at the name, and Strelanaturned bright hazel eyeson him.
“What' sthat for? Don't tell me he got to you last night. I’ll grant that his greeting was unkind, but you
were unexpected.”

“I should not have answered his chdlenge.”
“We d've taken you for acoward, or ignorant of the song. Y ou’ ve got courage.”
“Naught but astreak of foolishness. | have not yet learned when to be silent.”

“Man hasatadent likeyours, it'd be ashameto hideit, especialy just to gratify some nobleman’s pride.”
They wereturning to amore lively part of the kegp and servants roamed the hdls, many greeting Strelana
as shewalked ahead. “ Tell me of the princess, and of the palace. | have never been so far from home as
that.”

Kattanan had never been so near—hishomeland lay afew days' ride over the mountains, but he kept
quiet about that as he described what little he knew about life at the palace,

In the kitchen, Strelanatook aloaf of bread, some butter and cheese, and brought them to alow table.
She pointed to a pitcher of water, which Kattanan brought along, and they settled in to break their fast.
“Did you get to seethe king?’

Kattanan hegitated. “1 met him on the first night | was there. He was sick abed, but has some strength
beyond hisbody, | think.”

“I have heard that. | have heard heisagreat hunter and rules with astrong hand. Indeed, our taxes here
would bear that out. Not that | begrudge him that.” Her face betrayed her words, though, and she
quickly looked down at her food. “How did you cometo be there?’

“I was agift to the princess, from one of her suitors”

“A gift? But you—" His expression stopped her. “Y et sheis here with the earl.”
“The baron, my master, waskilled by the princess' sdogs.”

“Oh, | am sorry.” She squeezed hisarm. “1 did not mean to bring up such memories.”

“The earl gave her apuppy to replace the dogs shelogt. | think that iswhy she has chosen him now.
They have at |least two lovesin common. Do you know where sheis staying? She has asked meto sng
Morning Prayer.”

“Isshevery devout, then?’ Strelana started to clear their breskfast things.
“She does keep the morning worship.”

“I'll show you.” They stood and wandered back into the corridor. This keep had none of the twists and
turns of the roya castle and only two staircases to the upper floors. From the smal, disused chapd, they
crossed outside on a high battlement. The narrow passage opened onto awide court with overhanging



eavesthat sheltered awidely spaced pair of doors, one of which was marked by the shield of the earl.
Strelanatook him to the other and knocked. In a moment, the door drew back, and Laura appeared,
wiping her hands. “Kattanan! Comein, and your lady-friend, too.”

“I can't stay; I’ m attending Morning Prayer a the woods chapel.”
“Thank you, Strelana,” Kattanan said.
She nodded and went back the way she had come.

The princess s quarters were somewhat smaler than her roya chambers, but had atall, peaked celling
painted with forest scenes and hunters. Much of her old furniture had been moved in, but darker corners
gill hid the trunks and shelves [ eft by the previous occupant. Prince yapped around Kattanan' s legs until
he was picked up for agood petting.

“Faedre just went in to wake her, so it may be afew minutes.” Lauraheld adust rag in one hand and
gestured toward the ceiling. “Isthis afitting place for aprincess? She lovesit though, asked about the
artist and the scenes; why. they stayed up talking amost until morning, so it’s no wonder she' s il abed.
‘Tissure she'll be glad to see you thismorning. Of course, the earl’ sright next door. He says, if they
marry, he'll make an arch there by thefireplace so they can share their Sitting rooms.” Laura seyes
twinkled. “He saysdl the things a maiden wantsto hear, and quite well, too.” She shook her head.
“Look at me, gossiping away.”

“I'll introduce you to Teir; he played the flute last night. Strelanamakes him out to be quite the
gossipmonger.”

“I suppose I’ m on because Mdisande |ooks so happy here. Y ou must’ ve seen—"

“Oh, Kattanan, you came!” Mdisande sprang from her door and gave him a quick embrace before he
could bow to her.

“Princess!” Faedre snapped from the doorway behind.

Melisande scowled back to her. “1 am tired of propriety. Y ou wouldn't let me summon him last night
when | couldn’t deep, and you' re dways glaring at him anyhow, and | don't see how heis different from
any of therest of my household.” Shetossed her hair.

“You don't seeit because you are not looking. Would you throw your arms around Laurasimply
because she was away from you for asingle night?’

Frowning, the princess replied. “But he' snot a servant.”

“No, indeed.” Faedre went on smoothly. “But what ishe? A gift from ariva of the earl’s. How do you
think hewould fed if he saw you act thisway?’

“How absurd! Does Orie get jedlouswhen | kiss Prince? If hedid. | would think him touched, and so
would you. Here | woke up in marvel ous temper, and you have ruined it. | expected better from you,
Feedre.”

“And | from you. Mdlisande,” the lady responded gravely. “Y ou may have won his heart, but you do not
yet have his hand. Y ou must be more reserved. Once you have him, you shal again be queen of your
household.”

Kattanan softly put in, “The lady speaksrightly, Y our Highness. Y our attention”—he glanced up at



her—"it embarrasses me, and the earl aswdll, | think.”

Faedre gave her most catlike smile. “We dl have your best interests at heart, Mdisande. After the
Goddess Moon, then you may again assert yoursdaf aswell you should.”

Mélisande turned to Kattanan, her face puzzled. “Y ou never told me.”
“Thefaultismine, Highness, for not maintaining the proper distance. | am sorry.”
Faedre’ sglance to him was admost kind. “Y ou knew no better, | am sure.”

Mélisande hovered between them, then flopped into her favorite chair. “ Does that mean he can no longer
brush my hair?’

Thelady’ssmilefaded. “ Oncein awhile, perhaps”

She held out the brush without looking at him, and relaxed into the chair only when he had taken it. The
prayer was abrief solo that morning, then Faedre suggested he go while the princess made ready. As he
moved toward the door, turning back to bow, Melisande caught his eye amoment, and he thought she
might weep. Laurafollowed him out. “ That was aqueer scene, if you don’t mind my saying. Faedre
knows how much the princess likes doing the prayers with you, now she' s as much as said you can’t do
them. What' sthe harm?”’

“The princess should concentrate on earning the love of her lord, and Faedre knows best how she can
dothat,” Kattanan said, al music gone from hisvoice.

“And you are somekind of distraction to that?’ As she asked the question, Laura peered at him and
sighed, “Oh, no. Faedre thinks you are in love with the princess, doesn't she?’

“How could | be? Sheisaprincess, in linefor athrone until Wolfram has heirs, and what am 1? Not even
aman, nor ever shal be.” His hands shook, and he squeezed his eyes shut.

“And if you were, would the answer be the same?’

“If 1 were?’ Hisvoice dropped to amurmur. “How could | not?’ He sank to the step and buried hisface
inhishands.

“Then you' reright, you can’'t go on asyou have. Best you become amode servant, and soon.” Laura
straightened as the door behind them opened.

“Laura, we need your assistance,” Faedre purred. The maid bobbed a curtsy and passed her into the
room. Hand on the door, the lady stood amoment longer. “Y ou pray well, singer. For what are you
praying?’ Her voicerang in the hal long after she had shut the door.

Kattanan sat along while, but then began to hear the sounds of other peoplerising al around him and
fled down the stairs. He ran headlong into the earl’ s brother, who steadied him with one strong hand.
“Where are you running to? Or should | say from?’

“Sorry, my lord. I'll be more careful.”
“To look at you, anyone would think your heart had broken,” Fionvar observed.
“A long ride and adifficult night, my lord,” the Snger said. “Please, may | go?’

Fonvar released him and continued up the sairs.



Kattanan found himsdlf by the doorsto the dance hall and dipped insde. The place glowed with pale
pink light from the aabaster panels set in the walls. He crossed to the narrow stair and climbed up into
the gdllery. At thetop level stood anarrow bench topped by a purple cushion. Kattanan flung himsalf
down, quivering. Breathing dowly, he managed to hold back the tears, though he dared not move for fear
of their return. It seemed an eternity before he could open his eyes, and his shoulders stopped shaking.
He thought of the princess shair flowing over his hands, of the brave front she put on for the court, of her
voice when she joined in the prayers, and of her laughter when she walked in the gardens. How had he
been so blind, not to see what he was doing? How had he even thought himself worthy to serve her, let
aloneto touch her? The singer rolled over and stared downward through therail. The empty space
beckoned. He stood then and faced it, felt its eerie music welling around him. What other end could there
be for one who could never marry, never pass on life as the Goddess intended?

A voicerose from the floor. “ Kattanan, that you up there?” Teir wandered into the middle of the floor
and bent his head back. “Don’'t you want al the gossip, and atour of the grounds, perhaps?’

Kattanan caught his breath, not knowing if he should be grateful to be found. A moment sooner, and he
would not have been seen. A moment later, and he might have jumped. Perhaps he did not know what
the Goddess intended after al. “Coming, Ter,” he cdled. Taking aleisurely way down the stairs, he
adjusted histunic. “Good morrow.”

“Y’don’t seem too sure ‘ bout that, Singer.” The man examined hisface.
“I have been thinking too long, that'sall.”

“What about?’

“Thedars” hesaid. “Do you believe in the Goddess?’

Ter snorted. “What afool question!”

“I| wonder how closdly Shewatchesus.”

“Some. She watches like a hawk, ready to pounce; some, She watches like a dog, ready to herd; some.
Shewatcheslike alady, ready to love.”

Kattanan smiled a him. “If you wanted to, you could earn your way asamystic.”

“Goddess s Toed! Y ou'retaking foolishness. | have aflute and afarm, two boys and afinelady for
company, what more do | need?’

“Y ou must bethe luckiest man dive”

Teir smiled more gently now. “I would guessthat | am. That Orie dways wants more for himsdlf, and
getsit, too, but | wonder if he can ever say he' s happy with what he'sgot.” The man waved an arm at
the great room around them. “Does put on afine show, though. Well, let’sget out inthe light.” Heled
Kattanan down the stepsin the chill morning air. “ See. the best place for gossip and sediition isout in the
open.” When they came to asmall walled space just outside the keep walls, he stopped and tucked his
handsinto hisbelt. “Y € ve seen the chapel up high? Did Lanatell you about the lady of the manor,
though, the good earl’ s mother?’

“Only that she waswith the stars.”

Teir stood alittle closer, and said, “When her son came back from war ahero, she was proud, but she
turned sour afew yearslater. Ranted at him, tore down scaffolds, crazy stuff. Caled him atraitor to his



face over dinner, but nobody knew why. She lived up there, where the princess deeps, and started going
to chapel red regular. Then one night, the priestess was away, and the earl’ s lady-mother climbed the
atar and jJumped from the star-hole. Landed right here.”

Kattanan stepped back from the place, crossing hisarms. “Why are you telling me this?’

“It' swhy he never goesthere. Our good earl thinks the Goddess is responsible for his mother’ s desth.
He would ve torn down the chapd if his brother hadn’t stayed hishand. That priestess wasthefirst one

to disappear.”
The singer peered a him sidelong. “ Perhaps he just sent her away.”

Ter shrugged. “Shewas only thefirst. The late earl’ s Sster went away, and two of the town burghers
who didn’t like him much, and a couple of monkswho studied those old books.”

“| am sure there were explanations.”
“l said I’d give you gossip, not evidence. They’re too careful for that.”
[1] Trw?!

“I’ve heard him talk about his friends, unnamed, who want things thus and so. He dso hasawizard, at
least one, an old man. | met him myself one night, walking home from aball here. He looked suspicious,
0| gave himtheritud greeting.”

Kattanan felt achill beyond the breeze. “What was his answver?’

“Wizard of Nine Stars.” Teir finished with ady grin. “Didn’t ask him anything ese, I'll tell you. What's
wrong, breakfast disagree with you?’

“I need to send a message to the palace, do you know away?’

“There sregular riderswho go, but what' sthisal about?’

Kattanan hesitated and shook hishead. “It'sbest if | don't tell you what | know.”
Teir grumbled, “1 gave you some good gossip, and you repay me by keeping secrets.”
“Lives may depend on this; | won’'t have yours be one of them. About that message?’

Teir set his hands on hiships and scowled. “Y ou keep yer fine pal ace secret, then, and seeif | tell you
anythingdse”

“Please. Teir. someday I'll tdl you all thegossip | can think of—I’ 1l make things up, even!”

“Comeon, then.” Telir started tramping back toward the road. Before they reached it, though, asmall
party intercepted them, led by the princess and the earl, arm in arm. Kattanan’ s heartbest jumped.

Melisande smiled briefly a him. “ Already out, | see”

“A fineday for walking, Highness”

“Itisindeed,” the earl agreed. “ Teir, have you aflute? The princess might like aduet.”
Ter pulled out hisready insrument. “Aye, Y our Excdlency.”



“We are going to the grove, so you can discussit until we get there.”

The pair fell in behind the gathering of ladies and guards, though Kattanan glanced uneasily back to the
road, suddenly torn between sending his message and remaining at Melisande' ssde. Ter started naming
off songs, and they agreed on aLochadyn ballad.

Tdl, slvery trees surrounded the open area of the grove, which held severa benches roughly built of old
stone and asmdl pool. Startled frogs leapt from the banks, much to Melisande' s ddight.

The earl showed her to the longest bench and settled beside her. “ Thisisthe origina grove, you know,
where the man who became Strello Gamd built his hermitage hut. Legend hasit that these bencheswere
built of the stones of that same holy hut.”

“I have read some of hiswork. He spoke of finding the Goddessin dl things, and especialy in smple
labor, likethe building of hishut.”

“I did not have much timefor study; my brother isthe expert.”

Fionvar shrugged. “ The volume we have hereisnot well preserved. It mainly refersto hiswalks abroad.
At one point, it describes him walking over the mountain, and finding the Goddess on the other side,
combing Her hair and smiling. She gave him astrand of Her hair, and when he had descended again, it
had become a plow, the one thing he had not brought with him. A story of the wishesasmple man
would make.” Hewaslooking at his brother when he said it.

“She gave him what he most wanted,” Orie said. “Legend hasit that whoever degpsin thisgrove will find
what he most desires.” Orie looked down at Mdisande and said, “1 do not believeit, for | dready have
what | desire”

She blushed and looked away, toward Kattanan. For amoment, their eyes met, her gaze as open and
lovely asthe dawn. Kattanan averted his eyes from the unaccustomed brilliance.

Faedre followed the glance with awithering glare.
“Anyhow, you had asked for asong,” Fionvar said quickly. “What have you chosen?’

In answer, Teir played the opening notes, and K attanan began. The audience applauded afterward, but
Mdlisande seemed | ost in thought. When she made no response to the music, Orie touched her shoulder
and said, “What ill thought disturbsyou thismorning?’

“Only the thought of my father. Lying abed under those paintings brought him to mind.”
“Y ou may send messages to him; we have arider here who goes whenever heis needed.”
“Thank you, yes, | think that would help,” she said, but the distraction did not leave her.

“I had thought to show you the stables and the mews, but those can wait until after lunch. Besides, |
ought to deal with the business of the manor, but I'll be free to spend more time with you later.”

“I'll look forward to the rest of the tour.” Melisande rose and took her leave of the earl, with Faedre
once again swaying her hips. Orie gestured for the guards to escort the ladies.

Teir bowed to them, and took Kattanan’s arm to steer him toward another path. “There' s somefineruins
off thisway.” he said, abit too loudly. As soon as they were beyond the trees, the path dipped behind a
rise, and Teir pulled him down, gesturing for silence. “When Fion getsthat ook, he wants atak with his



brother,” he whispered.

Oncetheladies had gone, Fionvar said, “ That woman should not be here.”
“Firgt, how isthat your business; second, how can | help it?’

“It ismy business because the princess deserves better.”

“Shewill be marrying me, isn't that good enough? No, you' d best not answer that. Did you really pull me
back hereto talk about her?’

“I plan on going to vist our friends.”
At this, Teir nudged Kattanan with smirk.

“Out of the question,” Oriereplied. “1 can’'t gpare you right now. It would look strange for my own
brother not to be present. Why don't you let me relay the message?”’

Fonvar' svoicefdl back alittle. “1t isamatter of religion, only, and | know you don't like to deal with
such things”

“Oh?lsthat what you know?’ The earl’svoice chilled the air.

“Orie, why must you assume that everyoneisagaingt you? Y ou know very well why | liketo go therein
person, and that kind of message | would not have you hear first.”

“Your lady will wait until I can spare you. no doubt. I'm surprised that you' re not dready snesking off
with your message.”

“I am honoring our agreement, brother, by telling you.”

“Nonsense. Y ou need my support, or you are nothing. | have said you will not go. Attend mefor court,
will you; you seem to have an understanding of these peasantsthat | lack.” The earl sirode off. with his
brother gill breething angrily behind him.

When they were safdly off. Teir sat up. “1’m not the only one who talks more openly outside. | wonder if
they fear eavesdroppers.” He smirked again.

“Those references meant littleto me, Tair.”

“I"ve long thought the earl had taken alady to hisbed. Not that I ve seen her. he' s very discreet, but
things like that conversation tip me off. His brother, see, isastraight arrow about these things. None of us
have ever seen hislady, but he won't so much asflirt with another. | gather it' sapretty private affair in
any case, or he'd bewed himsdlf.”

“I need no moreintrigue. Take me to the messenger.”
“Suitsme; I'll just get in aspot of practice while you write.”

The pair set out again, back to Kattanan's chamber where he found parchment and ink. He settled at the
desk with the door shut, but he could still hear Teir playing hisflute out in the courtyard. The message he
wrote was brief and sealed well, addressed to Prince Wolfram. He rgoined the older man. and they set
off to thevillage a aquick pace. Kattanan did not relax until the letter wasin the man’s hand. Even then,
tension cramped his shoulders throughout the day and on into the evening, making it hard to concentrate
on egting or singing for the dancers. After saying his good-nights. Kattanan shut his own door and quietly



chanted Evening Prayer, praying for rest. The creak of the opening door startled him out of prayer. Earl
Orie cast back the hood of his cloak and fixed Kattanan with a cold stare.

“Don’t bother to change. Singer, unlessyou’ d care for along walk in your nightshirt,” the earl said. “And
| wouldn'’t suggest you take that trunk.”

“What do you mean, my lord?” The singer knelt under hiswindow, but his heart raced.

“I have seen the way you look at the princess, and | will not have such perversity under my roof. And
another thing—" He pulled afamiliar parchment from his bdlt, and cast it onto thefire. “Go and lieto
your beloved prince in person. Y ou spy upon her, then dare accuse me of collusion with wizards. How
could you betray the princess for that wretch who would be king?’

“Ask aswell how you can betray her.” Finding himsdf caught. Kattanan met the earl’ s gaze. “Faedre,
iVt it? Shetold you about this morning, and who knowswhat else.”

“Shedidn’t need to tell me; | am not blind.”
“But you have not said she didn’t.” Kattanan stood up.
“Your lifeisforfeit, castrate, for your treason to the princess.”

“And for my knowledge of you.” the sSinger added, with starlight behind him now. “Would you kill me
here?’

“I would liketo tdl her thetruth in saying you vanished into the night.”

“I do not need much baggage, then,” Kattanan said, leaning over histrunk. He pulled out afew random
tunics, his ceremonia dagger, and alittle volume of parables he had copied himsdf many years before.
These went into abag he dung over his shoulder. The earl stood watching, arms crossed. Kattanan
numbly passed under his gaze and out the door. Orie planted ahand on his shoulder, turning him sharply
away from the keep and propelling them both out a small door at the near end of the hall. As Kattanan
stumbled into the night. Orie said, “ Give my regards to the prince, when next you meset.”

The forested path should lead him back to the town, and to refuge. As he started to walk, he heard
movement behind him—two men following not too close. His pulse quickened, but he stayed his course.
He began to chant under his bregth, the high prayer of salvation, reserved for funeras, but he did not
suppose they would give him one. “Let them not bury me,” he beseeched the sky in awhisper.

Asthe path turned a corner, it came out upon awide road. A single mounted figure rode nearer,
cautioudy, while afew darker formsflitted among the trees, blades occasionaly catching thelight. The
shaking took over, and the urge to run became a voice whispering at his esrs—his mother’ svoice. His
head jerked up at that, and he did run, straight past the man on horseback, flying down the road, but he
could hear footsteps thundering up as the men in the woods broke cover. Something heavy struck his
head, rolling him—dazed—to the rough ground. The blow came again, blurring hiseyesand buzzing in
his ears. Before he could scramble up again, aman was on his back, jerking on his hair.

“Unhand him!” The new voice rang with strength, echoing from ahdl of disant memory. “I anthe
Liren-sha, you have no blade which can harm me, nor power to defeat me. While | yet stand he will not
be harmed.”

Kattanan’s captor laughed. “1 don’t see that your army is so great asdl that.”

Therider drew two swords with asmooth movement. “ Then show me your own.”



But footfals behind told Kattanan that his captors had reinforcements. The man on top of him pinned his
arms and dragged him up from the ground, ablade a histhroat. “We re the earl’ s men. and you're

trepassing.”

“I am Finistrel’ s man and the Goddess frowns on you tonight,” declared the voice of the Liren-sha. “A
hundred men and fourteen wizards | have sent to meet Her.”

“Do you believe thismanure?’ shouted one of the men. “We refacin’ amyth here, and it thinksto show
usour tail.”

“Wadll,” the Liren-shadrawled, “you haven't any teeth, or you' d have shown methose.”
At this, the others moved forward, but the man who held K attanan scooped him over a shoulder and ran.
“Freehimor die!” cried the voice of hisrescuer.

The Liren-sha galloped after, easily catching up. The animal reared, dumping itsrider, and the kidnapper
skidded, then fell. Kattanan rolled onto his Sde, trying to master his breathing, and could not get hiseyes
to focus. Swordswhistled and clashed over hishead. A terrible groan told him one man had met his
death on the road, and the swords rang on. Scrambling out of the way of the fight. Kattanan fought his
own baitle with the painin his skull, then avoice cut through it, ragged with effort, “ Kattanan, listen!”

Listen? The singer could hardly breathe, but he tried. The clash of swords and ragged breathing were
difficult to sort out, but then he heard another sound. Soft behind him, someone was creeping through the
wood, breathing very low, raising hisarm in amuffled chink of mail. Kattanan pulled one foot under him,
then launched himsdlf a the lurker, hitting him full in the chest. Both smashed hard into the tree behind,
and lay 4ill.

When he came to amoment later, adark figure leaned over him. “Can you ride?’ the man whispered,
then, “Forget it, you'll ridewith me.” The Liren-sha gathered Kattanan into strong arms and walked
swiftly back to hishorse.

“A couple of those men escaped me—I’m sorry there sno timeto rest,” he muttered.

One of the stranger’ sarms was across the singer’ swaist, supporting him as he leaned back. Kattanan's
fingers shook, his eyes till felt worthless, and his head ached. His face rubbed against the soft leather his
rescuer wore. The dapping of the twin swords hanging against the horse' s flanks steadied into arhythm.
Letting out a shaky breath, Kattanan shivered and pressed closer, hearing the beat of afamiliar heart.
Part of him tried to remember, to link the voice with aface, but in the chaos of hismind, it would not
come clear. And part of him did not want to know. Thetrail doped up, then evened out around dawn.
Kattanan vaguely remembered some greeat fuss being made over him as he was borne down along hall,
but mostly herecalled, ashewaslaid in asoft bed. that someone was singing. The song waslittle more
than amurmur, but it was the Morning Prayer, and he fdl into adeep and quiet deep.



Chapter 13

“We ve got only that painting to go on and the word of atraitorous guard, but | believe he has my
daughter’ sface, her coloring. | have been told he has hisfather’ seyes.” aregal voice was saying when
Kattanan gtirred toward consciousness again. “| doubt our people will accept a castrated king, but there
areways around that.”

Kattanan lay ill, trying to keep hisbreathing dow asif in dumber.

“Whether heisto be king matters not awhit to me. Duchess.” the Liren-sha svoicereplied. “We have
been parted severd years, but heis till the nearest thing | have to family.”

“I hed forgotten. It isdifficult for meto imagine that you were ever amonk.”

An ingtant tenson shot through the singer’ s body as he flashed back to another land, another pain dmost
forgotten in the press of recent events. A hand rested againgt his shoulder, and Kattanan rolled sharply
away, ignoring the throb of hishead.

“Kat, please.” Jordan’ s voice whispered behind him, touched with a new depth but suddenly bereft of its
power of the night before.

“Go away. You left me once, surely you candoit again.”

“Please hear me out.”

“Goaway.”

“| thought you said he was your friend.” the duchess observed.

“Hewas, and | pray he can beagain.” Still, he rose from hischair.

“Find something to eat and have something sent up; my grandson may be hungry.”

The door was opened, and shut after a pause, before Kattanan opened his eyes. He turned hishead a
little to look at the old lady who waited at his bedside. Austere wooden pins caught thick, silvered hair
atop her head, accenting sharp eyesthe blue of deep water. Her unsmiling face had only the faintest of
wrinkles. She wore agrey velvet gown, unadorned except by the badge of a duchy that had long since
changed hands.

“Y ou do have hiseyes, Rhys.”

“I do not know that name, my lady.”

“Youwill cometo. In the meantime, wewill call you ‘Your Mgesty.” if you prefer.”
“No,” heprotested inasigh. “I annoking.”

“Oh,” the duchess said, but her expression grew fierce. “ The king who Sitsin your place taxes his people
beyond measure, letting his soldiers take what they will of the wares and the women. He grows fat and
lazy, ddlying with maids and whores. Theroyd chapel isaplace of drunken revery, and boarsare
roasted over the funerd pyres of nobility. Thisisthe false king—the man who poisoned your father,
hanged and beheaded your brothers, and had my daughter, your mother, buried in acommon grave.”
Her eyes, a once harsh and dazzling, never left hisface.



The singer winced and shut his eyes againgt the shine of the sun from afdlen crown.

“We have been hiding here, gathering theloyd, finding the truth, and preparing the way for the rise of
Lochdyn.” He shook his head, but she went on, “All weretold that you were dead, along with your
family. Four years ago we heard the rumor that you survived. Our men caught the guard who brought
you away from the castle, and he was persuaded to tell al. The monastery had been burned, and all
killed, or so we thought for along time. The Liren-sha brought usthe final facts by accident—he was
threatening awizard in our employ at thetime.” She gave an € oquent shrug. “But | gather you are not
interested in hisstory.”

“He abandoned me along time ago, and no, | don’t care to hear from or about him.”

“Heisinvauableto us, and you will accept that. | will not force you to hear him out, but heis staying.”
When Kattanan made no reply, his grandmother went on, “Asfor my family, we were besieged. We did
have away out, by waiting on the wal, and riding down on the counterweight if the gate could be raised
and lowered again, but that required one of usto stay behind. Aswe got there, ayoung soldier climbed
over thewall. Wetold him where some of our wealth had been hidden in exchange for his assistance.
Soon after, in the guise of an ederly aunt, | attended hisinvestiture asthe earl of Gamd’s Grove.” She
paused. “ Y ou look shocked.”

“Heisatraitor. He may have hired the wizard who afflicted King Gerrod.”

“Yes, hedid.” Shedid smileat this, aclose-lipped expression of satisfaction. “1 would have asked for
outright death, but the sood earl has hisown plans”

Kattanan pushed himsdlf up, staring in horror. “I must get amessage to the prince.” And warn Mdisande,
though he hadn’t an idea of how to reach her past the earl’ s defenses.

“That family isour enemy. Do not concern yourself with them. Y ou have your own family and crown to
defend now.” Sherose and looked down on him. “I have been told not to tire you. Someone will be up
with amed. Guards are posted outs de the doors should you require anything”—she smiled—*Y our

Majesty.”

Kattanan sank back, clenching afist. He thought of escape, but redized he had no ideawhere he was.
Shortly after she had gone, the door was opened again. A very tall man entered, clad entirely inred
leather even to the red band that held back his dark, wavy hair. A trio of thin scars accentuated his sharp
features. He bore atray of food before him, and it took a moment for Kattanan to recognize hisold tutor.
“I do not want you here.”

“You need to eat.” Jordan glanced furtively at the singer as he set down thetray besde him. “And | need
you to hear me. | overheard part of your conversation, about a message to the prince. The duchess has
declared him an enemy of her cause”

“He hasto be warned—and even if they raise me asaking, | will lead no war againgt him.”
“I think the overthrow of that reign belongsto Earl Orie”

“That’ swhat she meant,” Kattanan breathed, with a sound like defeat. “ An old priestesstold methat |
would be king, but not Wolfram. There must be away to stop it from happening.”

“I have learned the danger of defying fate.” Jordan studied the band of scarsat hiswrist.

“And you, more than anyone, should have learned whét it fedls like to abandon someone who trusts
you.” said Kattanan, pleased at Jordan’sflinch. “I must at least try.”



“If I carry your message to the prince, will you hear my tae?’

Kattanan finaly met Jordan’ s eyes. He thought of the prince making the sign of farewell not so long ago.
and nodded once. “If that isthe price | must pay. He needs to know that Orie isworking with the Wizard
of Nine Stars and that the lady Faedreis Ori€' slover. If you take thetrail on thefar side of theriver,
you'll cometo awatchtower with agate. At dawn, it's guarded by aman called Rolf of the Prince's
Mercy. Tl him | sent you.”

“Will they believe me?’
Kattanan frowned, then said, “Was my bag brought here?’

Jordan found it on atable and laid it on the bed, watching as the singer fished through it. He came out
withasmall bone carving. “Y ou can probably convince Rolf to get you an audience with the prince.
Show him this” He dropped the little figure into Jordan’ s hand.

Before the Liren-sha could speak, the door popped open, and the duchess camein. “We have a guest
you must greet asaking.” The duchess crossed to awardrobe and found atunic and capein theroya
colors of gold and green. “Wear these”

Kattanan numbly shook hisheed. “I can’'t dothis”
“Youwill.” Sheturned to Jordan. “1 need you there; thisis the wizard we spoke of.”
“Thewizard will not appreciate my presence.”

“I would not appreciate my grandson, or any of the rest of us. being overcome by magic. Wewill waitin
the hall.” She breezed out. followed by Jordan, to allow Kattanan to changein peace. When he opened
the door, he found them waiting there, dong with agroup of guards and afew liveried servants. One of
these approached and opened the box he held. The duchess removed something and held it up to catch
the light. With a soft cry, Kattanan went pale and stumbled, not even shaking off Jordan’ s supportive
hand.

“We had it stolen from the palace severad years ago. The crown your uncle wearsisamere imitation.”
She made asif to placeit on his head, but he retreated toward the room.

“Please don't make mewear that.” He imagined blood seeping around it.

Stll, she advanced. “Thisisthe crown of your ancestors, and you will wesr it.”
“No!” Kattanan cried as Jordan stepped between him and his grandmother.
“Duchess, now isnot thetime.” Their eyeslocked, and hers narrowed.

“Y ou do not make decisons here.”

“If anyoneisto beievethat Kat—that Rhysisthe rightful king, then neither do you. He has said he will
not wear that crown.”

She stared up a him amoment longer, then turned smoothly back to the servant. “Theking prefersto be
bareheaded today, in deferenceto hisinjury. Carry thisbehind him.” The servant bowed and shut the
box. Gathering her skirts, the duchess looked back at them. “Four guards will go before, then His
Majesty, and his bodyguard. If it please Y our Mgesty,” she paused and made sure she had his attention,
“I will dothetaking during thisinterview.”



“I think that were best,” he said. He did not look at Jordan asthe pair fell into the procession. Servants
flung open great doors as they advanced, spilling sunlight from the brightly lit room beyond. Smaler than
the Bernholt audience hal, the room shimmered with polished stone and golden lanterns. The few people
within stood to attention and bowed as K attanan passed. Pairs of guards parted to alow him to walk to
the throne—areplicaof the one that stood in Lochayn. With a nervous glance. Kattanan settled on the
edge of the throne. Jordan towered beside him, and the duchess took a smaller seet to the other side.

At her nod, the opposite door opened, and everyone was on their feet again, thistime murmuring in
confusion. The figure revealed there wavered even asthey watched. The vestiges of age and of fine robes
faded into the air. leaving a plain woman clad in homespun. Her hair was cut raggedly at her shoulders,
but she held hersdlf with remarkable poise, striding into the room trailed by apair of protesting guards.
Thewoman ignored al of the audience, stepping up before the throne, but to one side. Her eyes gleamed
the pale yelow of old parchment; awide nose dominated her long face, and her hands hung indecisive by
her sides, but her whole figure was intent, and she gazed up at the Lirensha. “You are he.”

“You areawizard.” He matched her even, disdainful tone.
“What isthe meaning of this?’ the duchess demanded, standing firmly before her chair.

“I felt you some distance off,” the wizard continued, ignoring the duchess. “It isastrange sensation to
have one’ s power dowly eroded. How isit done?’

“Hirdt, it srips your casting ahility, then degrades your magic senses, then finally removes whatever magic
may linger around you, leaving you completely exposed.” He held her gaze.

Shenodded. “That iswhat it fdt like” At last sheturned from him to the duchess. “We have met before,
under other circumstances.”

“If it wasyou | met. | saw an old man who wore long, dark robes. Y ou are not he.”

“Anilluson. Would you have hired the woman you now see before you? Ugly and ill formed? If anything,
what you have seen should make you even more sure of my ahility. If not...” The woman shrugged and
turned back to the door.

“Even awizard may not turn her back on theking.” the duchess said.

The woman sketched acurtsy. “If | seem ungraceful, it isbecause | am more used to bowing. Y our
Maesty. What service do you require?’ Her yellow eyes strayed over hisform, then flicked back to the
duchess, who had again settled in her chair.

“Have you any skill withillusonsof sound, or just with those of Sght?’

“I have made dl manner of illusons. Sound is, perhaps, less difficult than sight, because few people truly
believe ther ears. What did you havein mind?’

“Theking requiresanew voice.”
“Ah. Trivia. What sort of voice?’
“ Something deep and dignified, | would think.”

A little smile played about the wizard' slips as she looked back to Kattanan. “ He seems abit young yet
for that. | assume you desire acredible tone, Y our Mgesty?’



“Of course he does.”

“Duchess. | understand it isimportant to you to conced certain features of your king, but | cannot work
inignorance. Please let him speek.”

“I have never thought of it.” Kattanan sammered.
“I can seethat. | can't work while the Liren-shais present, and then there isthe price.”
“You arein our employ dready; isnot your retainer enough?’

Thewoman tilted her head. “I had in mind something lesstangible. | would like to be consdered a
member of the court, with aroom here, and dl the privilegesthat implies.”

The duchess frowned at this. “ An unexpected request.” She thought along moment. “1 see no reason not
to grant it. Y ou understand that the Liren-shaisin attendance here?’

“Y ou do not understand the implications of that. If he entersthe king' s presence, the king will lose his
voice until that man leaves again. At any time when the voice isimportant, the Lirenshamust be at least as
far away asthe antechamber isfrom here”

“1 likeit not.”
“The choiceisnot mineto make.”

Kattanan, who had been sitting at the far edge of the throne, suddenly redized his opportunity. “Thet is
acceptable.” Jordan flashed aglance a him. and the duchess glowered, but the singer ignored them both.
“If 1 am to beforced to endure either the presence of thisman or therisk of having aspell cast upon me,
| choose the spell.”

“The king has spoken.” the wizard said. “I will not pretend to understand why you turn aside his
protection unlessyou are yourself awizard.”

“No,” Kattanan protested, but saw her little smirk and redlized the joke.
“OncetheLiren-shaisgone, | can begin.”

The duchess nodded her dismissal to Jordan, but he bowed to the throne, and said, “ AsHis Majesty has
requested, but may | perform ablessng?’

“You are no longer aman of the Goddess,” Kattanan said sharply.

“Not asamonk, but asthe Liren-sha. My blessing will prevent the wizard from performing any magic
beyond what you yoursdlf request.”

“Thissounds much like magicinitsdf.” the wizard observed.
“Itismore like alingering sense of my presence on the person so blessed.”
“Useful,” she commented as he turned back to Kattanan.

Knedling before the throne. Jordan held out his hands. “Will you suffer my touch?’ he asked under his
breath.

Kattanan stiffened, but recalled the words of the ancient priestess. “Do it quickly.”



Jordan laid his hands upon the young king’ s head, and said. “By the blood in my heart, defend this man
from magic. May the clouds come down to guard you. May the earth rise up to save you. May thelight
of the Goddess dance upon you. Y our voice alone can divide this blessing, but none shdl ever dispd it.”
A drange lightness rose in Kattanan. The touch hovered there like a caress, even when the Liren-shahad
let himsdlf out.

Thewizard’ sform wavered and grew into voluminous robes, stitched with gold. Lines wandered about
her face, and her hair grew long and grey down her back. The old man she had become smiled &t their
renewed confusion. “Heisgone. | can begin whenever you ask it.”

Kattanan forced himsdf to relax and nodded. “Wizard, will you give me anew voice?’

“Aye, Sire. Imagine the voice you would choose. It should be strong, but not intimidating. Not so deep
asto be unbelievable. A voicethat you yoursalf would trust. It may help if you shut your eyes.”

Hedid s0. and was only vaguely aware of the chant of the wizard asit rose around him. A voice he
would trust. He cast back in memory for such avoice, and found it in ayoung man who found him left by
agate, anovicewho carried him gently, who stayed with him for so long. The voice was tenor, not too
deep, with the echo of aready laugh. But that voice later betrayed him. Hetried to rgject it and find
another—too late, he felt the voice become his.

The wizard stepped back then. “It isdone.”

“S0. speak.” the duchess prompted.

“I do not fed well.” he said softly, but he jumped alittle when he heard the voice.
“A good voice.” the wizard commented, and the duchess nodded to hersdif.

“The chamberlain will find aroom to suit you, wizard. Thank you for your service.”
The wizard bowed to both of them and moved aside.

The duchess stood and signaled the guards as well. “ My grandson has had adifficult time and will need
to recover. | will handle dl other business before this court.”

Kattanan rose unsteadily and followed the guards back to his room, shutting the door behind him. He
flung off the strange clothing and curled up in the blankets, shaking. He shut his eyes againgt the mourning
red of the berries and tried to remember his own voice.



Chapter 14

A long while passed before Kattanan stirred from his bed. Hunger got the best of him. and he bit into a
roll as he paced through the room. The bed was twice aslarge as any he had beenin, and dl the

bedcl othes bore the badge of the Royal House of Lochalyn. as did the curtains and chair backs. Two tall
windows opened out onto asmall patio, with an unkempt garden beyond. The wardrobe held avariety of
tunics, robes, cloaks, and hoods, plus afew finer jerkins and hose in various shades. Seeing that hisown
undertunic was somewhat disheveled, Kattanan put on one of the others. He returned for some fruit and
eitled by the shelf between the two windows. Aside from the texts, a miniature painting showed his
family in exquisite detail. Hisfather wastall and proud, hand on his sword; Alyn, then crown prince, did a
fineimitation of hisfather. With solemn eyes, Duncan stared out of the frame. Queen Caitrin tilted her
head to smile at the shining blond of her youngest son’shair. He perched on her lap, grinning, holding his
middle brother’ s hand.

Kattanan replaced the portrait but looked at his younger self amoment. A knock sounded at the door,
and thewizard, in the old man’s guise, stepped up to the door and looked down at him. In thisform, the
eyeswere dark, near black, and Kattanan could not see hisreflection in them. “How fares the new voice,
Sre?’

“Strrange.”

The old man nodded. “1t will take some time to get used to it. Have you recovered?’
Kattanan shrugged and found himself somewine. “I fed better, but not good.”

“| am both glad and sorry to hear that.”

The duchess brushed asde her wizard. “Where sthe Liren-sha?’

“He wastold not to come near me.”

“He hasn’t been seen since court, and that was hours ago.”

“Should that be important to me?’ When he spoke, the new voice sounded strong, firm, not at al like his
own.

Thewizard shrugged. “1 have no sense of him mysdlf, and my power isintact.”

“Hetalked for weeks about how he’ d never leave again,” said the duchess darkly. “1 asked himto be
cautious because of the new voice, but thisis going somewhat too far.”

“| asked himto go,” Kattanan said, with afaint smile. “ Apparently he went.”
“Where?’ the duchess asked.

Kattanan sudied hismedl. “Away.”

“A king must learn to face his enemy as he lies. Where did he go. Sire?’

A breathless servant trotted up behind. “He took his horse. Excdllency, but not hisred saddle, a different
one. He had avery long black cape, the stableboy said.”

“Soheisridingindisguise,” the wizard observed. He raised a shaggy eyebrow at Kattanan. “ And you



don't know where.”

“And hedidn't tell me, so he’' sdoing something he shouldn’t.” The duchess seyesgrew sharp as
daggers. “The message! Y ou wanted a message sent to the prince! Y ou asked him to ride to the enemy?
And say what?’

“It doesn’t concern this place, or you.”

The wizard growled something from deep in hisbeard. “It doesn’'t matter what he wastold to say, if he
gets near the king, we are most likely ruined.”

“I have aways said you should have killed the king outright,” the duchess said. “He has afour-hour lead
on anyone we could send. Can we get amessage to the earl ?’

“No,” Kattanan said forcefully.
“Heisour dly. | an more sure of him than | am of you.”

Thewizard said, “We don’t know what road he' staken, and unlessthe earl isdready riding that way, he
would never catch him.”

“What isour rea danger?’

“Assuming your grandson istelling the truth, and nothing about your affairsisreveded, only that the
Liren-sha gets near King Gerrod. | have no way of knowing how week theking is, or how much the
sudden disillusonment would reved. If the doctors have stopped bleeding him, he could recover very
quickly. Sofar as| know, this has no effect on your plans, but the earl could be ruined. If he thinksthe
Liren-shawas sent for this purpose, he may betray you.”

“What can we do?’
“If he does meet the king, | must be there as soon after as possible to reingtate the spell.”

Kattanan stumbled back and sat down hard. “Y ou're the Wizard of Nine Stars. | let you work magic on
m"

“We can spare you for atime,” the duchess said, “but return quickly, if you can. Presumably, he will
smply deliver the message and come back, so it should be two days at the most.” Sheturned to
Kattanan with ahard look. “1 will spend them in helping my grandson to define hisloyatiesand finding a
way to convincethe earl that thiswas not our doing. Rhys does not understand our cause well enough to
giveit hisfull support. Starting now. Rhys, you arein training to serve as our king. Do not defy me again.”

While hisformer student was being introduced to new tutors. Jordan rode hard down a narrow track.
The coming of night forced him to dow down, picking out thetrail by moonlight and the lights on passing
boats. He rested just before dawn as he waited for the first light of the sun. The horse he tethered to a
tree by theriver just before mounting the climbing trail. He rounded afina bend and emerged from the
shadows not far from the tower.

“Halt there! Tell mehow yerecadled.” A deep voicerolled down a him.

“I am afriend of onewho wasyour friend. Rolf of the Prince’'s Mercy!”



“Yebenowizard!”

“Gracious, no!” Hetugged at hisred gloves and smiled alittle.
“Then whosefriend areye?’

“Kattanan duRhys.”

“By the mount! I’'m coming to the gate, but I'll be armed!”
“Aswdl you should be”

Armored feet clumped down inside the tower as he approached the gate. The man who appeared was as
tall as Jordan himself but much more broad, especidly with the helmet and breastplate. “How areye his
friend, and how comeye here?’

“Tothefirg, itisadifficult story; to the other. | have amessage for Prince Wolfram. Kat thought it was
important. He told me you were the watchman here.”

The big man mumbled to himself in aforeign tongue. “If | let you init'd be my head.”
“Can you bring the prince here?’

Rolf set down the butt of his spear. “Y € ve got no army waitin‘ round the bend?’
Jordan checked behind him. “If one comes. I'll hold the gate aslong as| can.”

The guard let out asnort of laughter.

Jordan fumbled in his pouch, pushing back the cloak. Rolf took a step back at the sight of the red garb
and matched swords, but relaxed alittle when they were not drawn. Jordan tossed the carved figure
between the bars. “ Kattanan said to show that to the prince.”

Rolf caught it. then raised hishead to Jordan. “If that army arrives, tell ‘em I’'ll be back inablink.” Rolf
hurried off. disappearing through adoor on thefar side.

Jordan paced awhile, stretching hislegs, in the shadow of the tower. Asthe sun rose overhead, he made
the Sgn of the Goddess, and began to sng Morning Prayer until he heard the guard’ sreturn behind him.
He turned with a brief bow for the newcomer.

“I have heard only Kattanan sing it that way,” the prince said, coming up to the bars. “Where sthe key,
Rolf?’

Jordan dlowed himsdf asmile. “1 amn glad to hear he still does.” The amile faded as he thought of leaving
hisfriend with awizard. “1 am aso glad you have decided to trust me.”

“The token you sent means | should either trust you, as he apparently did, or kill you, if you got it by
some other means.” Despite the hurried appearance of his clothing, and histawny, uncombed hair, the
prince looked grave, as did Rolf asthe gate was opened.

“Y our Highness, harm intended for him would first haveto get past me.”
“Inthat case, comein. We ll talk in the tower if that suitsyou.”

“Not as much astak in the kitchen, Y our Highness, but I'll manage.”



Wolfram gave him asidelong glance and alittle smile. “That can be arranged. Rolf, to your duty. | do not
think thisman intends meill.”

“Not unlesshe' sacannibd, Y our Highness.” Rolf climbed back into histower.

“Theré saservants kitchen not far from here.” The prince led the way acrossthe courtyard. “Who are
you, if I may be so bold?’

“| wasatutor of Kattanan'salong time ago; asto what | am. | think I’ d best wait on that until you have
heard the message.” They walked silently to the kitchen. Only apair of scullery maids worked there now,
as the servants had aready eaten, and the nobles were not expected up for quite some time. The men
took atray of food into asmall pantry away from prying ears.

Pouring each of them adrink. Wolfram said. “ Speak your message, stranger. We are as safe here as
anywhereinthe castle, | warrant.”

“There were two things he wanted you to know. Thefirst | cannot elaborate on, as| don’t know the
partiesinvolved, but he said that Earl Orie and Lady Faedre are lovers.”

“That blackguard isto marry my sister! Bury him; we knew he was hiding something.”

“Theré smore, Your Highness.” Jordan set down his cup. “The Wizard of Nine Starswas hired by the
eal.”

“Goddess s Tears! What ishe up to?’

“I can't say specificdly, but, taken toitslogica conclusion, | would assume heis after the crown. Y ou
say heismarrying your Sster. Asl understand it, the wizard isresponsible for your father’ sillness. That
leaves only one obstacleto the earl, Y our Highness, if thisisindeed hisintention.” Jordan met the
prince s gaze.

“Thank the Goddess you came while thereis ill timeto do something.” Wolfram took a deep swallow,
then Started. “How did Kattanan find out these things? Ishedl right?’

“The earl did send someone after him; | don’t know why he wasleaving there. We were able to save
him, though, and he was not grestly injured. | have not had much chanceto talk with him sincethen. It
was very important to him that this message reach you.”

“Whereishe, then?’

“Heisin,” Jordan paused, wrestling with the need for trust over secrecy, “1 will not say good hands, but
at least in the care of people who mean him no harm.”

“Y ou don't trust them.”

“Thelr gods and mine coincide about Kattanan’ s well-being, but not beyond that. Before you ask, |
cannot discusstheir plans.”

“Then what are yours? 'Y ou said you would tell mewho you are,” Wolfram prompted.

Jordan nodded. “I said that | was histutor. We were separated against our will some six years ago. |
wasamonk at thetime. What | am, what | have dways been, isthe Wizard' s Bane. Kattanan did not
know until yesterday. | had forsaken my fate to go to the Goddess; now | have forsaken Her.” Heféll
slent, aswonder spread across the prince’ sface.



“Y ou are anathemato dl magic?’
Jordan nodded.
“Then you can cure my father.”

“Perhaps. | don’t know the nature of the spell, o it’shard to say what would change, especidly if he has
taken many medicines since then. What with lying abed and being looked after, he may well be more sick
without the magic.”

“We havetried everything ese. | set mysdlf to find the wizard and try to—I don’t know what, actualy.”
Wolfram swirled his goblet with arueful look. “I did not know what elseto do. If | had known you were
more than alegend, | suppose | would have looked for you. Will you cometo my father?”

“If hewill sseme, then | will dowhat | can, Y our Highness, for the sake of your friendship with
Kattanan.”

“Wll, hewon't be accepting visitors at this hour, so we may at least finish our breskfast. How did you
becomethe Liren-sha?’

Jordan snorted. “1 did not become, | was born, athough my power seemsto have grown with me. My
father was awizard, my mother, a priestess. Shadow-shaper—my father—gave up most of his other
dudiesto try to find out al he could about me. He discovered that | affect stronger wizards, and stronger
magic, a agreater distance. He had a certain rival he wished to berid of, so he arranged to meet the
man just outsde of the distance at which hewould himsdlf |ose power. Y ou see, he thought the other man
was stronger and so would have less power than himsalf. He turned out to be wrong and died in the dudl.
| wasresponsblefor hisdeath.” Hefdl silent, the old ache returning.

“So you went to the Goddess to atone.”

“I thought that She had taken mein, freed me. Yearslater, | killed again, that timein arage. | was never
worthy to wear thoserobes.” He studied hishands. “ The wizard | killed had traded K attanan to an emir
for achanceto look at abook of magic. Obvioudy, | could not be around when he did, so he asked the
man to have mekilled. He did not know the guards were ordered to kill him aswell. Imagine their
amusement when | beat them to it. The guard captain started my new vocation, he dared all wizardsto
come, and other men aswdll.”

“A wizard | had busnesswith hinted at some of that, that one of his brethren had given in to temptation
and met hisfate.”

“They dl believe that weaker wizards are the ones who lose their power, and, being as haughty asthey
are. each new wizard thinks he will be strong enough to overcome me. | have been tempted more than
onceto reved what my father learned, just to stop them coming. They don’t believe me. though. Some of
the men who came were hired by wizards who hadn’t the courage to come themselves; the rest sought
only their ownfame.”

“And the red?” Wolfram prompted softly.

“No man should die without someone to mourn him. I mourn them al.” Jordan amost laughed as he
inspected hisgarb. “It dso has agood effect on the morale of my opponents. So much of what | amis
rumor and dramaticsthat | surprise myself by being flesh and blood.”

“Y ou have surprised me. aso. Do you have aname beyond your title?’



“| was once cdled Jordan, your Highness.”
“Jordan, will you come with meto meet theking?’
“I will, and thank you for the medl.”

They gathered up the remnants of breakfast and |eft the little room, mounting the Sairs to the upper
levels. “If you have not met the earl, then | assume you would have no news of my sister either?”

“No, Highness”

“Sheisat hiskeep on a Goddess Moon. Ignorance may serve better than knowledge to keep her safe
from the earl—at least for now. | wish | knew why Kattanan was leaving there; it might tell me so much.”

“Hewas on foot, with only asmall bag, and it was the middle of the night, so | doubt the journey was by
choice. The brigands who assaulted him claimed to be the earl’ s own men. | wasriding to the keep—I
had heard that he was there but that his position was tenuous at best.”

“Y ou and your associates have spiesinside the keep?’
“There are those who bring ustidings.”
“Y our associates are friends of theearl’s”

Jordan paused on the landing to look at the prince through piercing eyes. “Y ou have away of getting
more from aman than he meansto say, Y our Highness.”

Wolfram put out his hands, pam up. “I try to listen very carefully. | certainly do not mean to put you on
your guard againgt me.”

“I am dways on my guard. Highness.” The ghost of agrin came upon hislips. “Y ou speak to many
wizards, don't you?’

“When | haveto. | speak to as many people as| can. Y ou are avoiding the question | have not asked.”

“I know, because | can’t be sure of the answer. To the best of my knowledge, my associates have
nothing to do with your father’ sillness. They do not have designs on the kingdom of Bernholt.” He
watched the prince closdly, and Wolfram narrowed his eyes.

“Y et they have knowledge of the wizard, and apparently the earl, but have volunteered nothing. You are
wise not to trust them.” The prince looked himin the eye. “I hope you can trust them with Kattanan.”

“I hope 0. t00.”
“That was aless-than-comforting answer.”

Jordan joined him on his stair, then kept on. “ Then you will understand why | would liketo return there
assoon aspossible”

Wolfram nodded. “ Thisway.” They soon stood before the king’ s door, facing afile of armed guards as
they were announced to the king. The steward returned in amoment and bobbed a brief bow.

“HisRoya Maesty, Gerrod of Bernhoalt, requires proof of your claim,” the steward said.

The Liren-sha considered, gazing over thelittle man’s head. “ Ask if he has some enchanted trinket that



he would not mind losing, something cursed by magic, perhaps.”

The man returned, thistime with asmall object in hishand: atoy soldier, worn with play, with atiny
crown that glowed in the daylight.

For amoment Wolfram squeezed his eyes shut. “Why that?’ He sighed.

“Theking said that thisis mere sentiment, and worth little with or without the enchantment.” He offered it
to Jordan, who glanced aside at the prince but took it without comment, then handed it back. The crown
and glow had faded away, leaving just an old toy.

“Return thisto your king, and tell him the Liren-shaawaits.” When the man had gone, Jordan whispered
to the prince, *Y ou do not look well. Highness.”

“That was dl the magic a seven-year-old could afford. | loved that soldier, even more when he was
crowned.”

“Theking will seeyou,” the stleward announced, standing aside from the door. Wolfram let his
companion go firgt, both pausing insdeto let their eyes adjust to the dim light. They bowed, and Jordan
stepped alittle forward.

“May | approach Y our Mgesty’ s bedside?’

“Unlessyou can dispel it from there,” the king rasped. He peered at Jordan from beneath heavy brows,
coughing into acloth. “Where have you come from?’

“The North Road. | hear your daughter has just gone that way.”

The old king smiled and gave afaint nod. “ Sheiswith asuitor, astrong young earl. Goddess willing,
they’ |l marry soon.”

Jordan looked up from his study of the king to meet Wolfram's eyeswith asmall frown. “By your leave.
Y our Mgesty. | will need to touch your head.”

“Cometo it then. | have been needled and leeched by every physician and hedler for miles around, and
not one has even eased the pain.” He scowled, eyes focusing on the prince, where he waited off to one
sde

Jordan knelt and pulled off his gloves, tucking them into hisbelt. He took a deep breeth, and laid his
hands on the king’' stemples. Their breathing synchronized, and Jordan shut his eyes. King Gerrod' s eyes
flew open wide, and he jerked away. “Light! Give melight!”

Wolfram drew aside the curtains, letting in astream of light dyed blue and gold by stained glass. The king
cackled and clutched at Jordan’s arm. He took deep breaths then, and laughed again. Struggling to push
himself upright, though, he growled darkly. “What isthis? | am still wesk asachild!”

“Sire, themagicisgone. What you fed isthe result of your treetments; it will pass”
“| should banish those fool physicians”

“No,” Jordan replied, “they did al they could for you, but the sickness was not of the body. There was
nothing for them to cure, Y our Mg esty, but the semblance of sickness.”

“Thiswizard isamaster of illusons,” Wolfram added, moving alittle closer, joy and pain warring on his
face.



“Y ou know so much about wizards,” the king scoffed.
“I have been learning, to try to find away to help you.”

“Learning! | should have known. Steward, some de, | think. Take away this drugged wine. | have no
need of it.” Gerrod looked back to Jordan. “ Any reward shal be yours, beginning with afeast in your
honor as soon as| am well enough to attend.”

“I cannot stay, Your Mgesty. | have other mattersto attend to.” Jordan tried to rise, but the king held his
am,

“I have said you will stay.” His grin stopped as his eyes burned at the Liren-sha. “1 have amind to grant
you knighthood if you do not haveit aready.”

“The offer ismost generous, but | must leave.” With asuppletwist of the arm, he released himself from
the king's grasp and moved quickly out of reach. “It is probable that you have not heard the last of the
wizard. The prince will know how to reach me, if you have further need of my services.” He bowed and
turned, but Gerrod bellowed, “ Guards!”

In an ingtant, three men crowded into the room, effectively barring the door, swords drawn, eyes flashing.
“What isyour will. Sre?’

“Thisman haslifted the sicknessfromme, and |, by right of birth the King of Bernhalt, require him to
gay. Heisfar too useful to go so soon. Give him every luxury.”

“Your Mgesty,” Jordan began, gritting histeeth, “| do appreciate your offer, but my businessisurgent. |
will leave ingructions with Prince Wolfram—"

“Am | not king in my own castle? Y ou are my subject.”
“Fether, please, thisman came of hisown will to aid you—"
“I will have silence!” the king roared, breathing hard. “And | will have my crown.”

Wolfram fdl to one knee and took the crown from his head, offering it with lowered eyes. Gerrod
snatched it away and clapped it to hisslvering hair.

With aflicker of aglanceto the prince, Jordan sighed, “Very wdl, wheream | to stay?’

“The steward will appoint you one of the finest rooms, and my men will stay nearby, should you have
need of them.” The king’'s head wasraised, his gaze steady and his amile fixed.

Jordan inclined his head, and turned on his hed to follow the guards. Before Wolfram had even emerged
from the chamber, Jordan broke from the guards and streaked around a corner toward the stairs. Taken
by surprise, the guards stampeded after him. weighed down by armor. Jordan careered down the stairs
and dammed into achambermaid. They fell in aheap, and her face shifted and changed.

“Bury you, Wizard' s Bane.” muttered the Wizard of Nine Stars.

“Wizard!” shouted aguard, and they were on the move again, hauling both up from the floor. A small
cask of ale spurted out its contents across the stairs beside afalen tray.

“I’d swear that was Halieamoment ago!” the guard in front exclaimed, pointing a the ragged woman.
“Shewasto bring theking' sae”



“Bury you in stone!” she hissed at Jordan. “If not for you, | could have dipped past.”

“What are you doing here?’ Jordan demanded.

“Guessl” she snapped, turning away.

“Tell me how you are called,” the guard captain ordered, sword at the ready.

She bared her teeth a him, but could not escape the command. “ The Wizard of Nine Stars.”
“Treason!” the other bawled. “ To death with you, wizard.”

The wizard snaked out a hand and caught Jordan’ s deeve. “If they kill me, dl of my spellsare undone.
All of them, and we don’t know what your precious Kat will be doing a thetime.” Her eyes bored into
him. thin lips set in desperation.

A groan of anguish escaped him. Jordan looked at Wolfram, who had joined the group on the landing.
“So thisisthe oneresponsible for theking' sallment.” the prince said, studying her.

“I cannot allow her death. Highness.” Jordan whispered. “If she dies. Kattanan may bein great danger.”
“ She cursed my father, the king of thisland.” Wolfram responded, eyes dark.

“Do you think | have forgotten that?” Jordan looked at her and at the ground. “ Chain ustogether.” He
met the prince’ s gaze then, and spoke louder, “ Chain ustogether. Aslong as| am present, she can make
no magic.” Heturned to the circle of guards. “1 am the Liren-sha. Wizard' s Bane. Y ou need not kill her
now. Would it not be more fitting to prepare a public execution, so that dl may see the reward for
treason?”’

The captain nodded dowly. “ So y€ Il be staying.”

“If thisishow it must be, | will.” He fastened hisfingers around the wizard' swridt. “| suggest we stay
right here until your man returnswith the shackles.”

“Jordan, don’t do this,” Wolfram hissed urgently. “I don’t know what hold she has over you or Kattanan,
but sheisatraitor, and it isonly amatter of time until sheiskilled.”

“I know, and | need every minute, Highness. | cannot let her die, you cannot let her live.”
“If it were anyone other than thiswizard—" The prince let hishandsfall.

“Thiswizard has every intention of staying aive, thank you.” she sngpped, leveing her yellow eyeson
him. She darted glancesto the floor and ceiling and down to where the guard returned, chains dangling
from his hand. She pulled urgently against Jordan’ s grip, but theiron band was clicked shut about her
wrist. Helet go then and pushed back his deeve, offering the scarred wrist to the guard. Hesitating, the
man glanced a the scars, then up at him.

“Have donewithit,” the captain commanded, and the soldier complied, stepping back from the pair.
“Best disarm him aswdll, take no chances.”

Wolfram looked to the swords at Jordan’ swaist, at his bound right hand hovering near the hilt, and said
nothing.

“Go tell your father. Highness,” the Liren-shamurmured. “Let him hear from you that the wizard has been



captured.”

Sighing, the prince nodded and started to turn, but the wizard lunged forward. She snatched onelong
sword from the astonished guard and dapped it before the prince' s neck. “We areleaving, and the
princeiscoming along.” Her voicetrilled with dangerous power; her hand holding the sword twitched it
ever so gently under Wolfram'’ s chin as she knotted her offhand in the back of histunic.

“Don’t do this!” Jordan cried.

“Y ou weren't getting us out of this. Bane, so shut up. Down the stairs. Prince.”

The guards shifted, swords wavering, but findly moved asde.

Wolfram stumbled on thefirst step, and asilky drop of blood crept down his neck.
“Back off. wizard.” Jordan growled.

“If you weren't dragging me, thiswould be much essier.”

Stumbling, running when they reached a hdlway, the wizard urged on the avkward trio.
“Ther€ Il be archers at the gates,” the prince breathed carefully.

“Back gate, | haveahorse,” Jordan said.

They dipped to the servants gair, crashing into aladen page.

“Clear theway, or your prince dies!” She twitched the blade, and Jordan’ s hand caught it over
Wolfram'’ s shoulder asthe page scurried off.

“Do not play with thisman’slife,” Jordan muttered.
Thewizard glowered. “Y ou' re cutting your hand.”
His expression froze, the hand did not move.
“How did you plan to get us out of here?’

“Not by taking thisman’slifein my hands.” Still. Jordan released hishold on the sword, letting hishand
hover there asthey hurried on.

They burgt into sunlight, startling doves off the roof.
Thewizard yelled, “Open that gate!”

Scrambling down the stairs, the guard emerged, fumbling the keys. The gate squedled, and he legpt aside
asthey plunged through.

Flinging Wolfram away from her, the wizard rushed forward, but Jordan held them back a moment.
The prince, on his knees, clapped ahand to histhroat. “Get out,” he gasped.
“Comeon!” thewizard snarled. “They’ll follow ugl”

“Thereisno map to where we go,” Jordan said, locking his eyesto the prince' s, then he ran down the
path. Despite hislong strides, the wizard kept pace fiercely, brought up short by the chain when he



paused to look toward theriver. “Bury it! Where' smy horse?”

“If you weren't so cursed clever,” the wizard panted, shaking the chain a him, “1 could be there by now.
horse or no.”

“WEll crosstheriver.” The pair trotted forward again.
“What? Here at |east we have the trees.”

“They aready know the road we're on, and they will be on horseback. No one will expect usto take the
mainroad.”

She growled under her breath. “Maybe afriendly blacksmith will think thiswas ajoke and bregk thisiron
for us, too. | should have killed you and the prince and been shut of it!”

“Isthat what you were sent to do?’ He hauled her to astop. “Isit?’

“Bury you both! My only concern isthe king, and you ruined that. Y ou and the prince together aren’t
worth haf ahorseshoeto me”

“How much were you paid for theking?’
Straightening, she grinned. “Not a blessed copper; it was apleasure. | only wish | could havekilled him.”

Jordan snorted. “You aren't thefirst to say that. There’ sanarrows here. Can you swim?” Her smile
faded ashisgrew.

“Thisisinsane.” She paused, listening, then stared down at the water. She thrust the sword back into its
sheath on hisbdlt. “You can’t let me drown, Bane, or Kattanan's secret goesfree.”

“Don’'t remind me.”
“Can you do thiswith the chain?’

“There soneway to find out.” Hewhirled her tight againgt his chest and jumped.



Chapter 15

“What shdl | play for you?’ Fionvar asked. Orig, intent on Mdisande, made no answer. He lowered the
violin and watched the couple, seated on a spread blanket not far away. The sun was almost down, and
the benches cast long shadows across the glade. Melisande rolled her goblet between her hands, staring
off into thewoods as Orie laid out the picnic without taking his eyes off her. Fionvar shifted on his set.
“Orie, Your Highness, what would you like to hear?’

“I don't know, anything,” the earl said, and Fionvar lifted the instrument and began.
“Wherewould he go?’ Mdisande said, Sipping absently. “Didn’'t he say?’

Orie gritted histeeth. “For the last time, no one saw him leave; no one spoke to him. and no one knows
where hewent. | wish you could just forget him and enjoy the evening.”

“Forget him?1 loved hisvoice, and his company, and he had the gentlest hands.”

“And heleft you, Melisande, you' d best accept that. Y ou still have Prince to keep you company.” He
forced asmile.

“A puppy cannot replace my singer!”

A drainof “Bernholt Hills’ cameinto the music. Orie jumped up. looking &t his brother. He snatched the
violin and smashed it againgt the bench.

Méelisande jerked, dropping her goblet, mouth open.
Fonvar turned the bow carefully in his hands and said nothing as his brother stood trembling before him.
“I didn't meanit.” Melisande breathed. “1 do love Prince, you know that.”

His back loomed hard before her. shouldersrisng and falling as he steadied hisbreathing. “It' sjust that |
hate to see you so upset when thereisnothing | can do.” His eyes dropped to the ruined instrument in his
hands. “ Perhapsit’ sbest if | took awalk.” He stalked out of the grove, the violin still gripped in his hand.

Mélisande stared after him along moment. “I did not expect him to be so angry.”
“Nor |,” Fionvar echoed, laying asde the bow &t last.
“I just don’t understand why Kattanan left; can't he see that?’

“Your Highness.” Fionvar began, coming to knedl on the blanket, “ having the singer here was a constant
reminder that you had chosen another man.”

Frowning, she stared at him. “But that was before | really knew Orie; and the baron—" She glanced up
to the sky.

“Orieknowsall of that, but he seeks to win you both heart and hand. Highness. Aslong asheis
reminded of another, he doubts himsdif in that task.”

“Oh.” She narrowed her eyes at Fionvar. “Y ou are saying it’ s better that Kattanan left.”

“I am saying that your sSinger may have seen thistrouble before the rest of us and left, not to hurt you, but



to help you and my brother. Orie needs to know that he can have your full attention. Highness.”

Her face suddenly lightened. “Y ou must be right; Kattanan would never hurt me. Where' s Orie? | should
tell him I understand now.” She made asif to rise, but Fionvar stayed her.

“He ll be back when he sready, Y our Highness. I’ ve found it best not to disturb him when he' swalking
something off.”

“Will he get thisangry every time?’ She looked at her wrist, where amarriage bracelet would lie.
“He getsthisway very rarely, but it’ s hard to tell what might set him off.”

“How will | ever learn what to do. or what not to? | can’t be expected not to care about certain things
just because he might get mad.”

Fionvar gave her acuriouslook. “It might be wise to think about that, though. Or rather, to find different
waystotdl him how you fed, Highness. Don't discard him for this one moment. Everyone has difficult

days”

She sighed. 1 suppose so. How do people ever learn to live with each other? Wolfram and | get dong
sometimes, then sometimes he is an absol ute beast!”

“If you care enough about someone, you will find ways around the arguments. My lady and | have had
enough of them, but we know there will be joy ahead aswell.”

“You have alady? Why havel not met her?’

He looked away with alittle smile. “Sheisof high birth, while| am not, so her family does not approve.
There are so many reasons we shouldn’t be together, yet we can’t stay apart.”

“It sounds so mysterious,” Méelisande said, breaking off abranch of grapes, “very likeamingre’stae.”
She settled back and popped one in her mouth.

“It fedslikethat aswell, like alove the Goddess Herself has given. We met right herein the grove that
grantsyour heart’ sdesire. | waswaiting for amessenger, playing my violin, of course. She came up
without speaking, and when | saw her at last, she was crying. She said she had not heard such music
snce—well, since shewas a child. We stayed that whole night here, telling al of our stories. It turned out
she was carrying the message to my brother, and it was not the last time she did s0. Some months passed
before she told me they had a husband in mind for her aready, aman of the highest blood, and a duty
shewasraised to.”

“Certainly we must consider our pogition, and our family’s, but it istill her choice.”

“Y ou must know by now that nothing is ever so easy asthat, Y our Highness. Especidly if even | must
agree that the match would give her more than | could ever offer. The essence of love, Highness, isto
want to give your lady dl theworld, if she asksit.”

“Well said, brother,” Orie responded, emerging from shadows to rejoin them. He took Melisande' s hand
and gently kissed it. “When would you like the world, Mdisande?I'll have it brought here one stonea a
time”

Melisande giggled and glanced down asthe earl turned to hisbrother. “ And for you, | gpologize about
thevialin. | will have the finest instrument ever made brought to you.”



Fonvar shook hishead. *Y ou could not buy an instrument like that.”

“It didn’'t seem s0 specid to me.” the earl said, frowning.

“That wasthe onel made.” Fionvar replied quietly.

Orielet out along breath. “1 said | was sorry.”

Fonvar looked away. “ Thiswill give me an excuse to make another.”
Mélisande smiled encouragingly a them both. “Well, let’ s eat, anyhow.”

“Certainly; we must bewell fed when we meet our heart’sdesire” Orie gave her asteamy glance ashe
offered her ahoneyed pastry. “1 just wish we did not have need of achaperone.”

She blushed. “I would not want to face my brother if he knew you said such things.”

Fonvar gathered himsalf some bread and meat and retreated to one of the benches, studioudy watching
the sky or the trees. Before long, the pair spoke asif he were not there, and soon after. Melisande
yawned broadly. Orie shook out another blanket and dipped asilk pillow under her head with asmile.
When the princess had drifted off to deep, the earl inched away, and came to stand by his brother’s
bench. “ Sheiseven more beautiful in deep.”

Tilting his head to gaze at her through the moonlight, Fionvar sghed. “I know sheisof age. but sheisill
so much achild.”

“Shewill grow up before very long.” Orie watched her alittle longer, then fixed his brother with ahard
dare. “They found their king, but | believe you aready knew that.”

“I sugpected, nothing more.” Fionvar met his eyes.

“Next time you suspect something like that, perhaps you should tell mefirst instead of telling them. | felt
like anidiot when my men werekilled.” He smiled just alittle then. “Nine Stars told me that the duchess
was frantic trying to figure out how they would apologize to me. A castrate king.” He snorted and shook
hisheed. “Y ou will not tel Mdisande.”

“My slenceislegendary,” Fonvar sad, unsmiling.
“Go out to the compound tomorrow. I’ll make your excuses here.”
Fonvar did smilethen. “I thought you wanted me here.”

“Thewizard isgoing off someplace, and | think it will be vauable to have someone there who will tel me
everything. | do wish you would let us make an oath-bond, then we could communicate anytime, across
any distance.” The earl’ seyes sparkled in the darkness.

“Spare methe glories of your magic, Orie, we have had this conversation before.”

“When you wed, you' |l take ablood oath with your wife; thisisnot much different.” He stared at his
brother.

“My lady and | have dready shared more than that.”

“What more—" Orie bent suddenly to search his brother’ s gaze. “ She yielded to you?’



Fonvar nodded. “We arewed in dl but name. She even carriesmy child.”
“Why have you waited so long to tell me?’

“Her family gill won't haveit.” Fionvar rose suddenly and looked to the stars. 'Y ou advised, no, you
urged meto liewith her. saying they would be forced to givein, but shewon't allow meto reved it for
fear of what they’d do to me!”

Orieturned away to look at Mdisande, hisgrin flaring briefly into the night. When he spoke, hisvoice
was schooled to concern. “ That’ stoo bad. | thought they’ d come around.”

“I am sure of nothing but her love, and now, with the king there—" Fionvar clenched hisfistsbut bit his
tongue.

Treading softly, Orie cameto stand behind hisbrother. “Don’t you wish | had killed him?’
“Go keep your princess company,” said Fionvar, crossing hisarms against the cold.

The earl lay down by the princess, stroking her hair until he dozed off, with astrange little smile on his
face.

L ate afternoon the next day found Fionvar dismounting in front of alarge gate and making certain Ssgnsto
the gatekeeper. He was admitted without delay and sent to the throne room within the great house.
Inside, he could hear the drone of court, so he let himsalf in quietly and took aplace in the back of the
room. Kattanan, clad in rich robes, sat the throne. The crown of state lay on avelvet pillow set between
the throne and the duchess s equdly tdl chair. Fionvar sought among the small gathering, but hislady was
not there. Resigned, he settled back againg thewall. Kattanan glanced at him, immediately straightening,
and Fonvar wished once more that he had not presented such aforbidding air when first they met.

“...and we can muster some two hundred men from the border provinceson thefar sde, aswdll,” a
captain was saying, gesturing over amap held by two servants.

The duchess nodded, glancing at her grandson. “We are well prepared for thewar, Y our Mgesty,
lacking only the king. Very soon now you may reclaim your birthright.”

Kattanan, eyes rimmed with darkness, gave what might have been agrave nod of assent or the gesture of
aman in despairing surrender. “ But does my uncle not know of these preparations? Surely he must have
found out by now.”

Heads turned to Fionvar as he choked on aswallow of ae, staring at the singer.

Smiling alittle more, the duchessreplied, “We were to cover this aspect of the plan in conference today.
Sre but. if itisyour will, I shal explain now.”

“Pleasedo.” Kattanan himsalf and Fionvar both cringed at the new voice, smal though the king tried to
makeit.

“Y our uncle has been digtracted on severd fronts by false information we have alowed him, by the
unseasonable weather in the mountains and by his daughter’ srather embarrassing condition on the eve of
her intended wedding. Heishimsdlf plagued by nightmares, some of which are not even of our doing.”
The duchess dlowed hersdlf achuckle. “ There are many smal playersin thisgame. Y our Mgesty. We
have been planning for many years, and we are not dlone in our quest to restore our House to the
throne.”



Shouts of gpprova rippled through the crowd. Kattanan paled and cast her aswift glance, gripping the
arms of the throne.

“Inany event,” shewent on, “most of those present are well aware of these plans, so perhaps we should
move on to new business, and | shal answer dl of your questionsin conference. Y ou may go.” The
captain bowed out of court, taking the map aong. “ Thisnext isabit of old business arranged long ago,
but l€ft to today to befulfilled.”

Kattanan leaned toward her. “Y ou promised me no surprises.”

Unperturbed, the duchess patted his hand. “1 know you aretired yet, from your ordeal of afew days
pagt, but thisbusinessis not so burdensome asthelast.” Her eyeslocked on hiswith afixed amile.

Fonvar carefully set down his mug.

The duchessrose grandly. “Allow meto introduce Lady BriannayfRhiannon duMarcelle of the House of
Rinvien, your cousin, and your betrothed.”

Kattanan whirled to her. “My what?’

A maid brought the lady forward to curtsy before the duchess. A pale gown hung loose from her
shoulders, swathing her form, and blond hair drooped around her shoulders. She stared blankly, her face
amask with shadowed eyes.

The duchess sface fell, but she quickly regained her composure, turning to Kattanan with afiercelittle
grin. “Thelady Brianna.”

Looking from one to the other, Kattanan opened his mouth, but nothing came. Brianna, a couple of years
older than he, stared somewhere beyond him.

“A marriage within the House of Rinvien will strengthen the bloodlines of the family and show the people
your commitment to the kingdom,” the duchess said, each word perfectly formed and offered with anicy

gaze.
The singer blanched, knotted his fingers together, and flicked hiseyes away. “1 can't.”

Sheleaned to hisear and whispered, “I will not alow your confusion to stand in the way of what isright
for thiskingdom. Y ou agreed not to defy mein public when it comesto that.”

“But |.” hebegan, dancing at Brianna. “I can’t do that.”

“Y our cousiniswith child. Marry her, and the succession is assured.”
“What of thefather?” he whispered back.

“We can discussthat later; the lady iswaiting, asisyour audience.”

He shut his eyes, taking a deep breath. Silks rustled around him, whispers and coughsroseinto his
slence, and he opened hiseyes again. Turning to face the lady, Kattanan made asmall bow. “ This
is...unexpected for me, my lady. I'm sorry if my confusion has offended.” His glance dipped to the hand
that held up her skirts, letting the folds pool around her abdomen. Something peeked from her deeve, a
narrow bracelet of braided hair, pade and dightly shiny, asif waxed. Hiseyeswidened. “1 cannot ask you
to accept me before we have come to know each other. If you are willing, | would meet with you at
some later time.”



Brianna shrugged, still not looking a him asif she utterly refused his presence.

“Perhaps you would meet mein the garden after court, my lady? 1 shall bring a chaperone so you need
not fear.” So saying, he sat down heavily in histhrone. Briannaturned and walked from the room. Once
the door was shut, the duchess returned to her chair.

“| am afraid you did not see her at her best, Y our Mgesty; she has not been well.”

“I look forward to amore private reunion with my cousin.” he murmured, scanning the room asif in
thought. “I think | will ask my lord Fionvar duNormand to serve as chaperone. He doesn't even like me,
30 hewill be an gpt guardian of thelady’ shonor.” Hiseyesflared briefly to life at this, meeting Fionvar's
astonished gaze.

She nodded. “I believethat isal the business of today. | shal have supper laid out in your chambers
before your rendezvous.” She rose and the audience followed suit, bowing the king out of histhrone
room. “If my lord Fionvar would attend the king?’

Fonvar gave a brief, graceful bow and trailed after the servants toward the king’ s chamber. A pair of
maids arrived from the other direction, bearing food-laden trays, and began to fuss over thetable. With a
weary sigh, Kattanan loosed the cape from his shoulders and fell into achair. Setting agoblet at his
elbow, the maid curtsied, flashed asmile a Fionvar, and, with her companion, left the pair aone. Fionvar
stood by the door, wearing a puzzled frown. The young man opposite shrank back into his chair, Sipping
from the goblet. “Don’'t look at melikethat,” he whispered. “I planned none of this.”

The frown deepened. “1 know, Y our Mgjesty.”

The singer winced. “I’m not aking, please don't address me as one. I’ m not even—I don’'t know what |

“To these people you are the king, or will be. once the battles are fought.”

“In name only, and not even aname | recognize.” He picked at a piece of bread. “My grandmother isthe
trueruler.”

“The duchess knows what she is about; she will do what’ sbest for Lochadyn. | may bewilling to put the
kingdom in her hands, even if it must be through you.”

“And Brianna?’ Kattanan looked a him then. “Would you put her in my hands?’

“It isagainst my conscience to condone your marrying anyone, but the choiceisnot mine.” He crossed
hisarms,

“I'm not sureit’ smine, elther. Clearly she has aready chosen. The duchesstold me sheiswith child.” He
watched for some surprise, but Fionvar only gave him a curious |ook.

“Would you refuse her because of that?’

“I have aways wished for children, knowing that | could never have them, and it could ease many doubts
if the duchess gave out that the child was mine.”

Fonvar snorted. “1 don't like building akingdom on lies, however useful they might be.”
“Isthat the reason?’

“No lady should have to submit to amarriage of convenience, amarriage that denies her choice and does



not even leave her with a proper hushand, especially when—" He broke off and turned back to
Kattanan. “| have said too much. Mgesty. | am not hereto insult you.”

“It is hard to see the woman you love offered to another man.”
Fonvar did start at that. “1 think | misunderstand you.”

Kattanan took a deep breath and plunged in. “When the lady was brought in, everyone was surprised by
her appearance. She wished that to be my first impression of her.” Fionvar’ s eyes narrowed. “ So, she
doesn’t want to marry me but won't refuse me outright. However, she' swearing amarriage bracel et
aready—it’ sunder her chemise, so | assume the union isnot formal, but | caught aglimpse during court.
| believe the band was made from the hair of aviolin bow.”

“If you saw dl this, why ask meto be your chaperone? Perhaps you brought me here to see how long |
would suffer your courting my lady?’

“Great Goddess, no! | couldn’t deny her in court, so | had to agree to see her. In front of any other
witness, she would go on as she was today and only make her family even more upset. | am sure you
want to spend more time together.” His hands were clasped before him. the strange new voice pleading.

“My loyaty cannot be bought, neither can hers”

“That'snot it.” Hefatered and looked away. “| already have enough enemies here, and outside. | don't
want her to hate me. too.”

Fionvar looked down at the singer’ s bowed head. “I don’'t hate you. All | know of you isthat you are
willing to livethislie, that you are not who | wasled to believe, and that you have been offered the one
thing | want more than anything in thisworld, yet say you will turnit down. | don’t understand you. I'm
not sure | can trust you, but | do not hate you.”

“Thank you for that.” Kattanan glanced sdelong up at him. “Are you hungry?1 don't fed much like
eding.”

“| ae on theride over. Besides’—he nodded toward the window—"the lady iswaiting.”

Kattanan looked out into the garden, asmall patch of hedges and trees between the manor and the
forest. On abench nearly concealed by branches. Brianna sat with a maidservant. She was reading from
asmadl volume, swatting at the maid' s hands when she made asif to braid thelady’ s hair.

“Sheredly isn't likethat.” Fionvar commented.

“Wadll, let'sgo find out.” Kattanan straightened histunic and let Fionvar lead the way out to the garden.
Asthey approached, Brianna shoved the book under the bench and jumped up. She gasped alittle,
mesting Fionvar’ sgaze, but quickly folded into an awkward curtsy. The maid rolled her eyes and eagerly
left them done.

“My lady,” Kattanan said, bowing hisheed, “I think my lord Fionvar has somethingsto say. | will await
your leisure.” He turned away and crossed to the other side of the little pond. Fionvar took her arm asiif
to lead her over, then ducked behind a hedge, dropping them both to their knees. He buried hisfingersin
her hair and kissed her. Brianna pulled back.

“What are you doing? With the king right therel”

“Heknows, Brie. He saw the bracdlet.”



“Oh, no. | thought it strange that he chose you. So we are discovered.” She sat back on her hedls.
“Discovered, but not revealed.” He stroked her cheek and smiled.

“It would better serve hisintereststo berid of you. Isn't that why we' ve been so careful 7’

“He said he does not want to make an enemy of you.”

She glanced at Kattanan. “One would think | was dready againgt him, from hisexpresson earlier. I’ ve
been greeted in many ways—especidly in this outfit—but never before with anything so closeto terror.
Dol look so fearsome asthat?’

Helaughed. “ Almogt. If thiswere our first meeting. | would have refused you mysdlf.”

“If thiswere our first meeting.” she murmured in hisear. “we would not be kissing in the bushes
discussing my betrothed. Does heredly think | could hate him?’

“Hethinks| aready do, even before he met you.”
“Youdon't, do you?’

Fonvar tilted hishead to look at her. “Why the concern?’
“Hejust seems s0 sad and londly.”

“You are attracted to him.”

“I am drawn to any lost creaturein need of comfort,” she said, watching the figure of the king. Eyeswide,
she turned back to her lover. “Fion! You'rejedous | hardly know him.”

“It'sjust that | can find so many reasonswhy you should marry him instead of me.”
He stared down at his tanned, callused hand enfolding hers so pale and smooth.

“Fon, my heart’sdesire. | love you, and there is no other on earth or in the stars who could take your
placein my life.” Shekissed hisforeheed, then hislips.

“Let’srun away, right now. I’ ve ahorse in the stables, we could—"

“We could leave dl our responsibilities and a cause we have both struggled for that is on the verge of
fulfillment. I promise you we will find away to be together. If thisking isto be trusted, he may even help
us.” Briannastood and shook out her garments. “We shouldn’t leave the king waiting.”

“Very wel, then.” Fonvar grumbled, “but not too much comforting.”
Kattanan looked up at their approach, then stood. “My lady.”

“My lord King.” shereturned, with asmall curtsy, “I fear | have presented mysdlf in away lessthan
honest. | hope you can forgive me.”

“Only if you don’t serve me mud pies, my lady.”

Brianna shouted with laughter. “Y ou remember!” Fionvar glowered until she squeezed hishand and
explained. “ Rhyswas my favorite cousin; we used to play together in the palace gardens. | am the older
by three years, though, and | admit | abused my position. Perhaps two months before the Usurper, |
made mud pies, and convinced him they were good to edt. If I'd known—" Shefell slent as Kattanan



looked away. “I’'m sorry. Your Mgjesty.”

“Pleasedon’'t call methat,” he said with unusua force. “1 fed many things, but mgjestic has never been
one of them.”

“Wdl, what, then?’
“‘Keattanan.” It swhat I’'m used to.”

“Asyouwish.” Her brow furrowed, and Fionvar again sought her hand. “ Shal wewalk, or would you
rather St?’

“Oh, no, | have had enough of stting.”
“You did seem...uncomfortable.” Thethree headed for atrail into the woods.
“Itisn’'t right. | don’'t know what to do up there.”

“I'm sureit will fed right someday. Strello Gamel wrote that we each know al we need to, but that the
knowledge lies slent until most needed.”

“A littletraining never hurt, though,” Fionvar commented. “It's hard for peopleto put their faithina
leader whose knowledge il liesslent.”

“Fon, ther€ sno need for that.” Briannasaid.

“He sright, my lady. | have no business here, and we are not the only oneswho think so.” Kattanan
sghed.

“Unlessyou assert yourself asking, you never will. We defer to the duchess because she clearly intends
action on behdf her people.” Fionvar moved a bit ahead and looked back over his shoulder, meeting
Kattanan's gaze until the singer looked away.

“I had no ideayou idolized my grandmother.” Brianna snapped, stopping in the path.

“At least she takes action when she sees that something needs doing. | respect that.” His dark eyes ill
searched Kattanan. “ Sheis an old woman, though, and | fear what will happen when she dies.”

Brianna scowled, taking another step toward him. “Why are you bringing this up now? Kattanan has
dready had adifficult day. the last thing he needsisyou badgering him.”

Fonvar leaned over to her, whispering, “ All he hasto do istell meto stop. That isthe least of his powers
asaking.” She continued to glare. “Trust me, please.”

“Leaveit!” Briannahissed. “Thereisatime and aplace, and now isneither.” She turned back to
Kattanan with asmile. “My lord isinfamous for speaking his mind, with utter disregard for the fedings of
others.” When he did not respond, she brushed hisarm and pointed. “ This manor was the refuge of an
ancient order of warrior-priestesses—the Sisters of the Sword. There' san old temple thisway.

Fonvar' s Sster and some others have revived the order.”

Fdling in step, Kattanan nodded vaguely. Fionvar brought up the rear, examining the young man intently.
Brianna chattered on and finally brought them to the overgrown ruin. At this, Kattanan took an interest,
brushing aside the vinesto touch theinscriptions. “Can we go in? Isit safe?’

“Wall, | suppose so. The door isover here.” The mound rose not much taller than Fionvar, but its



foundation looked to be somewhere farther below. Small trees sprouted from the roof, their roots
gripping the ancient stone. Squirrels, crying out indignantly, scattered to the treetops. A tangle of leaves
encroached on the door from all sides. Brianna grabbed hold and started clearing the path, but Fionvar
ladahand onhers “I’'ll do it.”

“| am perfectly capable—"
“Y ou are more than capable, but I'm ill in my old riding garb.”

“Asif my dresswere so much to look at.” She moved back and watched as he pulled the vines away,
reveding alow arch. He squinted, then shrugged, and stooped through. A loud crash followed, and the
pair outside stuck their headsin to see Fionvar seated on afloor some four feet lower than the outside
ground.

“Areyou hurt?’

“Only my pride, love.” He picked himsalf up and looked back at the edge he had tumbled over. “Don’t
worry, it'snot as bad asit sounded.” He lifted Brianna down beside him and offered a hand to Kattanan.
who refused it to scramblein on his own. Kattanan picked hisway to thewall and ran hisfingers over it.
Standing on the dtar, Fionvar cleared the roots that cluttered the Strellezza, shedding the afternoon sun
on the crumbling inscriptions. While Kattanan frowned over them, Brianna pulled Fionvar into an acove,
whispering, “Whereisyour head today? He may be an orphaned singer to you, but heis both my king
and my cousin.”

“And apawn to whoever asksit. | try to reserve judgment until 1 know someone, but | can’t respect him
asanything but asinger.”

“Y ou were as eeger astherest of usto find the rightful king, in spite of thefact | am to marry him; now
that we ve found him, you can’t even be civil.”

“Yes, | wanted to find the king, but | didn’t expect him to belikethis.”

“Y ou knew what was done to him, just what did you expect? | thought you were different, that you
hel ped people rather than just throwing them aside when they got hurt. What happened to patience and
compasson?’

“Patience? If the duchess has her way, we go to war in less than amonth. | know these soldiers; right
now they believein their cause. How long will that last when they see that their king does not believe?
That heis scared to wear his own crown? They might be better off with Thorgir; he' satyrant, but at least
he cares!”

“Never say that! Never again! Heisamurderer and a blasphemer who should be hanged from the
highest tree, then buried in the deepest hole!l” Briannatore away and stumbled into the temple, but he
caught her hand and fell to his knees, eyes shining.

“I’'m sorry, Brianna.” Fionvar stared up at her. “Please don’t turn from me. Goddess s Tears, Brig, | am
sorry.”

“Y ou’ ve been spending too much time with your brother.” She shut her eyes, chin tilted toward the
celling astearsran down her cheeks.

“I know. Thereisso much | can't say to him that when | am with you | want to spesk all thewordsin the
world.”



She nodded, sniffling.

“I wish | had not said that. | didn’t mean to hurt you, and | know that you areright.” Hefdl silent at last,
and she squeezed his hand, then jerked away. She ran the few stepsto where Kattanan lay sill onthe
ground.

“Holy Mother!” Fionvar touched the singer’ swrist, and let out the breath he had been holding. “Just a
fant, | think. He hasn’t been eating.”

“It had better be; they would never forgive you if something happened.”

“I wouldn't forgive myself; he may never be agreat king, but then again, he may yet riseto the
chalenge.” Fionvar glanced toward the wall Kattanan had been reading and frowned. “ Can’'t make out
much of it. “Now comes the bless-ed’ —something | don’t recognize—* he who singswith the gars.””

“Forget it. Fion. Let’ sget the king back insde.” She touched his pale forehead, and Fionvar watched her
Sddong.

“Beforeyou fed it necessary to revive him,” he muttered. He gathered Kattanan in hisarms and rose.

“I hope you don't think | can be wooed away from you by amere fainting spell. It would require at least
asevere concusson.”



Chapter 16

“Get up, they' regone.” the wizard urged, gill looking anxioudy toward the road. She tugged the chain.
“I’'m the one who nearly drowned, not you.”

Jordan groaned. “1 had to swim for both of us and haul you up the bank.”

She glared down a him, saying findly, “Well, we could do with afire, or a least awak. Lying around in
the underbrush won't get us any warmer.”

Jordan dragged his eyes open and sighed. “True.” He regarded the arm’ slength of chain that tethered
them together. “We should look up that friendly blacksmith.”

“Itwasajoke,” shesad flatly.
“No, apossbility. We have madeit thisfar, Finistrel will provide away for us.”
“You can't possibly believe She cares what happensto akiller likeyou.”

“I have no illusions about my own salvation, but | may yet have apart to play in that of others.” He bent
to pull up abouquet of wildflowers. “ Camouflage,” he said, “take my hand.” He flipped the chain over
her head, hisarm across her back so that their joined hands rested at her hip.

Thewizard, nestled against him, muttered, “1 suppose thiswill kegp uswarmer.”
Hethrust the flowersinto her offhand. “1f any one asks, we' re betrothed.”
“Nicewedding bracelets.”

They ducked under the branches to emerge on the road. Jordan kissed her forehead as awagon drew
near, feding the stiffness that shot through the wizard’ s body.

“Nicenight for it,” thedriver called.

“Aye” Jordan returned. “ The king' s guards passed us more than once, though. Do you know anything of
that?’

“Someone tried to assassinate the king and escaped. Not to worry, the town’s been searched, so
whoever it was must belong gone.”

“Thank the Lady.” thewizard said dryly.
“Indeed.” Thedriver reined on his horse and soon |eft them behind.

Asthey approached the town, they crossed alittle bridge, and Jordan glanced at the stream below.
“This Il likely leed usto the smithy.”

“You don't really proposeto ask for his assstance.”
“I might. Are you aways so contentious?’
“I’'mawizard chained to the Liren-sha; should | dancefor joy?’

“All I expect is cooperation so that both of us can get out of thisintact. If you' d prefer, | can chop off my



hand right now and have donewithit.”
She cocked her head to look up a him. “Y ou didn’t suggest my hand.”

“I can fight equally poorly with either hand, and | can't guarantee the surviva of the patient, in which case
you are the onewho mugt live”

“IsKing Rhys so important to you?’ When he did not answer, she mused, “Or perhaps that you think
this sdf-sacrifice will redeem you in Finigrd’ sfavor.”

He snorted. “Nothing | do can outweigh what | have dready done.”

“How many men have you killed?’ she asked, the tone solemn.

“Of ordinary men. | lost count at one hundred. Of wizards, fourteen.”
“Would they not have killed you if they’ d gotten the chance? | would have.”

“It' snot redlly my life they sought, but that of the Liren-sha. How can | hold it against them that they seek
to destroy what makes them powerless?’

“That'sabsurd! Y our purposeisto kill wizards, and part of ours to be sure your power does not spread.
And you clam to have no grudge against wizards?’

“How can | hold againgt any man what birth has made him?'Y ou were formed with the ability to perform
magic. | with the ability to nullify it. I do not soend my timelooking for wizardsto kill Smply because |
can do s0. Responsible wizards don’t ook for people to ask them questions Ssmply to take advantage of
them.”

“So every wizard you' ve met isirrespong ble, and that’ swhy you killed them?’
“Did | say that | killed every wizard | met, or even that dl of them would kill me?’

The wizard looked to the path ahead. “What about me? If | hadn’t cast the king' s voice, would you have
killed me?’

“What crime have you committed that would require your death at my hands?’
“I caused King Gerrod' sillness; you yoursaf said | deserved a public execution.”

Jordan stopped suddenly. “I wasn't passing judgment on you, | was giving them areason not to kill you
right then. | know next to nothing about King Gerrod except that he hates his son and intended to force
me to stay there against my will. Y ou made a choice to antagonize a king, knowing that the punishment
for your choiceis death by their law. | may not approve of your choice or their law, but | have no control
over either.”

“My choice. Yet if my choice had been to kill the prince rather than release him, | doubt you would have
stood by quietly.”

“If itisin my power to prevent awrongful desth, | will do s0.”
“Bold words from one who has caused so many.”

“Yes” hemurmured. “Finigre forgiveme.”



“That could beit ahead.” She pulled him into motion again asthey came up to ahouse with abroad
three-sided structure off to one side. It harbored agreat hearth, with the cods till glowing. Hammers,
tongs, and bars of iron decked onewall. The wizard uncoiled herself from Jordan’s arm, dropping the
flowers. She plucked achisdl from the shelf and was reaching for ahammer when Jordan flung both of
them sdeways, landing heavily on top. An arrow glanced off theiron and fell to the dirt.

“Thiswould al be so much easier if you' d stay till, my good wizard.” A round face, painted by thefire's
glow, peered under atable at them.

“Anything for you. Broken Shell,” she hissed, scrambling to her knees, but keeping the table between
them. “Y ou were dwaysthefirst to hunt down our own.”

“It' sbeen too long. No one can insult me the way you do. Whereisit?’
“I burnedit.”

The other laughed lightly. “ A treasure of our kind, and you burned it. Hardly likely, but I'll get it from you
the other way.” Heraised the bow again.

Jordan lunged against the table, shoving Broken Shell off-balance. The shot flew wild, and the bow
likewise. Grabbing Nine Stars by the hand, Jordan dashed around the table and drew his sword. “What
isthisabout?’

“Great wrongsthat | mean toright, if youwill just give me aclear shot.” The other man heaved himsdlf
up, smirking.

“Youwill not kill her.”

“The Wizard' s Bane, protecting awizard? Legend of legends! | won't leave you chained to the body.
Indeed, I’ d be delighted to release you before she breathes her last.” He dipped along knifefrom his
boot, but did not raiseit.

“Why?Whét is her crime?’ Jordan asked.

“Lying, stedling, seduction under false pretenses—wheat crimeis not hers?’
“Murder, for one.” she said, “torture, rape, to name afew of yours.”

“In sarviceto the pursuit of knowledge, avirtuous pursuit, if fraught with hardship.”
“They were children! We were children.”

“Y ou make me out to be amongter.” he chided. Facing Jordan, he added. “ Sometimes the search for
truth is not a bloodless one; no oneregretsit morethan 1.”

“Thereyou arewrong!” spat the Wizard of Nine Stars.

“If I had not donewhat | did, you might have no name, or not one so intriguing. Haven't you wondered,
Liren-sha, how she got her name? | admit they died under my care, but she took the nine stars, then she
took my property, and | want it back.”

“Y ou weren't bright enough to use it when you had it, or my friends would not have died. Give methe
sword, I'll kill him mysdf.” Her yellow eyes flamed as she turned to Jordan. “ There were ten of us,
wards of the Church. He petitioned the king, claiming noble intent, to take usinto his home, and we
went.”



“Oh, you liked it, you liked me,” the large man insisted with asmile. “Life on my estate was better than
any orphan could wish. And the cause was noble. Y ou see, | had come into possession of acertain
religious text and was eager to discover thetruth of it.”

“Religious? The A-strel Nym isavile heresy!”
“And you read every word.” the other snarled.

“Y ou killed nine children trying to make the blood magic work without knowing what would even happen
if it did—and you failed! Y ou didn’t understand what that power isabout. If | had not absorbed their
power, it would have driven meinsane!” Her hand clenched the chisdl.

“If I"'d only known you were gifted. I’ d have done you first.” He caught Jordan’ s cold gaze and said.
“The power has SO many possihilities: to heal using one' s own blood, or to pass on knowledge. Surely
you can seethe valuein that. But there must be awound to heal, and I’ d done so well on the cuts and
scrapes.” Hefrowned alittle.

“Y ou killed these children to find out if you had the power to heal them”—Jordan raised an
eyebrow—"and now. for some unholy reason, you are holding agrudge againgt thiswoman.”

“She took the power, don't you see?” Broken Shell swayed alittle, histone near pleading. “I didn’t
redize until the last that she was taking the power, drawing it from them, so sheisredly thereason |
couldn’'t hed them.”

“l waseight yearsold, | didn’t even know what | was; but | learned fast.”

“Thanksto the book you stole from mel” The knife flashed forward, swept aside by the longer blade, but
not before it had drunk blood. Jordan’s sword hacked the air. answered by acry, then by shouts of
alarm astwo men bearing lanterns rounded the corner of the house.

“Hold that chisdl!” Jordan cried, stooping to pull his companion over his shoulder before plunging into the
night. Crashing through brush. Jordan dithered on the muddy bank into the siream, regained his balance,
and ran on, sword il in hand. After following the water some distance, he staggered to hiskneesand
splashed under the low bridge. The wizard wriggled from his shoulder to collapse, breathless, against the
stone beside him. They lay haf in water, not daring asound, astheir pursuers pounded across the bridge,
then trudged back again moments later, grumbling as they receded.

Jordan did the sword home to its scabbard. “Where are you hurt?’

“My leg, just acut, though, and I'm sure thiswater will do it aworld of good.” She inched forward.
“Sorry,” she mumbled. “Y ou did what you could.”

Jordan stared numbly at his hand and did not answer.

“What? What' swrong?’ She tucked the chisdl through her rope belt and studied his pdm. The thin dash
across his hand seeped blood around his trembling fingers. The wizard tore astrip of cloth from her
aready ragged shift and held it out to him. “ Sorry, Bane; | would not redly havekilled the prince.”

The chain clinked as he wrapped hiswound. Jordan glanced to their bound wrists. “ Perhaps you' d better
do the honors.”

Her hands searched under the water and came up with astone. As she held the chisdl againgt the chain,
Jordan did his best to steady it. A few strikes with the stone—painfully loud under the arch—and the
chain dangled in two, severed a couple of linksfrom hiswrist. The wizard set her toolsto the bracel et



then, and struck through the hinge pin. She wrapped the length of chain about her wridt. “Oncel’ m far
enough fromyou, | can take care of thison my own; and you' rein no condition to hammer.”

Henodded. “I’ll wait here and let you get ahead.”
“You'll bedl right. Bane?’

“I'vemadeit thisfar, and your enemy won't be able to follow aslong asI’min the area. Goddess walk
with you.”

“And you, Wizard’ sBane.” She started to move toward the entrance and looked back at him. “1 wonder
wherewe would beif you and | were just ordinary people.”

“Faretheewell, my lady,” he said, then added, in the most ordinary tone he could muster, “My nameis
Jordan.”

“I don't think I’ ve ever been cdled ‘my lady,” at least not in my natura form.” Their eyes met, and she
murmured, “‘ Alswytha used to be my name, along time ago.”

“Take my best wishesto King Rhys, Alswytha’—Jordan gave alittle smile—*whether he wantsthem or

“I'll do that.” She vanished out into the night.

Rolf was nodding ashisrelief arrived, but deep was not to be. A panting Thomas trotted up and bobbed
into alittle bow. “His Highness begs your attendance.”

“Begs?’ The huge man chuckled. “Aye, lad, I'm coming.” He unfastened his helmet as he walked,
dinging hisshied over his back, where it best the rhythm of his steps.

They chatted about the boy’ s studies until they reached the library. Thomas gripped the handle of the
massive door, but Rolf caught it over his head and swung it open easily. When their eyes adjusted to the
dim light, they worked their way back to the prince' s desk. Several large maps spread haphazardly over
the desk and bench, with Wolfram yawning as he bent over one, following aline with hisfinger.

“Good morrow, Y our Highness. | trust you had a productive night.”
Wolfram flashed him abrief smile. “I think | solved the Lirensha sriddle.”
“‘Thereisnomap, he said, Highness, so why al these maps?’

“Look here” the prince said, pointing to a parchment. “Bernholt, right? And this’—he plucked another
from the pile—"is Lochayn; thisriver formsthe border.”

“Aye, Highness, niceand wide.” Rolf leaned on the desk to peer at the maps, while Thomaslifted his
chinto look on.

Wolfram traced it with hisfinger to apoint near Gamel’s Grove where the river bent its course away
from the high ground toward the ocean. “If thisran straight, we' d have some extraland in the highlands
ontheother sde”

“But it doesn't, Highness”



“On the Lochalyn map. the sameriver, but the bend isin the opposite direction.”

“None of these maps are entirely accurate, Highness, even the oneswhere they get wizardsto fly
overhead.”

“The people who made these particular maps were aided by the samewizard.” He pointed out the
scribes sgnsin the corner. * So the same wizard looked at the same river and saw two different things.”

Rolf yawned himsdf, and shrugged. “ A linein the wrong direction, Highness. It's been along night,
Highness, if ye could be more plain?’

Wolfram shuffled out the parchment he had been working on, avery thin, tranducent skin. It bore only a
single crooked line, with the capitals marked on either Side. Again hetraced it, but thisline split into two
and rgoined ashort distance down. “Thisis what happens when these two borders are brought together.
Thelines are very accurate, to apoint, here. Then this split occurs, and they come back together again.
Anidand, Rolf, onethat does not exist on any map.”

“What makesyou believe it exigs a al? Surely someone would have noticed before now; meaning no
disrespect, Y our Highness.”

“Why look at al?If | walk the Bernholt side of the river, | see the bend exactly as drawn here, assuming
this other branch is concedled, somehow. Someone on the Lochayn sdewould seeit just asit isdrawn
on that map.”

“What about riverboats?”’

“A manon ariver doesn't usethe mapsat al, he just followsthe river and gets out once he reaches his
destination. I’m not saying something like thiswould be easy to do, but dl it takes are afew itinerant
cartographers sdlling new mapsto replacethe old.”

“A mapmakers conspiracy, Highness?’ Rolf raised his shaggy eyebrows.

“Just s0.” Wolfram grinned, despite the dark circles under his eyes and the edge of awhite bandage
emerging from his collar. “Wider than that, | shouldn’t wonder. Once my father iswell enough to take
over a court, I'll go off quietly and investigate.”

“Not done, Highness.”
“No, Ralf, of course not. | don't think you would stay behind eveniif | ordered it.”

“Not after the past few days, | wouldn’t. They were spotted last night downriver a piece, but men and
dogstogether couldn’t find them. Y our Highness. They got tools from a blacksmith and had some sort of
scuffle. By now, they’rewell on their way.”

“For Jordan. I'm glad; asto the wizard’—Wolfram sghed—"there are too many questions left
unanswered, but chances are they never will be. Will you join meto bresk the fast? | have an early court
tajw.”

“Far beit from meto advisethe prince.” Rolf began gruffly, “but perhaps Y er Highness could find time
for alittle deep before the Goddess Walks again, en?’

“I wish | could. Ralf.” Wolfram rolled up hisriver tracing, leaving the othersfor the librarian to
reorganize. “Evenwhen | deep, | fed asif I'velain avakedl night.”



Before the other could answer, boots tramped outside, and they went to the door to find an escort of
soldiers awaiting them. “Y our Highness,” the prince s squire began with abow, “1 trust you are ready to
greet your supplicants.”

Wolfram frowned. “| haven't eaten, and | need to change. I'll need sometime.”

“His Roya Mgesty has been reviewing the records from thetime of hisillness, and he fedlsrescheduling
may bein order, Y our Highness.”

“Right now?’
The squire stared straight ahead as the guards shifted behind him.

“Very well.” Wolfram addressed the honor guard. “Whichever of you has seniority may be dismissed so
this man may atend me at court.”

They looked at Ralf asif he had turned blue, and the squire s frown deepened. “He snot attired for royal
court. Your Highness”

“Neither am |. Will you wait while we prepare oursalves?’ He drew himsalf up and straightened his
rumpled tunic.

The squire made asign, and one of the guards saluted and left, making a place for Rolf at the front of the
pairings. He replaced hishelm and adjusted his shield, then flicked a glance to the man beside him.
“Adfwin. ye ve got thewrong shield.” hewhispered. “ That’ sthe king' s guard arms, not the prince’'s.”

The other looked a him sharply. “Mind us and watch yer own manners. Rolf.” They looked ahead again
asthe squire took the lead and caled them to order. Wolfram trailed a ong, smoothing his garments as
best he could, trying to ignore Thomas' s anxious glances. “ Just a schedule change, Tom, not to worry.”
Hetried a shaky smile, then turned his attention to the stairs as they descended to the Great Hall. Here,
rather than turn aside for the smaller audience chamber, they proceeded in and split gpart to let the prince
pass. Only theking' slarge throne sat the dai's, empty, and Wolfram turned back with aweak smileto the
assembled people. “ Someone has forgotten my chair. Thomas, can you find me something to sit on?’

The boy dipped off to the side and disappeared behind the line of guards. Another lad came up with a
goal. “All I could find, Highness” the boy murmured, not looking up.

“Thiswill do for now. Send Thomas back, would you?” He moved the stoal to his accustomed position
and nodded to the herdld to call in the first business. A familiar merchant approached, bowing low, and
knelt before the prince. “ Greetings! Have you completed the task | asked?”’

“I have, Highness.” The man unrolled a parchment and offered it up. “ Thisisthe map of the tunnelswe
have found thusfar. Some do not lead immediately to the river, asyou can see, and these are il being
explored, but have little relevance for our purposes. Others come so far asthe guest wing.” Theman
backed off alittle, till beaming. “I am pleased to be able to ddiver the map to Y our Highness with my
own hands”

Wolfram perused it. “When will the congtruction be finished?’

“Ah, the best part. We have asmal structure aready erected, and plansfor alarger dock alongside.
Severd boats are tied there awaiting your pleasure, Y our Highness. It would be most graciousif you
could attend a ceremony to open the dock, perhaps when the first load of goodsis delivered here?’

“An excdlent suggestion. | shdl confer with my clerksto find agood time.” The merchant bowed out of



court, accompanied by afew servants of his own. Wolfram looked to the herald. “ The next business?’
“Isbrought by me.” abold voice announced from behind.

Astonished, the prince sprang to hisfeet and bowed low. A light crossed hisfeatures and asmile
twitched the corners of his mouth as he looked up the steps at hisfather. “Welcome. Sire. | am glad to
See you about again.”

Theking, tall and gravein roya velvets, stared back at his son. The state crown gleamed on his head,
and another gleam wasin hiseyes. Murmurs and rustling filled the room as al the attendants rose and
bowed to their king. Gerrod, leaning on a cane, remarked, “Y ou did not use my throne.”

“Of course not. Father. Allow meto formally return to you your court.”

“So generous of you,” the king boomed. “ Despite your efforts, | am able, and | am taking my court dong
with my crown.”

Wolfram'sjaw dropped as he frozein hisfather’ sglare.

“The very picture of astonishment. Have you studied playacting, then, aswell?’ He tore his gaze from the
prince and regarded the lords and ladies who till hovered awvkwardly without taking their seats. “Hear
you this: that this man”—he thrust asharp finger at Wolfram—"*has conspired with wizardsto cause his
king illness; that, when it seemed this plot might be revealed, he dlowed hisking to be healed to make
himsalf out as a savior despite the fact that the wizard was in attendance to cause rel gpse; that he further
congpired to allow the escape of these accomplices by contriving to be taken hostage; that he dared
subsequently accuse an earl loya to our rellm of conspiracy againgt us; that when he held power, he did
al he could to undermine hisking' s authority and supplant it with hisown. Thereisanamefor such a
beast asthis” The king raised hisarm, and the answer was caled out by the guards who held every
entry. “A traitor. Sire!” Gerrod whirled back to face down his son.

Still agape, the prince sscumbled back the few stepsto the floor, shaking his head. “Father, no,” he
gasped, “thisis not true!”

“I do not hear the voice of traitors. From this day forth, | have no son, nor ever have. This creature shdl
be termed the Traitor!” King Gerrod thundered, raising his arm again. Wolfram flinched away, asnoise
echoed from the galleries. Archers bearing the king’ s device appeared on dl sides.

“Father!” he cried again, but the king’ s face was raised to the men above. “ A cask of gold to himwho
landsthefirst arrow, and two for the shot that killsl” With awhirl of velvet, the king flung himsdlf into his
throne, afierce grin upon hisface.

Thefirg arrows, hastily aimed, skittered around Wolfram as he spun on his hed, running for the great
doors. He screamed, and his body dammed againgt the marble floor, pain stresking from his shoulder. A
cheer came from the archers. Shrieks and a bellow sounded behind him as another point gashed his thigh.

A meta-clad arm swooped from the air and hauled him up. Arrows pinged from an upraised shield. The
arm roughly clutched him to ahard breast, and the flight began again headlong. Pain-hazed eyes could
barely make out the floor, and the legs of soldiers arrayed across the entrance, sword tips hovering.

Rolf did not dow down. Bellowing- he shifted the shield before them and smashed through the ranks,
barreling into the door beyond. It burst open, and the man stumbled into the light, clinging tight to his
precious burden.

“Guest quarters” Wolfram mumbled, struggling to get hisfeet under him. “ Theright, second—" Histhin



voicefailed, but Rolf flung asde his shidd, gathering the prince in both arms, and crashed his shoulder
through that door as well, finding another courtyard and adtair.

“Whichway?’ he howled.

“Down,” came the weak reply, and down they went, streaking across landings and careering around
corners, the guard’ slegs pounding. At his shouts, maids legpt aside, servants pressed themselvesto the
walls until there was no one to warn, and the passages grew dank, echoing their passing to the guardsin
noisy pursuit. Rolf reached a cavern, open to theriver, and looked wildly around. Stumbling across, he
knocked aworkman from the new dock. He laid the prince in the bottom of the nearest boat, then
gprang aboard himsalf, hacking al the moorings he could reach, and lagtly, their own. Thefirst archer
reached the dock as the renegades sped into open water, escorted by the empty boats.

Roalf, kneding over Wolfram’ s still form, paid no heed to the arrows splashing behind. The shaft thet held
his eyes was embedded in the prince sl eft shoulder, just at the base of hisneck. Tearing off his gauntlet,
he clamped a hand againgt the flesh, cursing the blood that would not stop. He jerked off his helmet and
flung it into the bow of the boat. “Bury you, Gerrod!” Rolf screamed into thewind. “Bury you in stone!”



Chapter 17

When therap at the door grew more ingstent, Kattanan pushed aside histray with asigh. “Whoisit?’
“Just me,” called Brianna svoice. “May | comein?’

“Please.” He pulled hiswarm robe alittle closer, and sipped at his goblet.

The lady curtsied as she entered dong with amaid. “I’m glad you' re egting.”

Helooked down. “I just wasn't feding well that day.”

“Grandmother has said you may cometo court today, if you areuptoit.”

“It will be ardlief to belet out of my room, even for that.” He rose and went to the wardrobe for some
kingly &tire.

“We don't want to lose our king so soon after finding him.”

“| fainted, that' sall.” Kattanan spent along moment inspecting his clothes. “Have you come just to check
onme?’

“Not at al. Thelord Fionvar will be pleased to see you on your feet.”
Kattanan snorted. “1’m not so sure | will be pleased to see him.”

Briannawa ked up beside him, and murmured. “He is agood man. and he does want you to succeed. He
jug...”

“Hejust doesn't think | will, and | agree.”

She shot him aworried look and moved away. “Herodein thismorning, Y our Mgesty, with tidings from
his brother, | hear. HE'll be reporting at court.”

Dropping the clothes on his bed, Kattanan nodded. “I don’t know why we hold court every day only to
hear thereisno new business.”

Briannacommented, | supposeit isto maintain the air of anorma kingdom.”
“What about any of thisshdl | congder ‘normd’?’
“You'll get used to it; besides, thewaiting will be over soon.”

“Thenwe shall leave what I’'m supposed to get used to and go into battle. That is not something I ook
forward to.”

“But you have not been anticipating that day for nearly fourteen years.” She dipped out the door to let
him dress. A moment later, garbed in hisroya colors, Kattanan followed. The duchess stood there, as
expected, dong with hisguard. She amiled. “ The captain of the guard has sent word that he will belate,
but bringing something worth our wait. | am glad that Y our Mgesty islooking well. Will you wear your
crown today?’

“I think not.” hereplied evenly, faling in behind her.



“Also, we have had no contact with the Bernholt roya court since the wizard returned. | believethey are
preventing messages leaving the palace.” At Kattanan's start, she gestured for silence asthey were
bowed into the audience hdl. Kattanan settled on the throne, watching the gathering rise from its
collective bow and sit.

“Fonvar yfSonyaduNormand,” aherad intoned, stepping back.

Fonvar bowed and cameto kned not far from the throne. “Y our Mgesty, | bring greetings from my
brother, Earl Orie of Game’ s Grove, and hiswell wishesto al assembled here. He sendsword that his
lady seems most favorable, and he expectsto be wed erelong.” His eyes met Kattanan's as the young
mean flinched.

The duchess smiled and nodded. “We are pleased by these tidings, and to have you return so soon.”

“I believe the earl would like time done with thelady in question. Y our Mgesty. Hefelt | might better
serve here, and gave me leave to remain afortnight or more, if you judge it necessary.” His gaze did not
leave Kattanan.

“That iswell, my lord,” the duchess responded. “His Mg esty may have need of you.” Shemadea
gesture of dismissal. Herose and took a seat near the front.

The herald again came forward, but acommotion outside forestalled any announcement. The large doors
flew wide, and the guard captain strode in. grinning and slamping mud from his boots. “Excdlency. Y our
Majesty, the business | have must take precedence.”

“What isit?’ the duchess asked, her tone imperious.

His grin widened. “My men gpprehended a certain prisoner last night and have been occupied with
interrogation. While the prisoner haslittle information of vaueto us. the man himsdlf isworth much, and
his story should amuse you.”

“I haverardly heard you so eoquent. Captain.” the duchess said sharply, “but why did you not inform us
that you were holding this captive, if heisworth so much to us?’

“It was important that we gain what knowledge we could without”—he paused, glancing at
Kattanan—"interference. | give you the face of the enemy.”

At this, two guards hauled forward a battered figure, his arms bound outstretched to a staff, hisfeet
fumbling againgt thetile. Just past the last row of onlookers, the soldiers jerked the staff down, sending
their prisoner to hisknees. “With or without our help, he'snot long for thisworld, though by hisown
account thereis now aprice on hishead.” One of the soldiers pulled the captive s head back to reved
his bruised face.

“Get to the point.” the duchess said. “Y ou are upsetting the king.”

“Please. Your Mgesty,” said the prisoner, gulping & theair, “my companion—" He cried out asthe
guard cuffed him and raised a hand to repest the blow.

“No!” Already tearing the heavy cloak from his shoulders, Kattanan sprinted the few yards that
separated them and fell to hisknees. “ Oh, Great Goddess, no,” he whispered, touching hisfriend’s
forehead with agentle hand.

“I bring you Wolfram yfNerice duGerrod, former crown prince of Bernhalt,” the captain finished, “the
son of our enemy, betrothed to the Usurper’ s daughter.”



“Your Mgesty, what are you doing?’ The duchessrose.

Heedless of the congternation behind him, Kattanan hacked at the prince' s bonds with hislittle dagger.
“Breathe, Y our Highness, please.” He loosed one twisted arm and turned to the other, but the captain
caught hiswridt.

“Thismanisafoeto al we hold dear, what we have done—"
“What you have doneistorture the kindest man | know! Unhand me.”

“I would advise you to obey your king. Captain.” anew voice snapped. Fionvar glared down at the older
man. “Y ou have no right to hold him againg hiswill.”

Kattanan twisted hiswrist free and set back to histask with grim festures.

Clearing her throat, the duchess placed hersalf between the two men. their eyeslocked on each other.
“My lord Fionvar makes an excellent point. Captain. Further, you had no right to keep thisfrom
us—fromtheking.”

The captain started. “Y ou can’t mean to let him release this man. Excellency!”

She lowered her voice with athreatening glance. “I cannot alow anyone to underminetheking's
authority—nor my own—in o flagrant amanner.” Turning from him, sheraised her voicefor dl to hear.
“Whileit iscommendable that this prisoner has been gpprehended, the king clearly finds the manner of
his treatment deplorable, asdo |. Our guard captain has neglected his duty to the king and is hereby
dismissed. Fionvar DuNormand is named to replace him.”

“What!” cried Fionvar and the captain together. They shared a stunned glance, then Fionvar whirled to
face the guards. “ Every man of you who had apart in thisis confined to the barracks. The prisoner
mentioned a companion, whereis he?’

The soldier began, “We were under orders, sir—"
“Explanationslater; find the man, bring him here. Y ou are dismissed.”
“Hep me.” Kattanan sobbed, cradling Wolfram’shead in his|ap.
Fionvar was beside him then. “Tell me how. Your Magesty.”

“There' san arrow—" He pointed out the broken shaft with trembling hands. “ Oh, Finistrdl, | don't
know,” he whispered through the tears.

Laying ahand on the fallen man’ s chest, Fionvar turned quick eyesto Kattanan. “1'll fetch the surgeons
mysdlf, if need be. Let’sget him to someplace more private.”

Kattanan nodded. “My chamber.”
“Out of the question, Sire,” the duchess put in from above, but they did not turn.

“Close and large enough to work in,” Fionvar said. He climbed to hisfeet, cdling over theking's
persona guard. “We are moving this man to His Mgesty’ s chamber; you two, get on the other side.

Y ou, fetch the surgeons.” The new captain touched hisking' s shoulder. “We can lift him, will you clear
theway, Your Mgesty?’

“Yes,” Kattanan murmured, letting Fionvar take his place. With bloody hands, he held the door to the



corridor and shoved open that of his own bedchamber, leaving the duchessto dedl with the rumbling
crowd. A pair of surgeons hurried in shortly after, calling for hot water and plenty of rags. Kattanan
retreated numbly from the new frenzy; he pressed the back of hishand to hislips, but could not hold
back the sobs. Now and then asthey cut away the remnants of the prince stunic, the hedlers drew back,
revedling his battered body. Maids arrived with cloth and basins. Fionvar returned moments later, with
Brianna close behind. When she saw the scene, she gave him ahorrified look.

“My lady, the king has need of comfort,” Fionvar said. “Ashisintended, you may do better than|.” But
his eyes spoke dl the worry that his voice could not.

She nodded once and crossed to Kattanan. “ Y our Mgesty,” she whispered, ready with some words of
peace. When he turned his anguished face to her, though, she dipped her arms about him and held him
tight. Briannatook him to the little bench by the window, stroking his hair. The sobbing subsided after a
time, and Fionvar knelt beside him, offering abasin of water. “If Y our Mgesty would care to wash his
hands.”

“Thank you,” Kattanan said hoarsaly, “for the throne room.”
Brianna, too, rinsed her hands. “What has happened?’

“Theking asked for help with hisfriend,” said Fionvar. “1 was just named captain of the guard because
my predecessor failed to inform the king that he had been keeping a prisoner, who turned out to be the
prince of Bernhalt.”

“That'shim?’ she gasped, looking toward the bed.

Fonvar nodded. “ Apparently, the prince was disowned by King Gerrod, shot at by the royal archers,
and escaped with one of his guards. He was accused of treason in the matter of the king'sillness. They
were captured near theriver bend last evening.”

“He hated Wolfram.” Kattanan murmured. “King Gerrod did. | mean.”
Fonvar went on, “The other prisoner isahuge man. astdl asthe Liren-sha—"
“Oh. no.” Kattanan groaned.

“Hewasn't harmed,” Fonvar quickly assured him. “When they threatened the prince, the other fellow
dropped hiswespons.”

All headsturned asthe Wizard of Nine Stars entered, transforming as she moved, walking straight to the
surgeons. “I heard there was an arrow till in the wound.”

“And likely to remain s0,” the surgeon retorted, wiping the blood from hisfingers. “ Seefor yoursdf; it has
to come out, but | can't do anything with it.”

She dipped past him and inspected the broken shaft. “1 may be ableto help.”
“Maybe | should wake him up and seeif he'll ask you the question.”

Giving the man ablack look, thewizard said digtinctly, “It cannot stay in, you can't removeit without
causing more damage, correct? If you are ready to deal with thewound. | can have the arrow out.”

“Y ou can't work on hisflesh without his knowledge.”

“Have | said anything about hisflesh?” The wizard covered the arrow shaft with one pam. “I have been



talking about the arrow.”

“Thismanisour patient!” protested the surgeon, grabbing her arm.
“Thisman is badly wounded, and | can help him. Will you let metry?’
Throwing up his hands, he backed off afew paces.

“If the Liren-shaarrives, don't let him in the building for at least haf an hour.” Staring down at the back
of her hand, the wizard began to chant; strange, indistinct words rose up around her asif inacloud. Her
voice took on acoaxing tone and she shifted her hand to grasp the shaft. The wizard raised her arm,
lifting the arrow asif from apool of water, yet leaving the flesh intact. She rose and backed away, the
arrow in her hand. With the other hand, she waved the surgeons back to their patient. Turning, sheflung
the arrow into the fire with aflick of her wrist. Shetook afew deep breaths, then turned back to the
small company. “Forgive me again. Your Mgesty. | entered your chamber unbidden and performed
magic here. | hope you can seethat it was necessary.”

Kattanan frowned at her, glanced toward the prince. “He may yet die, though.”

“He may, but not from an arrow working toward the heart. Thereis something se. Mgesty, which |
would have said in court. My apprentice reports that aroyal messenger cameto Game’s Groveto
summon the princess to the capitd, astheroya heir.”

Shutting his eyes. Kattanan said, “How did you remove the arrow?’

“In essence, | convinced it that it was aweak and hollow thing, and so thin that flesh and bone could pass
right through it. | had to burn it beforeit found out | waslying.” She gave him alittle smile, asmdler
curtsy, and | eft.

“I don’t know that | like working with wizards,” Fionvar observed.

Brianna shrugged. “ So long as you don’'t expose yoursdlf, they are just like any other mercenaries, eager
to help if the priceis good. I’ ve grown accustomed to it; our grandmother has had severa wizardsin her
employ since the Betraya. Some of them are pleasant enough.”

“What about this one?’

Brianna cocked her head. “Wéll, she appears cold, arrogant, | guess, but | have never seen her do
anything to harm ancther.”

“Sheisanillusonist, she may take another form when sheisfeding aggressve,” Fonvar observed. “ And
sheisresponsblefor Gerrod' sillness, and Asenith’ s—condition.” The pair shared asmirk.

Kattanan looked at them, confused. “My cousin Asenith? What about her?’

“Boails” Briannasaid. “Big, oozing, awful boils. No woman would wish to meet her betrothed like that. It
was another way to keep the Usurper occupied.” She glanced back toward the bed. “1 don’t suppose
the boilswill serve much purpose anymore.”

“Whereisthe prince? What have you done with him?” A huge man, shaking off two guards, barreled into
the room, where more guards surrounded him.

“Your Mgesty, I'm sorry, we couldn’ t—"

“I'll giveyour king apiece of my mind!” The man raised his bound hands.



“Rolf!” Kattanan sprang up.

Fonvar rose, searching aloop of keys. “I’'m sorry. Captain,” the guard began, but Rolfs joined fists
dammed into Fonvar’ stemple, sending him sprawling acrossthe floor.

“Curse you in the name of the Goddess and the Mount!” Rolf cried, pushing the guard aside; then
Kattanan caught hisarm.

“Ralf, wait, he snot responsible. Ralf!”

Rolf stared a him, narrowing hiseyes. “ Y elook like him, but the voice—"

“I know. Part of avery long story. Can somebody find the keys?’

“Don’'t do that. Y our Mgesty, he' sdangerous,” the guard warned, sword drawn.

Fonvar staggered to hisfeet. One hand gave over the key ring, while the other was clamped to his
forehead. Fionvar swayed to achair and worked at catching his bresth.

Rolf stared down at Kattanan, furrowing his brow. “*Y our Mgesty’ 7" he echoed.
“Part of the same story. Have they hurt you?’

Rolf shook his head. “ They took the prince and left me chained to atree,” he snapped, glowering down
a Fonvar. “WhereisHisHighness?’

K attanan gestured toward the bed. “ The surgeons are doing what they can.”
“If you are the king here, then, by the Goddess, how could you let them?’

“I didn’t know until alittle while ago. The former captain didn’'t tell us. I'm sorry, Rolf. | don’t know if
he'll live” Hetried to control the returning sobs.

Rolf set ahuge hand on Kattanan’ s shoulder. “ The fault belongs to them as hurt him, and to King Gerrod,
may amountain cover hisgrave.”

“Can we have some room to do our job?’ the surgeon demanded.

Fonvar rose unsteadily to hisfeet again, and Brianna frowned but went to Kattanan. “ Shall wewait in the
temple, Your Maesty?’

Ralf, leaning to peer between the busy surgeons, followed Kattanan into the hall.

Still fingering the bruise on hisforehead, Fionvar sketched abow. “If it please Y our Mgesty, | will go
have that discussion with those responsible.”

“Yes,” said Kattanan. “Will you report to me when you are reedy?’
“Asyouwish. Mgesty.”

Brianna gazed after him aswell asthetrio began down the hall. A tal archway opened into asmall but
well-gppointed temple, and they settled onto a padded bench with Kattanan in the middie. They looked
toward the sky for severa minutes; then Rolf asked gently, “Isthiswhat you would not tell me, back at
my tower?’

“I didn’t even know about dl of this. Wdll, | knew | had been aprince,” Kattanan began, “but until they



brought me here, it didn’t occur to methat | was heir to anything. | mean, being theway | am.” He
studied the floor tiles. Then hisvoice sank to awhisper, and the others drew closer as he told them about
the scene in the garden on hislast day as a prince. “ After—they took me to amonastery, and | learned to
sing. The monks et arich merchant take me away; Jordan, too. We traveled, traded for favors. Then
Jordan left me, and | went donefor awhile until | cameto Bernholt.” Hetrailed off, and Brianna picked
up thetale, describing the plansfor the king' s return and her own rolein that future.

As shefinished, asurgeon, bowing and clearing histhroat, approached the king. “Y our Mgesty, please
forgivetheinterruption.”

“How ishe?’

“We have done what we can. Y our Mgesty. That arrow was the most serious, although the beating was
severe. | redly can't say what will happen.”

Kattanan nodded, eyes shut against renewed tears.

“I have given him something to help him deep.” the man went on, then added, “1 can do the samefor
you. if youwould like, Y our Mgesty.”

“Not right now.” he answered faintly. “Can | St with him?’

“I would not advise more than one visitor a the moment.” He shot alook to Rolf, who glowered back.
“And he needs as much rest as possible.”

“I understand,” Kattanan replied, but he was dready on hisway.

Rolf and Briannafollowed him asfar as the door, then shelooked up at the towering guard. “Y ou must
be hungry. I'll take you to the kitchens.”

“Fine” hegrowled, “but I’ ll bring my lunch back here.”

Inside his room, with the curtains drawn and only one candlelit by the bed, Kattanan studied the prince's
face. The prince s breathing had steadied, though, and the pain seemed to have fled hisfeatures.
Kattanan pulled his chair close, flashing back for amoment to the long day he had spent in the same bed,
with Jordan leaning over him. At least this man could awaken to the company of atruefriend. The
thought brought something else to mind, and he crossed for amoment to lean out the door and whisper
to theguards. A little while later, there was a soft knock, and the wizard entered.

“What isyour will Your Mgesty?’

“Can you take this voice away, just for awhile?’
“I can. but the duchess—"

“Bury the duchess” Kattanan hissed forcefully.

She examined himinthedim light. “1 will do thisfor you. Mgesty. Be careful that you do not speek too
fredy, then.” Her hands passed through the air before him, and hovered gently at hisforehead for a
moment, then fdl. “I’ll come back at dawn, unless you summon me sooner.”

“Thank you,” he said softly, returning to his place as she left. He settled there, resting one hand on
Wolfram's, and began to sing, as quietly as he could. He fell silent when the duchess came hersdlf,
demanding entry.



“The captain ordered, on behaf of the king, that no one enter this room without express permission from
himsdf and theking.”

“Your captain! | may have acted rashly in giving him command. Remove yoursaves!”

Kattanan fetched a scrap of parchment and aquill, scratching out a brief message, and dipped it under
the door. She snorted a hiswords. “We certainly will be discussing thislater!” the duchess said to the
closed door. “I will find your captain and discussit with him first, and | do not appreciate having an
enemy soldier adegpin our hall.”

“Noone.” Rolf said, “not even yer king, will budge me from here.”

“WEe I discussthat dso! And you men should not assume you can hide behind your orders. |
will—Captain.” she snapped, with aswirl of skirts as she turned to face a newcomer. “ Good of you to
joinus. | was under theimpression that your loyaty was above reproach.”

“Your Excdlency,” Fionvar’ stired voicereplied, “my loyaty remainswith the true crown of Lochayn.”

She demanded, “ Explain why that crown’s most dedicated servant is barred from interview with the king
and from examination of an enemy of that crown.”

“I believe that king hasjust had the most terrible reunion one can imagine with afriend. | presumed,
perhaps wrongly, that he would wish sometimeto...regain hiscomposurein private. Thisroomisstill the
king's quarters, after al.” Fionvar’ svoice gained acam strength, without losing its usua eventone. “If |
have migudged the king' swishesin this, | trust he will let me know, and | hope he will accept my
sincerest gpology.” He paused for amoment, and, when there was no response from the room, went on.
“The other occupant of thisroom, regardless of his birth or circumstances, is recovering from serious
wounds, and his doctors prefer that nobody disturb him until tomorrow. That probably extendsto
discussonsin the hal aswell. Perhaps we should continue the explanations e sewhere. Y our

Excdlency?’

“My lord Fionvar,” the duchess began coldly. “I have dways appreciated your candor and your habit of
speaking from your conscience; however. | never expected that you would so abuse my appreciation and
generogity in thismanner. Y ou may recdl that the last captain of the guard lost his position precisely
because hefailed to report to mein an appropriate fashion.”

“It wasfirst necessary to see to my command. Y our Excellency—to appease certain resentments that the
former captain likewise failed to report. Thingslike desertions, bad rations, and worse punishments.”

The duchess turned from him to one of the guards. “Isthistrue?’ When no response was forthcoming,
shesad, “I will not hold your words against you.”

“And the captain. Y our Excellency? Would you hold it againgt him?’ The man’ s voice was hestant.
“Then| takeit heistdling methetruth.”

“Aye, Y our Excedlency, and more. Forty-three bunks empty and the captain won't have us change
quarters. Theroof of my barrack leaks asif it weren't there, but he saysit’snot our job to fix it. then he
won't find whosejobitis. I’ ve got five matesin the infirmary sick from bad mest the cooks wanted
thrown out, but he said we' d get no other. I’ d ve been gone mysdlf today, if he were till captain—" The
guard broke off.

“And you are convinced thingswill be different now.”



The other guard, an older man. spoke up. “I just came off roof-repair duty, Excellency.”

“| see.” She paced up the hall abit, then back. “1 have some other businessto attend to. but | will be
hereimmediately after Morning Prayer, and | will be admitted. My lord Captain will do methe favor of
meeting me here”

“| am at your service, Excdlency.”

“I am not yet convinced, but | will think on what you have told me.” She strode, not too quickly, back
downthe hal.

“Great Goddess, Fion!” thefirst guard exploded. “Now’ s not the time to be rocking the boat.”

“Y ou helped. Besides, the duchess will consider what has been said, and | think she will pay abit more
attention now.”

“Either that or she'll have your head.”
“Then I'll be careful not to loseit anywhere.”
“Don't you think it would' ve been wise to wait at least until morning?’

“And how would | ever have gotten her away from thisdoor? If His Mgesty comesout, tell him | am
ready to report at hisleisure. Otherwise. I'll be herein the morning.”

Kattanan returned to his prayersin peace, adding aword of thanksfor hisfriends.



Chapter 18

From her post by the ballroom door. Faedre watched Orie and Mdisande perform alast design, bowing
to each other asthe music ended. Mdisande. young and lovely, was flushed with the dancing, and her
partner bowed over her hand, lingering along whilein the kiss. He straightened again, hiseyesdight as
he looked upon her. “That will bethelast for awnhile, | fear,” he murmured.

Melisande clung to hishands. “| redly ought to finish my packing.” She gazed up a him asif he werethe
only man who ever lived. He brushed another kiss upon her cheek and bid her go. Faedre burned, but
held her tongue, easing into the shadows at the princess passed by. She stepped out asthe earl drew
nearer, dipping into her lowest curtsy. “My good lord, might | have aword?’

Orie glanced down at her coolly, not even ahint of asmile a the pleasures her body should suggest.
“Not now, my lady. | have too much on my mind.” In afew strides he was gone, his steps firm—Ieaving
her behind.

Anger suffused her. that his head could be muddled by atrivid creaturelike his child bride. In hisface,
his hands, his every movement, Faedre saw the truth: she hersalf would never be queen. She knotted two
fistsin her gown and pounded up the stairs.

“Oh!” Lauracried out as she and Faedre nearly collided. “ Areyou well, my lady?”

Faedre stopped short. “ This place hasrats,” she snapped. Glancing down at the tray the maid was
carrying, she caught her bresth and smiled. “Thisisfor the princess?’

“Yes, my lady. Sheisquitein agtate over the summons and the packing. This should help her to settle for
thenight.”

“| shdl takeit to her.” Smiling, shetook the tray and watched until the maid had gone to her room.
Rather than go to Melisande, Faedre went first into her own chamber and quickly added afew thingsto
thetray, including a splash of dark liquid to the mulled wine she bore. She smoothed her hair and sown
and carried the drink in to her mistress,

Méelisande, hair braided for deep, sat curled inachair in front of the fireplace.

Around her were stacked the chests of her belongings, ready for thejourney. “Oh, Faedre, I’'m so glad
you're here.” She yawned broadly and smiled.

“I brought you wine, plusalittle something to help you deep.” The lady’ sface glowed red in thefirdight,
her eyesflickering as she raised the goblet to the princess.

“Thank you.” Mdisandetook along drink, then frowned into her cup. “It’ salittle bitter.” she said, but
shedid not et it down.

“Take another sip. you'll get used toit.” Faedrelifted asmall bundle from the tray and unwrapped it. The
icon stood amere four inchestal, but was studded with jewe s framing the faces of the two figures. “Aye
and Jonsha. come to me now,” she murmured, kissing each figure before placing the statue on the mantel.

Melisande' s unfocused gaze wandered, but she sat perfectly ill, the goblet lowered to her lap.

“No doubt you fed better aready, little queen. Pity you cannot talk to me. Pity that | cannot give you the
dosel'dlike” Shetilted Mdisande s chin to stare down into her face. The other hand lifted adim dagger



from the tray. Smiling again, Faedre reached both hands around Melisande’ s head, fingering the braid
which hung down long and thick. Well-honed steel hacked through the hair in quick strokes. Faedre
stepped back, dangling the braid from her hand. “May no child of hisever bring you joy. May you bleed
in getting them, bleed in birthing them, bleed in raising them, sorrow in losing them. Ay d and Jonsha hear
my words. Finistrel, fed my deeds and weep!” Sheflung the braid to thefire' s heart, whereit curled asit
burned, reeking of curses and the death of dreams.

The moon had gone from the sky by the time sheled her mount by stealthy routesto the riverside. Far
from any guard, she mounted and urged the horse across awide ford not far from the idand. Faedre
grimaced at the soaked hem of her riding garb, but pressed on into the woods, cursing the branches that
dapped at her. It seemed an age before she reached the old road, winding up into the mountains. She
had not gone far when her horse whinnied into the night, and was answered. “Hush, foul beast!” she
hissed at it, trying to pull the animal back into the wood.

“Who' sthere?’” avoice caled asthe other rider cameinto view.
“A merelady who meansno harm. Areyou aking' s man?’

“Which king, my lady?’ the other said, easily halting his mount aongside hers. He looked her up and
down, and grinned.

Faedre glanced away demurdly, letting her cloak fal abit open. “I am riding to Lochdae, my lord, in
hopes | may seek favor with the court.”

“I| am going there mysdlf, on important business. Y ou should not beriding done.” He frowned amoment.
“I’ve seen you in King Gerrod' s court, though, have | not?’

Her glance grew abit morewary. 1 have been there.”

“Why would alady be leaving the comforts of the castle? Running from someone? A husband, perhaps?’
His eyesfocused upon the low-cut bodice she had reveal ed.

She amiled ahbit. “Y ou are avery perceptive man.”

The other grinned at her. “ Allow meto protect you on your journey, my lady.”

“Youmugt cal me Faedre.” She held out ahand to him.

Hekissed her hand and hd it, still grinning. “Most people cdl me*Sir,” but Montgomery ismy name.”
“We arewdl met, Montgomery.”

“We areindeed.”

K attanan awoke to atouch on his cheek. He raised his head from the blankets and looked into
Wolfram’seyes. “Y ou sang the whole night.” the prince breathed.

“Aslongas| could.” the Singer whispered.
“I thought perhaps | was dead, or that | dreamed you.”

“I am here, Highness.”



“*Highness,”” Wolfram repeated. “ Not anymore. Y ou must be adream, then,” he went on, shutting his
eyes, then spoke carefully, “Y ou are with my sigter, the crown princess. No, someone told me that you
left her.”

“I did not want to. but | couldn’t stay.”

“Hethought you might bein danger. Areyou dl right?’
Kattanan gaveacurioussmile. “1 anwell.”

“Rolf?” Worry creased hisface.

“Isinthe hdl, making sure that you are taken care of.”
“Theking herelookslikeyou, I think.”

Before Kattanan could reply to this, there was a soft knock. “Y our Mgesty?’ the wizard' svoice
inquired.

“I won't go far,” hetold hisfriend as herose. He let the wizard in, and asked her to replace the new
voice. “Tdl Ralf that Wolframisawake, and I'll let himin shortly.”

“Asyouwish, Mgesty.”

Kattanan shut the door.

“Magesty.” Wolfram sighed. “The priestess was right about that, too.”

“Y es. Someone is coming to see me soon, 0 | haveto leave you.”

“A king'swork is never done,” Wolfram said. “I’'mglad | won't haveto do it.”
Kattanan pulled on afresh tunic. “ Goddess stay with you. Rest well.”

“| am so far in your debt that | must live forever to repay you.”

Kattanan set his hand on the door handle and took a deep breath before opening it. Rolf hovered just
outsde, eyesdight. Kattanan briefly returned the grin, then ushered the man in to vigit his prince. Leaning
againgt the shut door, the young king looked up at the two guards. “When the duchess arrives, tell her |
have goneto find something to egt.”

“Yes, Your Mgesty.”

Kattanan smiled alittle. “Have you been heredl night”

Startled, the guard glanced at him. “No, Y our Mgesty, | just came back on duty.”
“Thank you.”

The man blinked down at him as Kattanan set off for the kitchen, walking purposefully. It was early yet,
and the few maids who were about did not look up when he first entered. Kattanan gazed around him,
taking in the details his brief tour had not alowed for. As expected, he spotted atable set by thefire, laid
out with the servants morning mess. When he sat down, though, one of the workers glanced over and let
out alittlecry. “Your Mgesty! Forgive us. Let mefix ameal and bring it—"

He shook hishead. “I can't eat in my room today. Thisisfine.”



Thewoman did not rise from her curtsy. “But thisisnofit food, Y our Mgesty.”

“I don’'t need anything more.” He picked up around of cheese. “Unless you have some Teresantea.” he
added, looking over at her.

She pulled hersdf up. brightening visibly. “ Of course. Y our Mgesty.” Her kerchiefed head bobbed
eagerly as she went into the pantry; then she crowed in triumph, pulling out asmal meta box. “ Funny,
you and the duchess having the sametastes. Y our Magjesty. Of course, she doesn’t drink al of hers
unless—’

“Your Mgesty,” snapped the duchess from the door, and Kattanan sprang to hisfeet again. “I had not
thought to find you here consorting with servants at thishour.”

He bowed, and remained with his eyesto the floor, unaware that dl the servants had the same posture. “I
was hungry, Excdlency.”

“Come.” Sheturned and left. Kattanan followed, finding Fionvar waiting in the hall for them. Thetrio
entered the conference room, and Kattanan perched on one of the deep chairs. “1 amin charge of this
meeting, isthat clear?’ the duchess began. At hisweak nod, she went on, “Both of you have been
defying my will and eroding my position. It cannot and will not go on.” She pressed both handsto the
table, staring at Kattanan.

“Excdlency,” Fionvar put in, hisvoice strangely sharp, “thisisno way to speak to the one who will take
thethrone.”

“Onething we dl agree onisthat my grandson is not ready to rule anything. Until suchtimeasheis, | am
the Regent of the True Blood and | will be obeyed.”

Their eyeslocked, and Fionvar crossed hisarms. “Y ou are the heart of this place and of this cause, but
you are not alone here, and we cannot afford to let our people see that you have no confidencein the
man you have presented astheir king.”

“I have not opened thisfor discussion yet, Captain.”

Hisvoice overrode her. “1f anyone can make thisthing succeed, it will be you. We are not dways
friends, but | will be here aslong asyou let me stay, doing whatever | can. Right now, however, you
need to learn alittle patience.”

“Patience? | have been working toward thisfor fourteen years”

“Look at your grandson. Look a him! He' s eighteen years old, and he has been cast away from the only
life he’ sknown, kidnapped by someone he never wanted to see again, told heis aking, introduced to his
future bride, shown maps of battlegrounds, saved his friends from probable execution, kept an dl-night
vigil, then been embarrassed in front of the servants so he can be ydled a by agrandmother he barely
knows! He should be the one standing here yelling back, when he' s had every excuse in the world to
want usal buried dive!” Fionvar took adeep breath, glancing at Kattanan. “1t’s not me you should be
ligening to, it shim.”

She sank into her chair, dark skirts spreading around her. “Fine. | am listening.”
Still clutching hismug of tea, Kattanan sat up alittle Straighter. “1 don’t know what to say.” he whispered.
“He does not know what to say.” the duchess repeated.



Fonvar shot her alook and faced Kattanan acrossthetable. “1f | have made no sense here, pleasetell
rTe”

The young man swalowed. “Let Prince Wolfram hed. Pleasejust leave him done. I’'m not used to Sitting
in court; | don’t know what to do; maybe someone can teach methat. too. Don't call me*Sire’; | wish |
could bethat, but I can’'t and | never will be. | can’t marry anyone.” On thislast, hisvoicefell even
lower, and the duchess leaned toward him.

“Aren't thetwo of you getting on well? What has she done to displease you?’

“Itisnot her fault,” he whispered. “I am no fit husband for any woman.”

“But it is necessary—"

“Petience,” Fionvar brokein firmly. “Isthere anything else you need to say right now?’ Kattanan shook
his head. “My first comment isthat we cannot alow the prince to know too much of our plans. Heis
important to you, but that fact alone will make our alies suspicious. No onewill raise ahand againgt him,
and anyone who trieswill deal with me. Hewill dways be guarded, for his sake and for ours. I will need
to gpeak with him as soon asheisable. Asto what to do in court, | gather that you have not seen the
busnesslig.”

The duchess arched her neck. “He will not be making the decisonsin any case.”

Fionvar'slook was pointed. “Thereisalist the herald keeps of what issues are to come before court. It
doesn’t prevent surprises, but you may understand what goes on before it actualy happens. Someone
can befound to tutor you; if dl dsefails, I'll do it mysdlf.” Fionvar let out along breeth.

“If you are through?’ the duchess prompted, rising to her feet. “As his behavior yesterday amply proves,
he knows nothing about court or kingship or even roya comportment. But | need him. Y ou, on the other
hand—I have no tolerance for anyone who thinksto tell me my businessin my own manor. Another of
your willful displays, and | will personally cast you out before the entire court! By the Goddess, you will
have no part of my kingdom!”

“Duchess! | am not my brother.” Fionvar met her eyes. “I do not want your kingdom. | do not want a
lordship, or even to be captain of your guard. | want you to listen! Unlessyou listen to your grandson,
you'll have to throw him out with me. Everyone hereisready to serve the True Blood, not just you.
There he Sits. Maybe you just want him to play the part of king, never to make his own decisons. He can
do that, just show him how. Teach him the music, and he will sing your song.” The duchessflicked a
glance to Kattanan, pardyzed in his chair but for the trembling of his hands. Fionvar went on, “All he
need do is present the image of royalty to our alies, and you hold the power. Fine, but what happens
when you die?’ Her eyes snapped back to him asif he had drawn aknife. “All of usdie oneday or
another. You' veraised Briannato be afine queen, but your neighbors were willing enough to cast down
the last Queen of Lochayn.”

“Why should | listen to such defestist rubbish?’

“You 4ill don't understand.” He lowered his voice now. dark eyes shining. “We are not doomed aslong
as Kattanan lives, but only if you consent to make him aking in fact, not just in name. Teach him, let him
see, let him understand. When we reach Lochdale, let him ride before avictorious army, the true heir
returned to his home. Give your people aking worth fourteen years of oppresson.”

“Heislittle more than achild and will never be much morethan that.”



“Y ou are saying that because you have never heard him sing.”

Shock sprang to her features, and Kattanan’ s aswell, as he dropped the mug at last. “ Sing?’ the duchess
snapped “What hasthat to do with anything?’

“I have heard him fill ahal with nothing but himself. | played until | thought I’ d bleed, and | could neither
outlast nor outshinehim.”

“That wasthe past. Hisvoice, hissnging—al past,” she said flatly.

“That isnot the point. Y esterday at court you were horrified to see him rush to aid aprince you have
aways cdled your enemy. He confronted you to save aman who was hisfriend. Y ou see achild who
disobeys you. nothing more. | saw courage, honor, loyalty, compassion, righteous anger—everything |
would want from my king.”

Sowly shesad, “You did not stand forward yesterday because you mistrust me?”’
“No.”

“And last night, you ordered the guards to deny my entrance...?’

“Out of respect for my king,” Fionvar replied.

Kattanan glanced from one to the other. Summoning every ounce of her authority the duchess sat deadly
gtill, face betraying nothing. Fionvar, taler, no less proud, chalenged her acrossthe table, but therewas
no anger. His eyes begged, his hands hovered, empty, and his breath escaped in small, hopeful bursts.
When she turned from him, Kattanan saw the exultant smile that flared briefly across Fionvar’ sface. She
examined her grandson, and he lifted hischin alittle higher, illing hishands &t last.

“Y ou have been highly praised by one who does not flatter.”
The chin lowered, but just atouch.

She crossed her arms and frowned. “I, too, will speak with your Prince Wolfram, when the surgeons
alow it. And we will speak of your marriage—but now, | think, may be the wrong time.” Shetilted her
head. “Y ou told me that this man did not like you.”

He glanced back to Fionvar. “1 had noidea,” hereplied faintly.

“Y ou seem to beignorant of many things,” she observed, “but youth and inexperience may explain that.
And both of those are things we shal overcome. It seems my grandson and | have much to discuss. No
doubt you have other duties, Captain.”

He did not heed her gesture of dismissal, but turned to Kattanan. “Y our Mgjesty requested areport on
the circumstances surrounding the capture of the prince.” At the young man’s nod, Fionvar continued,
“Their boat ran aground on the Bernholt side of theidand. They surrendered quickly and were taken to
the captain. The guards | spoke with said there was anew man with him, someone they hadn’t seen
before, and it was he who recognized the prince. He was also responsible for the beating. The stranger
claimed to be afriend of my brother’ sand inssted on being cdled ' Sr—Majesty, areyou il ?’

What little color had returned to Kattanan' s face drained away, leaving him pale and trembling, shaking
hishead vagudly. “Ishe ill here?’

“No one seemsto know. | have severd men looking for him, but with no luck so far. Thisman isknown



toyou?’

Kattanan shut his eyes and swallowed. He nodded once, but would say nothing of it. With afrown,
Fionvar went on. “The former captain refuses to speak to me about his part in this. Perhaps Y our
Excedlency can get something out of him later. The four guards directly involved genuinely believed they
were acting with the full authority of thisregency; and | don't believe they harbored any particular ill will.
The prince himsalf may provide more of the missing pieces. When they found him. hewas carrying a
diagram of atunnel system under the castle, aswell as amap showing both sdes of theriver.”

“Did the Liren-sharevea us?’ the duchess demanded.
“No. Hereturned just afew hours ago. and knew nothing of thisuntil | started asking questions.”

“We had best move quickly. Bernholt will bein disarray over the succession; any delay will give them
moretimeto cometo their dly’said.”

Fionvar agreed and glanced up at Kattanan. “ There was another matter, Mg esty, which | had discussed
with the duchess sometime ago. My sister, Lyssa, isin Lochdale, serving as ajourneyman sculptor. | had
planned to go fetch her before we march on Lochayn. Jordan will probably ride with me. | did not
anticipate being captain of the guard here. Gwythym duL arce can serve as captain in my stead, if you
givemeleaveto go.”

“This Gwythym isafriend of yours?’ The duchess arched an eyebrow at him.

“My firgt lieutenant—the man who spoke to you last night outside the king's chamber.”
“l see”

Kattanan gave atiny smile. “Y ou will return quickly?’

“Yes, Majesty.”

“If thereisnothing ese...?” The duchess gestured toward the door.

Fonvar looked to the young king, who whispered, “Y ou may go.”

“Thank you. Your Magesty. | will take forma leave at morning court.” He rose, bowed briefly to the
duchessaswell, and left, shutting the door behind him.

Fonvar dipped into court abit late, after briefing Gwythym on hisduties. Hisfacelit for amoment when
he saw that Briannawas in atendance, seated at the very front, her eyes upon the king. A man was
reading therolls of theloya barons, with estimates of their readiness, and Kattanan was clearly doing his
best to look interested, but without much success. At last the speaker droned to a close and was
dismissed. The herald stood to announce the next business, and Fionvar shifted to be ready when his
namewas called.

Instead, Brianna stepped forward. “I have businesswith the king.” Dressed in her finest, her attention
focused on Kattanan done, she walked carefully and dropped into asmall curtsy. “May | approach?’

Fonvar leaned forward, asintent upon her as she upon the king, and histhroat felt dry.

With an uncertain gesture, Kattanan invited her. The duchess watched her granddaughter gravely as she
came. Brianna bent asif to kned immediately in front of the throne, then dipped a hand behind him for
thelittle dagger he wayswore. Before he could flinch away, she had cut alock of hishair and rose



again, her face ablank mask. “1 choose you, and | will bear the sons of no other but you. Thisiswhat
our family hasasked of us, and | do it fredly, Your Mgesty.”

“Don’'t,” he whispered, too late. “Don’'t do this.” His eyes glistened, his hands trembled.

“Itisdone,” the duchess sad firmly, letting asmile touch her lips. “Let it be proclamed to dl our dlies
that our king shal have abride.” She raised Brianna s hand before them.

A cheer went up in the chamber, and Fionvar sat rooted to the spot even as the other courtiersrose to
congratulate the king. He remained till as the room was cleared around him. The courtierstrickled out
until only ahandful of people remained—the three by the throne, Fionvar, till as stone, and the wizard
looking on without comment.

The duchess, il gripping Brianna s hand, did not lose her smile as she said, “1 wish that you had told
rre"

Thelady looked away. “1 have made my choices, Grandmother. Perhaps, at last, | have made the right
one”

Fonvar found hisvoiceat lagt, rising, hishandsfisted at hissides. “Why?" he blurted.

Hislove, hislight—another man’ s betrothed—Brianna rose up from her knees. “Fourteen years, we' ve
dedicated ourselvesto this. There was atime we could not be sure it would happen.” She darted a
glance back toward Fionvar, and as quickly looked away. “1n these few days, | have...reexamined my
part in the kingdom that isto come, and | know where | am needed.”

“Y ou would marry without love,” Fionvar murmured, no longer caring who heard or who knew. He felt
asif he might collapse to the floor, as battered as the prince and as bereft.

Briannafaced him then, ahint of color rising in her cheeks, his band no longer upon her wrigt. “Loveisa
finething, my lord, awonderful thing. But it isnot everything.” Then her eyesreturned to Kattanan's
bowed head. “I hope you can seeit isfor the best,” she whispered.

“I can't do this.” said the king, and Briannafled the room, ahand pressed to her mouth.

The duchessreplied. “ Y ou will find away to do this, or Briannawill be dishonored before the court.
Would you do that to her?’ She gazed along moment at Fionvar, turning when the far door opened.

“I amready.” Jordan said. “Forgive me. Your Mgesty, | didn’t redlize you were still here. Or you,” he
added, glancing toward the wizard. His eyeslingered on her amoment, brows dightly raised.

When the guise of the old man had fallen away, it revealed her, hair newly trimmed, wearing asmple but
well-made blue dress. She smoothed it self-conscioudy. “Brianna helped me.” Shelooked back at
Jordan. “| stayed to wish you both well, and safe journey.”

Fonvar' s head turned a this, but he said nothing.
Jordan nodded to her. “Thank you, my lady.”
Thewizard smiled brightly.

Sadness darkened Jordan’ s features as he looked to Kattanan. “ Timeis of the essence, | know, so |
cannot beg an audience. | will return swiftly, and | hope you will hear methen.”

Kattanan nodded briefly and rose to cross the floor toward Fionvar. “My lord,” he began, histrue voice



sounding out of place, “thisisnot as| would haveit.”

Fonvar met his gaze with dark eyes. “Y our Mgesty, my heart’ s desire has | eft me, but you are till my
king. I will returnto serveyou aslong as| am able.” Heroseto take hisleave and found himsdlf facing
the duchess once more.

“I look forward to your sister’ s return and wish you every success.” Her smile looked sharper, asif her
fangs could at any moment be revealed. “ Y ou may go.”

He looked to Kattanan, whose eyes were still lowered, but found nothing to say and turned away toward
the door.

“Tdl Wolfram | am profoundly sorry for my part in what happened, and that | wish him well.” Jordan
shared another glance with the sillent wizard, then followed Fionvar to the hall.

Here, Jordan paused and laid ahand on Fionvar’ sarm. “Under any other circumstances, | would be
overjoyed to help you bring back Lyssa.”

Fonvar shook his head. “The only woman | have ever wished to marry has just accepted another, and he
cannot deny her.”

“Hewill findaway.”

“You don’t know him anymore!” Fonvar said forcefully, sarting down the stairs. “He has't the strength
to resist the duchess, especidly not with Briannanow on her sde.”

“At least hewill not be completely done.” Jordan said, picking up the pace.
Fonvar gave him acuriouslook. “What do you mean by that?’
“Thewizard will be watching over him.”

Thisamost brought asmileto Fionvar’ slips. “The Liren-shadlowsawizard to look after hisfriend.
Perhaps you should have asked Prince Wolfram to be his bodyguard.”

“I would. Don't laugh; you haven't spoken with him. Even aswounded as heis, he would keep Kattanan
from harm; even if that meant taking it onto himself Asto the wizard’—Jordan paused at the corner of
the stables—"we have reached an understanding.”

“Ever the dreamer. Jordan.” Fionvar sighed. “I have no heart for dreams today.”
“Speaking of which, do you think your sster would be willing to marry me now?’

At this. Fionvar did laugh. “ As much as sheiswilling to marry any man, my friend. She' s been flirting with
one of the younger princes and looking forward to refusing him.”

“A lady of fire”

“Of sone—I’ve yet to meet the artist who could carve aplacein her life”
“I’'m told the same was once said of you.” Jordan replied softly.

“Thefiddler who hatesto dance. It seems we are both without hope thistime.”

The Liren-sha shrugged. “I’ ve learned to live with that. So long as| am without hope. | know | have



nothing to lose. It' swhat makes me so good a my job.” He gazed into the sky for amoment, then
brought his attention back to the task.

“I do have one smdl hope.” Fionvar offered. “I hope | don’'t haveto lash Lyssato my saddlein order to
bring her home.”

Jordan laughed doud. “Then you' Il need my help after al.”
“I"'m glad of the company. Four days' ride through the mountains can get lonely.”
“Ask me about the wak from the castle sometime.”

Fonvar gave him ahaf smile and unbolted the gate. “ At least we |l have ajoyous greeting at the end of
thisjourney.”



Chapter 19

For two days, it rained, and the wizard gazed up toward the mountainswith alittle sgh. Brianna, stitching
at afavor not far away, looked up at her. “I have only heard that sound from ladiesin love, and it
wouldn’t be either of thosetwo.”

“What?’ The wizard resumed the comfortable chair where she had been reading. “1 don’t understand
you.” Her yellow eyes held steady.

Brianna bent over the embroidery. “Whenever we are here together, you look out that window and sigh.
In other ladies, it isasign that you are awaiting aloved one.”

“Y ou may be, perhaps, not 1.”

“I am betrothed,” she declared, pushing an escaped lock of hair back under her veil. “1 have had my
childish fancies, but | am happy asitis”

“Thislove you spesk of must beatruly ficklething.”

Brianna put aside her work, gaze lingering on her barewrist. “1t is better thus. Stronger bloodlines, the
better to cement our ties with our dlies and perhaps to convince those who remain uncertain. Thisiswhat
I’ve been raised for—what | have lived for.”

“Of course” thewizard replied, “ Y our Excdlency.”

Brianna shoved herself out of the chair. “That was uncaled for! | brought this up to seeif you needed a
friend, not to offer mysdlf for judgment!”

“Wait, please.” the other said, aso standing, one hand gripped in her dress. “It’'sjudt...I'velearned a
great many things, but never how to still my tongue. | need—" Shelooked down at her too-large hands.
“I have not had afriend in so very long that | no longer recognize the acts of friendship. Y ou don’t know
what itistoliveas! do.”

The lady hesitated. “| forget, sometimes, that you were not brought up as1.”

They faced each other for along moment, then the wizard began tentetively, “You said | am likealady in
love. | would not know loveif the Goddess Hersdlf brought it to me.”

“I used to think that’ swhat She did,” Briannareplied, her voice tinged with a sadness accentuated by the
redness of her eyes.

“Canyou...?What | mean to ask is, do you know how | would know, if | were, | mean?’ She frowned.

A giggle burst from Brianna s lips as her brow wrinkled. “ That didn’t make much sense, but | think |
understand you.” She sat very till for amoment. “I thought the world seemed so much clearer when he
was near me. | started to do things | thought would please him. | worried at every step what he would
think of me.” She sighed, hugging hersdlf. “1 was such afool.”

Thewizard shrugged. “| have done nothing out of the ordinary.”

Brianna gestured with one hand at the dress the wizard wore. “Then | restitched that for nothing? 1 was
certain someone had caught your eye.”



Shaking her head, the wizard crossed to thefire.

“Y ou are taking me too serioudy for smple curiosity’ ssake. You can tell me. if you wish.” Brianna
offered. “I am excellent at keeping secrets.”

“Asyou said it could be neither of thosetwo.”

“Fonvar isno friend of wizards, and the Liren-sha, well’—her eyes widened—*the Wizard' s Bane?’
She nearly laughed again, but held back when the wizard turned to face her, chin held high. “ That cannot
m ”

“No.” thewizard agreed, “it cannot be.”
“But how? When?’

“Thereis nothing between us. We were chained together when we escaped the castle, and he—I was
ableto say things | cannot say to any other. It made me fed ordinary, for once.”

Brianna came to stand beside her. “Y ou know that he has asked Lyssa yfSonyato marry him?’ she
asked gently.

“Asl said, it is of no consequence to me. | have heard her described as the nearest thing to the Goddess
walking. And heisthe Wizard' s Bane, the one man before whom | can be nothing but this, before whom
| am nothing.”

“Don’'t say that.”

“It'sonly truth.” She held her hands out to thefire, rubbing asif she could not get warm. When she went
on, she spoke asif to hersdf. “Have you ever felt asif you found what you want above dl ese, anditis
the only thing in the world denied to you?’

Brianna covered her face with her hands, shoulders heaving asif she struggled to bresthe.

Thewizard saw but made no motion until aknock on the door summoned her from her reverie. She
glanced a Briannaand went to answer it.

“The prisoner asked to speak with you,” said the guard outside.

“Me?| doubt he asked.” She cast another glance at Brianna, then shut the door behind her and followed
the guard back to the king's chamber.

Neither Rolf nor Kattanan wasin thevistor's chair, so she sat down and watched the former prince’s
face, obscured by one bandaged eye. | wastold you had asked for me.”

“I’'m not alowed to read or write, S0 | must amuse mysdf somehow.” He smiled faintly.
“Whereistheking?

“With the armorer. They are preparing for some grest battle that | am not to know about, and it isto
happen sooner rather than later.”

Shereturned his brief smile. “1 was dso told that they have not managed to keep much from you yet,
though no one speaks with you openly.”

“It'sno grest feat,” he responded, his voice soft as his gaze. “Y ou do not count yourself among them.”



“I have no part in thisquarrel aside from afew tasks | was hired to perform.”
“Likegiving my father anillnessthat does not exist.”

“Y ou nearly gained akingdom from it, and now have logt everything becauseit isno more. And me, well,
what isthisking or that oneto awizard?’ She casudly lifted aglowing crown from her own head and
cast it asde where it once again vanished.

“| doubt you are so neutral asyou pretend. Y ou took a grest risk approaching my father at the outset,
and agreater oneto comeinto the castle. No, you have a grudge against Bernholt somehow.” Hetook a
few labored breaths.

“Not againg you.”
He stroked the cloth binding the cut on his neck, and the faint smile returned. “Only againgt my neck.”

“| used the available meansto save my life, and the injury to you was dight. | did not come there with any
malice toward you, nor do | have any now.” Lounging back in her chair, she watched warily.

“Then| forgiveyou.”

“I had aknife at your throat.” the wizard pointed out.

“Y ou needed a hostage. If you had known how little my father valued me, you might not have bothered.”
“| don't understand you. Highness.”

“My nameisWolfram. | should liketo know why your apprentice didn’t do it himsdf.”

“Because | wanted to.” Her eyes narrowed. “Isthat what you wanted to know?’

“Among other things.” Wolfram took a sp from anearby mug.

“He asked meto teach him the skill to carry out the deed; part of my price for the apprenticeship was
that | do it mysdlf, apartid repayment for what your father did to me and my friends. Both of them ill
owe so much. Isthat dl?’

“I would liketo know,” he said softly, “what the hounds saw when they killed my friend.”

Thewizard met hiseyes, her face set. “1 would tell you if | knew. | did not. and | would not have done
that.”

“Oriewill beking.”

“Hewill do everything in his power to be. yes.” She studied the prince quietly.
“Y ou are proud of your apprentice.” he whispered, eye shut.

“As proud asyou are of your father, perhaps.”

“Heisasgtrong king; he has done so much for his people.” Wolfram replied, hisfingers wrapped tightly in
the blanket.

“He has done so much to his people, don’t you mean? He has been atyrant when he could, neglectful of
the Lady’sLaw. and crud to you among others. It amazes me that you can still think of him asahero.”



A tear sparkled at Wolfram’s eye and trickled down his cheek.

She watched him amoment longer, frowning. “Y ou may have even more reason than | to hate the man
who wearsthat crown.”

“A man cannot hate his own father.”

“I wouldn’t know; I’ ve never had afather. But for dl he' sdone to you—" She gestured toward his
shoulder.

“| was abad son and aworse prince, and | would have been apathetic king. He had every right to
disown me. Sometimes| wish | had been what he wanted.”

“A lying, murdering bully,” the wizard supplied, “who uses children to barter for favors and supportsthe
fase clamsof other murderers. An admirable king indeed. If that isyour idedl. | should have |eft the
arrow thereto rot!”

He opened hiseye. “Y ou are not as neutral as you would have methink.”

The wizard started as the door was thrust open behind her, and Rolf tensed ingtantly. “ Stay away from
him!”

“| asked her here,” Wolfram said, with acurious amile. “I may ask her back againif sheiswilling.”

“I may even come.” Thewizard rose. “But for now | will let you rest.” She gave alittle bow, out of habit,
and walked to the door, leaving Rolf to puzzle in her wake. Once there, though, she turned and met
Wolfram'sgaze. “| can hedl you, if you dlow it.” Shedid not wait to listen to Rolfsloud protest as she
shut the door between them.

Therain perssted through the fourth night when Fionvar and the Liren-sha at last faced the walls of
Lochdale. Huge doors leaned on either Sde of avast arched doorway, not yet fitted to their place. At the
|eft, the castle wall gaped open for workmen to haul carts of stone for the construction.

“If she' still astaken with her work as her last letter implied, then she'll be here,” Fionvar said. Indeed,
they heard the ringing of blows from within; asthey approached, hammer strikes echoing into the night.

“I wonder how the neighbors fed about that,” Jordan said, with asmirk.

A pair of guards flanked the door, leaning on their pikes, heads down against the rain. “ Good watch
there, men!” Fionvar called out, dismounting as he came up to them.

Both men legpt to atention, protesting. “Halt! Tell me how you are caled.”

“Fonvar duNormand, aweary traveler,” Fionvar said, smiling as he fingered hisdamp hair. “My friend
and | arecoming to visit my sister, who is a stonemason working on thistemple; we arrived a bit later
than expected.”

“Yer sgter wouldn't be ared-haired vixen, would she now?”’
Both travelerslaughed. “ That would be her. | see you' ve met.”

The other grinned. “ So which brother are you?’



“The eldest, possibly referred to as* that tyrant who ran the house after Da sdeath,” or *the wretched
fiddle-player.’”

“Sounds like her. but her term’ s not up for awhile. Any specid reason for the vist?’ the second guard
inquired.

Fionvar glanced to his companion. “This poor fool wantsto marry her. Somehow he thinksthat their
having been parted four monthswill have softened her resolve.”

“Y e rewelcometo the effort.” the guard replied, “but | don’t envy you the response. Go onin and dry
off. Horses, too. there sroom inside for hitching.”

They passed under the arch, then into the torchlit space that was being dowly molded into a church.
Wide ribs soared up to support the great span of the roof, but much of the walls between were il
stacked to the Sides so that the structure resembled a huge spider crouched over them. Leaving the
horses, they wandered farther in, seeking out the source of the hammering. A scaffold rose at the Side,
surrounding one of the greet pillars of sone. High up, they caught sght of afigure, absorbed by the
rhythm of her blows againgt the chisal. A dusting of white powder drifted down upon them. Jordan
coughed and shook back his hood to squint up, then rapped on the rods supporting the scaffold.

The blows stopped, and the figure peered back at them. “Halloo! Who' sthere?’
“Lyssa, light of my heart,” Jordan caled back. “ Come down and marry me!”

Gaes of laughter followed, but she rose nonethel ess and made her nimble way down, brushing even
more stone dust into the air. Her bare feet gppeared firs, followed by legs clad in loose trews, with a
skirt hitched up through her belt. The hammer wastucked in aswell. A fitted bodice, grubby with sweat
and dust, topped the curious garb, deevelessto provide for the swing of well-muscled arms. She had
bound her hair with ascarf but now released it to flow over her shoulders as she embraced her brother.
Jordan, she eyed for amoment, shaking her head; then she embraced him also, astunning smilelighting
her features. “I’ve come, but not to marry. Isthat why you traveled al thisway?”

Fonvar took her arm and guided her over to agreat block, where he sat down wearily. “1t’ stime,” he
said amply, meeting her bright eyes.

Immediatdly shelost her smile. “No. | haveimportant work here, Fion.”
“Y ou should be able to return and finish later, but you cannot stay here when—"

“l just said, ‘No,” didn't 1?Isit so hard for you to understand? | will bein no danger.” She crossed her
arms, regarding him.

“Y ou cannat stay, or you may find yourself an unwilling guest,” Jordan pointed out.

“They wouldn’'t use me asahostage,” she scoffed. “1 don't think they are bright enough for that, even if
they knew about my involvement. All | need to do isclaim ignorance and smile. | have put in enough
work hereto convince them that | have nothing againgt the royd family.”

“If I cannot be sure of your safety.” Fionvar replied. “1 will bein no fit condition to serve my king. | have
enough on my mind that that might just edge me into madness.”

Lyssascowled at him. “Why?What' s happened that | should throw away my vocation to play war with
you?”



The sgh returned, and Fionvar rubbed histired eyes. “1 havelogt the trust of the duchess by supporting
some reckless actions on the part of the king, and Brianna has just declared for another man.”

“What?’ she repeated, eyeswide.

“Lyssa” her brother said softly, “1 know that thisisyour calling, and thistempleisthe most important
thing you have yet been apart of, but | do not want to risk you. | am asking you to come home.”

She nodded dowly, then smirked alittle. “1 reserve the right to complain about it, though; and | want my
armor. I'll be riding with the Siters of the Sword.”

Fonvar opened his mouth, then shut it, and gave abrief nod.
“We must be back as soon as possible, so—"

“Hold!” cried anew voice. Clattering steps approached from the castle' s entry. “Watch! Don't let them
passl” the leader called, sprinting ahead with sword drawn.

“The horses!” Jordan cried, grabbing Lyssa s hand asthetrio ran for their mounts.
“lamaprince!” the young man returned. “| order you to stand!”

“Youareanidiot!” Lyssalaughed as Fionvar swung her up behind him. Jordan’ s horse danced to the
Sde, snorting as hefindly scrambled into the saddie. Ashekicked it into agallop, one of the pikemen
dashed out at it. The horse shied, sumbled, and fdll, damming the Liren-sha to the ground. Fionvar
reined in and turned back, calling out. Jordan gained hisfeet quickly, if shakily, flinging aside hiscloak to
reved the bloodred garb. The men from the castle hesitated amoment at this.

“l amtheLiren-shal” he cried, then, over his shoulder. “Ride. Fionvar!”

Fonvar, struggling to keep the horse steady while dashing at a guard with the other hand, did not heed
him.

Favoring hisright leg, Jordan moved back afew paces from the advancing men. The prince stopped,
unshouldering a crosshow. “The other one! Get the other,” he ordered his men.

The shout of theroya guard made Fionvar’ s attacker whirl; then he screamed asthe terrified horse tore
lose from Fionvar’ sgrasp and bolted for the door. The riders plunged out into the night as bellsrang
behind them.

By the time Fionvar had mastered the beast, there was no turning back.



Chapter 20

“I think your gameis dipping. Wizard,” Wolfram said as he removed amarker from the board on his
bedside table.

“I do not likewaiting.” she replied, frowning over the next move.
“I wouldn't mind if | knew what we are waiting for.” He regarded her steedily.
“Do you never give up?’ She nudged one of her piecesalittle closer to him.

“Not eadly.” After more than aweek, the bruises on hisface were much faded, enough to allow his
minutesmile

“Has't the king told you anything?’ She cocked her head, with adight frown.

“He has not been dlowed near me without awitness sincethefirst timel saw him. Neither has Ralf, for
that matter—no one has but you, in fact. Strange.”

Thewizard shrugged. “Not very.”
“I don’t suppose there' d be much purpose to assigning you a chaperone.”

“The duchess trusts me with the enemy, perhaps because she cannot believe that you would trust me. A
moreinteresting question is, why hasn't she visited you hersdf?’

“Oh, shedid. once. She camein the dead of night, when she thought | was deeping, and stood at the
foot of the bed, staring at me. | was expecting an interrogation, or at least an accusation from her, but
there has been none.”

“ She' shad other things on her mind.” The wizard looked up quickly, with alittle smile. “But | suppose
you would know nothing of that.”

“Wall, let’ s see. Jordan isinvolved, or he would have come here himsdlf. Soisthe guard captain, for the
same reason. Brianna, Kattanan's betrothed, isinvolved, but sheis playing the role of not being involved.
Sheisaso pregnant.”

Thewizard' s eyes widened. “How did you figure that?’

“She carries hersdf that way.” He frowned alittle. “I thought that was obvious. Anyhow, if | wereto
conjecture, | would assume that the father is one of the two missing men, and they have been sent avay
together, perhaps to remove the distraction from Brianna. Given that, | would probably further assume
the father is Jordan, guarding the captain on hismisson. Why are you smiling?’

Thewizard shrugged. “Y ou amuse me. Prince Wolfram.”
Wolfram eyed her amoment longer. “ The guard captain isthe father.”

She leaned in very closeto him. “The captain’ s nameis Fionvar duNormand; he hel ped the king to save
your life. He may be the only man of honor in this place—"

“The earl’ s brother—he' s the man who sent me stones!”



“What are you talking about?’

“Two years ago, my father and his barons were holding a Great Council in the south, so | was serving as
regent, while Fionvar served for his brother. It wasin the middie of adrought, but I had been charged to
collect the king’ s due from the harvest. Gamd’ s Grove was in abad way sincetheriver had been
diverted to provide areservoir for the towns upstream. Fionvar sent aload of stones, along with the
record specifying that this was one-fifteenth portion of the locd harvest, half again as much asthetax,
because they had had such afine crop. My father would have taken it asinsolence, and | supposeit was,
but it was also the act of alord who iswatching his people sarve.”

“What did you do?’

“Hesent usachest of dlver,” Fonvar replied as he waked through the door, “with amessage that it was
to pay for stronger oxen since our harvest was the heaviest he had yet seen.” He managed asmile. “1 am
surprised you remember thet, Y our Highness.”

“He snot a prince anymore, and certainly not here,” the duchess snapped, sweeping in behind. “We are
not paying asocid cal.”

“Should I go?’ the wizard asked, gathering the playing pieces.
The duchess glowered at her. “Y ou seem to have become well acquainted.”

Wolfram said lightly, “ Given the absence of my old friends. | was forced to make new ones. And you
ae...?

Still glowering, she snapped. “I am Duchess Elyn of the House of Rinvien, Kingdom of Lochalyn.”

“An honor. Excdllency.” He lowered hishead reverently. “Were | well enough to stand, | would do you
the obeisance you deserve.”

Mouth dightly open, she Stared.

Fionvar’s smile broadened.

Standing, the wizard turned to him, with sudden concern. “The Liren-shais not with you!”
“No, heisnot.” Their eyeslocked for amoment, and she sighed.

“Very well. | would hear of it when you are disposed to tell me.” She made abrief curtsy and left, closing
the door behind her.

“What do you know of our plans, and how did you inform our enemies?’ the duchess demanded,
looming over the bed.

“I know nothing of your plans, Excdllency, except that they involve the reclaiming of athronetoo long
held by atyrant.”

“Don't think you can gain favor by feigning sympathy.”
Fionvar shook his head. “Perhaps we should come back when you—"

The warning look she shot him made him reconsider finishing that statement, and she turned back to the
invaid. “Y our family was responsible for that tyrant reaching power. Former Prince Wolfram, and now
you regret it. Why would | ever believe you?’



“My father was responsible; | wasachild, and | have learned much since then.”
“What could you learn at your father’ sfeet but how to kick those who deserve much better?’

“| did not study at hisfeet, Excellency. Until four years ago, when my second sister married, | was heir to
nothing.” Wolfram’sgaze was hard. “1 learned in hislibrary and from his servants. | rode in the mountains
with the people of the wood and walked the streets alone to hear the city’ svoices. | learned some of the
truth of Thorgir’ sreign, and have come to see more since | have been here. | have been surrounded by
teachersfar better than my father. It hurtsthat he has no regard for me, but it does not surprise me.”

“Y et you were surprised by hisarchers,” she pointed out.

Thefaint ironic smile hovered. “How many men can be accused of treason by two kingdomswithin the
gpan of amonth?’

“I have accused you of nothing, yet.”
“Y ou asked how | communicated with your enemies. How many ways can that question be taken?’

With arap on the door, a guard ushered in Kattanan. looking pale and flustered. Fionvar bowed
immediately. “Your Mgesty. | an glad you were abletojoin us”

The duchess narrowed her eyesat him. “ Are you not in the midst of your studies, Mgesty?’

“| wastold,” he began, glancing at Wolfram, “that a discussion was taking place that | might find more
informetive”

“Thewizard.” the duchess said.
“The acting guard captain.” he corrected softly.

Fonvar smirked, and the guard snapped to attention. “Welcome back, Sir. | hereby return your
command.”

“Y ou seem to have discharged your duties quite well. Gwythym. Thank you.”

“At your sarvice, Sr! Your Mgesty.” The man bowed and let himself out.

“Isthere no one herewhom | may trust?’ the duchess snarled.

“If you chose,” Wolfram offered, “you could trust everyone here. We are none of usyour enemies.”

“Someonein Lochdale clearly knows at least part of our intentions. How much remains to be seen. Until
the sourceis discovered’—she stared hard at Wolfram—*or proven, thereisno one | suspect more than
thosein thisroom.”

Fonvar darkened. Kattanan paled, but Wolfram only sighed. “ Try kindness, Excellency, or faith before
you take suspicion as your companion, or you will shortly have no other.”

“You dare to paraphrase the Lady’ s Word to me? How have you come by such arrogance asto preach
tome?’

“How have you come by the pride that places you above the Lady’ s Word, Excdlency?’

“Please,” Kattanan said, looking from one to the other.



“I thought you might have learned some manners,” the duchess hissed, “but it seems| was mistaken.
Perhapsyou'’ d like my guards to resume the lessons?’

Clearing histhroat, Fionvar said, “Y ou are not what | expected. Highness.”

“Nor I,” the duchess added dryly. She turned her back toward the bed to catch Kattanan’sarm.
“Magjesty, it istime you were back to your studies. It seems our schedule may be accelerated. Captain,
you will join mefor dinner.”

“I...” Kattanan began, then nodded once and alowed himself to be led away.
Left inthe room. Fionvar asked Wolfram. “Areyou trying to get yourself killed?’

“Actualy.” heremarked. “I wastrying to ensure that, if someone must die. it would not be Kattanan or
you. The other optionswere limited.”

“If you are innocent, why ask for her suspicion? It’ s absurd, Highness.”

“Not if you seeit from my place. If she believes| am innocent before she ferrets out another suspect, she
will assume one of you isguilty. | am the only one of usthree who can afford the luxury of her distrust.”

Fonvar snorted. “Y ou or | might be expendable, but her grandson isthe rightful king. She would never
raseahand againg him.”

“If he stands between her and the shaming of Thorgir. would shelet him stop her?’
“Shewould never!” Fionvar repested.

“Perhaps not. Y ou have known her longer than |. Jordan’ s been taken, hasn't he? What was her
reection?’

“She—" Fonvar broke off, glancing sdelong at Wolfram.

Before he had a chance to speak the door burst open to admit Lyssaand a protesting guard. “ She will
do nothing!” the young woman howled, pushing the guard asde with astrong arm.

“Lyssa, get out of here a oncel!”
“I tried to stop her.” the guard offered.
“Lyssa” Fionvar growled, “now is not the time, nor is here the place for this discussion.”

“By the Goddess, when are you going to listen to me? Y ou bid me be silent al the way back, and | am
sck to death of it!”

“Thismust be your sster, since |l do not believe you are married,” Wolfram said, giving alopsided smile.
“LyssayfSonyaduNormand, may | present Wolfram duGerrod, former crown prince of Bernholt.”
She looked him up and down. “Y ou don’t look as good as your portrait.”

“Can’'t anyonein thisfamily learn to keep their mouths shut? Y ou’ ve met, now we are going.” Fionvar
grasped her elbow, but she pulled away to approach the bed.

“I learned dl of my ill tempersfrom my brothers, despite what they may tell you. But then, they seem to
be interested in the last word, rather than the truth, so | guessit’ sto be expected.” She shot aglance



back to Fionvar, who collgpsed into achair. Lyssagrinned. “I have just been dragged back here against
my will, and al | want isalittle consderation of my fedlings, but that seemsto have been too much to ask
fromhim.”

“Lyssa,” Fionvar said, rubbing his hand over his eyes, “we have been back only two hours, and we could
both use some deep. Can we continue thisin the morning?’

“Every moment we delay, Jordan’ s peril grows. He wantsto marry me. or have you forgotten?’

“What would you have me do? Mount araid, perhaps? Lay siege to the castle? He knew the danger
when he rode with me. and he would not ask usto sacrifice everything to rescue him.”

“There must be something we can do!”
“| am open to suggestions.”
“Tak tothewizard,” Wolfram offered.

Lyssaand Fionvar both stared at the former prince.  She has no reason to care what happensto him,”
Fonvar said. “She probably prefersit thisway.”

Wolfram replied, “ She may surprise you.”
“I suspect you know something more about this.”
He shrugged one shoulder. “I am in aposition to see things that you have not.”

Fonvar frowned. “How isit you can liein bed for not even afortnight and claim greater understanding
than any of us?’

“Fresh eyes? Or perhaps | smply have nothing better to do.”

“Or perhapsyou are aspy.”

“No. Captain, only astudent of humanity. By theway, | have not yet thanked you for the night you
alowed Kattanan to stay with me. | am aready in your debt.”

“Y ou aretrying to change the subject.” Lyssacut in.

“Yes. | am”—he sghed—" because your brother isright. Aside from the wizard, who cannot get closeto
the castle aslong asthe Liren-shaisthere, none of us can do athing to help him. I am sorry.”

Sheglared at him, then at her brother. “Then I’ll go talk to her myself if youwon't!” She stormed out of
the room, leaving the door standing wide.

The guards outside leaned around the corner. “Problem, Captain?’
“Only the usual ones, I'm afraid. Give usafew minutes of privacy, please”

The man nodded and shut the door, but not until Rolf had a chance to salute from his post acrossthe hall.
Fonvar chuckled. “1 would trade much for aman asloya to me asyour Rolf isto you. | gather you
wanted to talk with me done? I’ m impressed with how you got rid of Lyssa, by the way.”

“Wall, I do think that thewizard is her best chance to help Jordan, but | dso think you and | have some
thingsto discuss”



“For example?’

“Does Earl Orietrust you?’
“Asmuch as he trusts anyone. Why?’
“Doyou trust him?’

“He' smy brother.”

“Ignore that for the time being. He isthe consort of her who will be queen in Bernholt. You and | both
know he made it s0. What makes you think he will stop at one kingdom when he could have two?’

Fonvar dmost laughed. “ Bernholt has dways been hisambition in this. He knowswho isto rulein
Lochdyn.”

“And he approvesit?’
“He has been supporting it.”

“Not the same thing, but | will let that pass for now. When heisthat close to power, he will become a
threat to Lochayn, to everything you are working to build.”

“Y ou arelooking out for your family, are you not? Trying to encourage me against mine so that yours
stands a better chance?’

“Finigtrel knows | would like to see my father and sister livelong and happy lives, but that seemsto be
out of my hands, or even yours. What | am trying to do is encourage you to apply some of that
skepticism to aman who will stop a nothing to get what he wants. If. for any reason, you must leave
here, go to Orie and watch him. If he trusts you, you may be the only onein aposition to stop him from
taking another kingdom.”

Fionvar' s dark eyesflashed as he consdered the wounded man. “I am not sure what to make of you. Or
why | should not recommend that you be treated like the traitor you may be.”

“Y ou should not because | believe in Kattanan as much as you do. | will do everything in my limited
power to seethat he regains his kingdom. In order to do that, | need as much freedom as you can afford
me. | would loveto have you trust me, but | will cast doubt on mysdlf if someiscast on Orieaswell.”

“Why did you think | would listen to even thismuch?’

“Because you are aman who iswilling to take incredible risks for the sake of what isright.” He met the
other man’ s gaze for along while before Fionvar rose and left without saying another word.



Chapter 21

After three days of the duchess' s increased urgency, escape to the North Room was a wel come change,
evenif it was only to do more reading. Flanked by two guards, Kattanan bent over avolume of legends,
rubbing hiseyes.

Brianna, watched him with concern. “Perhaps Y our Mgesty would like to attend temple tonight?”

Helooked up, but one of the guards said shortly, “ The priestess may attend His Mgesty in hisroom, if
hewishes”

“Shethinksit best | worship in solitude,” Kattanan said, “as befitsaking.”

“Sheistaking thisalittlefar, | think.” Brianna put down her needle and stood. “Would His Mgesty
accompany mein the gardens?’

The guard cleared histhroat and stared down at her.

“Forgive me, but | have not had much time with my betrothed lately. Naturaly, we would wish you to be
with us”

The guards moved aside uneadily as Kattanan rose. Brianna put out her hand expectantly, and he
hesitated, then dipped it over hisarm. She nodded, and the pair set out through the tall door. They
walked dong the grass, turning at the end of abower of flowering trees. “Run.” Brianna whispered,
grasping his hand and gathering her skirts as she sprinted through agap in the trees. He kept pace with
her through a series of turns until shefinaly dropped his hand to scramble up makeshift steps over awall.
Kattanan followed, crouching beside her in the tumbledown enclosure. She gestured urgently for silence
asthe guards shouting receded, then sat back and smiled. “A little place of peace, Mgesty.”

He settled back againgt the stone. “They will find us”

“Then you'd best enjoy it whileyou can.” Shetook his hand more gently thistime. “How have you
been?’

“| am so tired. | wake and go to lessons, then court, then sword lessons.” He looked down at his hand,
rubbing together new calluses. “1 have not been to temple since | came here.”

“Wall, the priestess is foul-tempered and a poor singer.”

Heflinched and dipped his hand away from her.

“Thereisno reason you cannot gill sing,” shesaid.

“That isover,” hesad sharply.

“Forgiveme. | thought it might help.”

Kattanan shook hishead. “I am to leave that behind me.”

“Our grandmother’ swords? Surely she can see that you must have something beyond studying.”
“She hersdf thinks of nothing but this, why should 17



“ She does what she believesto be for the best. Sometimes one of us must point out that there are other
W@/S,”

“Honvar tried to do that before he rode for Lochdde. | think it’sworse now.”

She looked away. “ Fionvar haslost her favor. | believel ill haveit, and if you think aword from me
would hdlp...”

“|—Thank you.”

They sat in sllence for amoment, and asmal bird perched on the wall across from them, cocking its head
first oneway, then the other. “Am | interrupting. Mgesty, my lady?’ it inquired, with thewizard' svoice.

Briannafrowned alittle. “How close are the guards?’

“I sent them in another direction.” The bird fluttered down, shifting into the more familiar form. “I am
sorry to intrude, but | have had a strange message.” She plucked a scrap of paper from her pouch and
handed it over.

“Greetings, good wizard.” the note began. “When | arrived here, you offered meagame| did not
expect. | may beinterested in taking up that challenge, if the offer gands. | await your leisureto visit and
sharetheruleswith me. Y ours, Wolfram.”

Briannahanded it back. “ That is certainly strange, what does he mean?’

“It ismeant to get past the guards who have ordersto read his messages,” the wizard explained. “He
regrets that he has not been alowed to writeto Y our Mgesty. | believe he wants meto heal him.”

At this, the young man started. “ Y ou can do that?’
“I can. but it isnot easy, and | would rather not have thistaent widely known.”
“Thenwhy areyou tdling us?’ Briannaasked.

“Because | dso need help. | have away to go to him past the guards, but | will need”’—she paused,
looking at Kattanan—"1 will need your blessng, Mgesty.”

“If you can heal him without any other harm to him, please do.”

Thewizard went on, “ The way of hedling is not unlike the way of bonding, as might be donefor an
apprentice; it requires blood to be effective. But he will be uninjured when | am through. | don’t need
your permission, Mgesty, but your blessing in the origina sense.”

“But I’'m not holy,” he pointed out.

“It doesn’t matter what you are not. Y ou are the last person blessed by the Liren-sha, and your own
good wishes may help you share abit of that blessng with me.”

“If it helps Wolfram, | would do anything.”

The wizard nodded briefly. “Press one finger here.” She indicated the center of her forehead. “ Say,

‘ Blessed be she who does this work tonight, alone, unbound. Let her be blessed.”” The wizard shut her
eyes as he took a deep breath and followed the ingtructions. A smile crept to her lips, then vanished as he
withdrew his hand, glancing toward Brianna. “Thank you, Mgesty. The other message was from my
apprentice, Orie, who reportsthat he parted ways with his mistress over two weeks ago and has reason



to believe she went to Lochalyn. He clams not to have said too much to her, but it seemsto have been
enough for her to bargain with your enemies.”

A commotion over the wall made her fdl slent, then, with aglance toward the pair, sherose and her
form once again shifted. Thelittle bird fluttered away asthe first guard’ s head appeared over thewall.

“Sire,” Jordan gasped. He cried out as the lash snapped once more. “I can say nothing.” His head
drooped low against his bare chest.

Thorgir glowered down on his prisoner, raising the lash again. “1 would have expected the Liren-shato
have a greater tolerance for pain.”

“Few have been near enough to hurt me. Sire.” He raised his gaze to his outstretched right arm. to the
scars at hiswrist and the new onesin the making.

“What, as poor a swordsman asyou are?’
“Even s0.” Hetook as deep a breath as he could. “ Perhaps you could just kill me and have done.”

“Why, that would hardly be fitting reward for him who saved my daughter from the sorry state shewas
in. AmI not amerciful man?’

“If I got the chance to know you—"
“Do they have Rhys?”’

“Who?’ Jordan asked, with genuine confusion. He tried to focus his eyes on the toe of one of the silent
guards, but winced at the effort.

“| should have buried him when | had the chance.”
“But you areamerciful man?’

“Mercy?What | did to him wasno mercy!” Thelash fdl again, but not as sharply, asthe king reached a
hand to his crown. “It was my last triumph over adoomed woman.”

“Your last,” Jordan echoed.

“I do not understand.” said the king, striking once more, “how you can keep up a conversation while you
are being tortured.”

“ Sheer bloody-mindedness.” He mustered a crooked smile.

The heavy door sivung back, alowing ashaft of light from the hall to merge with that of the flickering
torches. “Your Mgesty,” anew voice greeted Thorgir, “please forgive my intruson.” He bowed deeply
and grinned.

“What isit?’
“I heard that your guest was being abit...reticent. | thought | might offer my servicesto Your Mgesty.”

“Please!l” He ushered in the newcomer. “ Do you require anything specid ?’



Helooked down on the Liren-sha. “ A mdlet and astone chisdl,” Montgomery directed. “Oh, and a
chopping block, if you have one.”

“I need him dive, for thetimebeing.”

“Asyou wish, Sire. Anything for my king.” Torchlight glinted from his spurs.

Wolfram lay awake in hisroom, eyes turned toward the door through which he could hear the guards
shifting on their watch and the occasiona whisper of their conversation. His shoulder ached insstently,
tempting him to abit of the hedler’ s philter that had been | eft by his bedside. Instead, he whispered a
prayer reserved for dark momentsand tried to lie still. A soft rattle and creak from the window made him
turn sharply, doing his shoulder no good. A pale wash of moonlight showed thelatch turning, dipping
free. The window opened wide to admit a dender shadow.

“Greetings.” the prince murmured.

“And to you. Wolfram.” Thewizard shut the door behind her and approached him. “The guards will not
hear us.”

“Thatisardief.”

“Y ou want meto hed you.”

“Yes, | do. | cannot lie abed while so many others march for anoble cause.”
Thewizard laughed. “Areyou asidedigtic as you seem?’

“No,” hereplied. “More s0.”

“Evenif you arewdll, thereis no guarantee they will let you out. Besides, the hedling isnot apainless
thing, Wolfram. Are you sure you want to go through it?’

“I'm sure | have been through worse” He smiled lightly.

“Indeed.” She kndlt at hisbedsde and stared into hiseyes. “ Y ou know that | made your father sick.
Wolfram. Why do you trust meto hed you?’

“Trust isthe most valuable gift any person can give to another, even when he has no other gifts. Finistrel
sad that our enemies are only friends whom we have not thought to trust.”

Thewizard frowned a him. “ That makes no sense. Trusting an enemy deliversyou into his handsto do
with ashewill.”

“Doyou dill have reason to believe that | am your enemy, or that you are mine?’
“To question awizard isto gamblewith your life”

“Thisisno gamble, my friend.”

“Y ou do not know me, Highness. | am worthy of no man’strust.”

“Then you do not know yourself, my lady. Why are you here?’



“To hed you.”
“Why? Am | of any useto you? Have | doneyou any service? No.”
“Because you did not deserve this, and | am partly to blamefor it.”

“Judtice, then, and kindness, a sense of responsbility, perhaps of using your talentsto help onein need. |
wish more people were as ‘unworthy’ asyou are.”

They wereslent for along time, then the wizard said, “I will need to lay hands upon the wound.”
“Sobeit.”

She dipped adender knife from her deeve and carefully cut away the bandages.

Asshedid so. Wolfram inquired. “Can you tell me how the healing works?”

“Thereisnot much to tell, short of teaching you how to doiit. | will guide your blood to bring together the
muscles and skin. If there were bones damaged. | could do nothing for you.”

“Then | amindeed fortunate.”

“Theact itsdf isvery painful, and thereisno way | can lessen that, but the pain will recede oncell lift my
hand, though you will till be weak.” She sat on the edge of the bed and rolled back her deeves. “Are

you ready?’
“1 am. Goddess be with us.”

“Indeed.” She pressed her hand over the wound and made no sound. Wolfram shut his eyestightly and
wept to keep from screaming.



Chapter 22

The next morning it was Fionvar and a dozen armed guards who roused Kattanan from his borrowed
room. The captain shared nothing, but the intengity of his silence convinced Kattanan that the time had
come. He chose hisfinest garb and. with awince toward the crown bearer, was escorted to court
without breskfast.

“Greetings. Grandson.” the duchess said, rising with a curtsy and abroad amile.

Briannadid likewise. She now had a seat beside histhrone, which she perched upon uneasily. Kattanan
took his place, frowning alittle when Fionvar moved to stand behind the throne. “ Please, take your
comfort.” he said, gesturing for the assembled people to seat themsalves. After two weeks, the words felt
amost naturd.

“Your Mgesty,” the duchess began, again with a curtsy, “I am pleased to inform you that our time of
waiting isdone.” A cheer rose from the court, bringing another smileto her lips. “Our amiesare
preparing to join usto at last serve the Lady’ s Justice and cast down the Usurper!” Another cheer. “If

Y our Mg esty has no objection, we ride tomorrow.” The smile stayed, but her gaze was heavy upon him.

“I canfind no reason to delay,” he said hesitantly, “nor would | wish to. Fourteen yearsisalong timeto
spend away from home.”

The duchess beamed as the assembly shouted once more. The courtiers, expatriate lords and ladies of
the former reign, embraced one another and called out blessingsto their young king. When the
commotion had died down, the duchess announced. “Those among you who have not yet done so are
invited to pledge fedty to King Rhys. Asto the rest, make ready to ride home!” Sheraised her fist high.

Some of the crowd filed out the doors as others formed aline to be received by the king. Kattanan
leaned over to Brianna. “Isthere someone who can bring meamed ?’

“You've not esten?”’
“| dept late today. She was drilling this moment with me halfway to dawn.”

Sheamiled ruefully. “I’ll find someone, or fetch it mysdlf.” Briannadipped out of her chair, dmost
colliding with Fionvar. The color left her cheeks, and she looked away quickly. “ Sorry,” she murmured,
then ducked her head and hurried off.

Kattanan turned his attention to the growing line. At its head stood two men he did not recognize, both
grinning asif they shared ajoke. The herald summoned them forward, and both knelt before the king.
When they raised their heads, the disguises dipped away, eliciting agasp.

“Forgive us. Your Mgesty, for this deception.” Wolfram said.
“Yes, certainly!” A smile broke across K attanan' s face as he looked from wizard to prince and back.

The wizard wore the clothing of acommon foot soldier, her hair bound back out of her face. She did not
amile, but watched him warily, letting her glance flicker toward the guards who had sprung forward at the
surprise. Wolfram' s tunic was torn, blood-spattered, but the flesh beneath was traced with only the
faintest of scars. His eyes betrayed exhaustion, but the prince held himsdf like royaty.

“We did not know you were well enough.” the duchess sputtered, eyes narrowed. “ This cannot be



alowed. Mgesty, surely you see—"

“I have cometo swear fedty,” Wolfram said. He drew from his belt an arrow, its feathers battered and
shaft stained. “In lieu of asword, | beg leave to swear upon this. When | stood fasely accused, | was
struck by two arrows. This one must stand in for that which flew closer to my heart.” He looked up into
Kattanan'sface. “If you arein need. Y our Mgesty, let my hand serve you. If you are besieged, let my
sword defend you. If you are logt, let my steps guide you. If you are silenced, let my voice pray for you.
If you are wounded, let my heart bleed for you. Y our mercy delivered me; let me stand by you for the
chanceto repay my ddiverance.” He held the arrow out. The duchess started forward, but K attanan
place his hands over Wolfram's.

“I accept your sword and service, and thank the Goddess for them. In return, | grant you free passagein
my kingdom, and dl such aid and honor as befits the honor you do me.” The rote words came suddenly
tolife

“Blessed be.”
“| dready am,” Kattanan whispered.

The grip held amoment longer, then Wolfram rose, bowed again, and took aseat in thecircle. The
guards watched him closdy; with no order given, they did not move.

Duchess Elyn, too, was watching, but stepped back to her chair and met Wolfram’s eyes. He bowed
from the waist and tucked the arrow through his belt.

“I have never sworn fedlty to any man. | do not intend to do so now,” the wizard announced. “However,
until the wrongs done you are maderight, | will serveyou.”

Kattanan looked at her for along time, and when he answered, hisvoice said dl that hiswords could
not. “Thank you.”

“Y ou are most welcome, Mgesty.” She rose and |eft the room.

In the wake of thefirgt, the other oaths seemed dry and meaningless, especialy as the morning wore on.
Kattanan boreit well, with frequent glances toward Wolfram, who smiled gently and did not leave. The
minutes passed dowly, until only the guards and a handful of courtiers remained. The herald stepped out
to close court, but was forestalled by alook from the captain. Fionvar extricated himself from his post
and came to kneel before the throne.

He did hissword from its shesth and rested both hands uponit. “ Y our Maesty, | have not yet made my
oath, though | trust you know my fedlty.”

“Yes. Cgptain.” Kattanan replied. He tentatively set his hands upon the other’ s, watching him with
worried eyes.

“I would ride with you to meet your enemies. | would stay with you to drink your health. | would hold
only Finistrel above you, and, if | should go to greet the stars, | would do so in your service.”

A commotion at the front of the chamber made both men turn to look. Helmet in hand, Lyssa burst into
the room, shaking off aconcerned chamberlain. “Forgive my lateness. | was only now informed that
Your Maesty sat for oaths.” She glared at her brother. Red hair flowed over her armor-clad shoulders,
and her eyes flashed. She marched up and dropped to one knee.

Kattanan began to protest, but Fionvar said, “1 havefinished. Mgesty.”



“Then | accept your sword and service. Goddess walk with you.”
“And with you. Mgesty.” Fionvar got out of the way.

“I come before you as a Sister of the Sword”—she drew along blade and clasped it before her—"to
pledge my soul, mind and body to whatever service Y our Mgesty requires of me.” She smiled adazzling
amile, which grew alittle when he covered her handswith his.

“| accept your sword and service. Goddesswalk with you.”
“And withyou, Your Mgesty.” Catching sight of Wolfram. Lyssaquickly changed courseto st by him.

The herad looked around carefully before announcing. “ The oath-making isdone.” He rapped his staff
againg thefloor, bowed sharply, and | ft.

Kattanan sank back into histhronewith asigh.

“Well done. Mgesty.” the duchess said. “Wasthat part about going home your own invention?’ He
nodded weekly. “Well doneindeed.” Shelet out achuckle. “Thenitisfindly begun.” Lyssa slaughter
caught her attention, and she frowned. “Y ou should not have accepted his service. He was atraitor to his
last king, hisown father. Why expect better from him?’

“His oath was fregly given. Excellency, and | do not believe heisatraitor to anyone.” Kattanan'svoice
was soft, and he did not look at her.

Wolfram bowed to both of them. “Good day. Excellency. Did | hear my name?’
“You are healed. How?’ the duchess demanded.

“A gift from the Goddess so that | can better serve my king.” He smiled. “ She caresfor those who serve
her wholeheartedly.”

“What isthere between you and the wizard?’

“Friendship, Excellency. And | needed her aid to come here today. Y our guards are polite, but firm
about their orders.”

“Aswell they should be.” She glowered at him. then at Fionvar. “ From now on. you do not leave his
side. Prove to me that you are worthy of my trust. Much as| hate to admit it, you are both important
here. Come. Brianna. there are still preparations to be made.”

The lady rose and curtsed to Kattanan, sharing hisworried look. “1 am coming, Grandmother.” The two
exited by the far door.

“Isthere something else | am supposed to do?’ Kattanan looked to Fionvar.

“There are servants to see to your things, Mg esty. And to the cleanup here. We must assume that our
enemies are even now finding out about this place.”

“Jordan would never reved us,” Lyssa protested.
“Not willingly.” Thesblingslocked eyesfor amoment.

“Thenthisisthelast timewewill beinthisplace?’ Kattanan asked. Fionvar nodded. “ Can we walk the
grounds before we go?’



“I don’'t see why not. We can even leave the entourage behind, if Y our Mgesty prefers.”
“Hedoes.” Theyoung man stood, leaving his cup behind.

AsFionvar lead the foursome toward the door, Lyssa glanced at Kattanan. “ That voice, that’ s what
Jordan sounded like when he was younger, isn't it?’

Kattanan nodded. “ His voice has deepened since last we met.”

Lyssa sarmor gleamed from the polish she had put to it. Sunlight picked out runes etched around her
gorget and down the breastplate—words from the Book of the Goddess. Beside her. Wolfram knelt to
touch the earth and took a deep breath. To their curious expressions, he said, *'Y ou have no idea how
good it feelsto be outside again.”

“Yes” Kattanan replied, “1 do.”

“You'll both have had enough of it by the time we reach Lochdale. Much as| want this battle met, | do
not look forward to the tents and the long days.” Fionvar sighed. “Which way do we go. Mgesty?’

“Thisway, toward thetemple.”
Fonvar narrowed hiseyes. “ Areyou sure?’
“I will befing,” hereplied, without conviction.

“The Temple of the Sisterhood, you mean? Did Briannatake you?’ Lyssa asked. “ She thought of
becoming one of us. you know, before she decided her path led adifferent way.” Shelooked at her
brother, then the king, with questioning eyebrows.

“She seemswell pleased with the path she has chosen.” Fonvar said, “aswould any lady set to marry a

king.

“No doubt she shdl grow to love him as she does you.” Wolfram said, matching Fionvar’ sdisinterested
tone.

The other turned to him sharply. “What do you mean by that?’

“You and your sister are speaking asif to conceal something al of us here aready know. Unless
someone here beginsto speak openly, we shall dl die of secrets.”

“There you are wrong. Every secret you learn brings you one step closer to death. You and | are dlready
on borrowed time, and it will be due with interest. Themost | can hopefor isthat | am alowed my
freedom until the battles are over.”

“Who would raise ahand againsgt you, Fion? The soldiers here worship you, and the duchess thinks—"
Lyssa objected.

“The duchessthinks | am dangerous.” Fionvar started walking again.
Lyssagrunted, then eyed Wolfram. “You'll need asword, at least, if you' reto ride with us.”
“That may betoo much to ask.” Fionvar said.

Glancing back at them. Kattanan asked. “Heis sworn to my service, is he not? | would not have him
march into battle unarmed.”



Fionvar sghed. “1 will arrange something, but the duchess will not gpprove.”
“I know.” Kattanan said softly. “No man in my service will come to harm without just cause.”

“| am not sure you have the power to guarantee that.” Fionvar'sface was hard, closed. “ Thereismore
than one reason shewould liketo berid of me.”

“If you fear for your life, why did you come back? Great Goddess, everyone who has anything to do
with meisbrought disaster in return. Look at you.” Kattanan gestured to Wolfram as the prince rubbed
his newly mended shoulder.

“My disagter ismy own, Kattanan,” said Wolfram. “If you had never come to Bernholt, | would not have
escaped that place dive.”

“It was Rolf who saved you.”

“Hewould not have been thereif not for you. | would have stood aone, and | would be dead. The Lady
has brought us together for areason, and we will not be parted until it isdone. Y ou say you bring us
disaster; | say you bring us hope. We have all prayed for peace, for justice, for away out of our own
prisons. In you. we see those things closer than they have ever been. Likeit or not, you have been
touched by the Lady’ s hand. Kattanan. Trust me, if you cannot trust yourself. And trust Her.”

Lyssa' s eyes shone as she listened to him, but Fionvar looked darker than ever. Kattanan stared at his
friends

Wolfram amiled. “ Take one step to the Goddess, and She will take a dozen stepsto meet you.” He
rested a hand on the young man’s shoulder. “ Shall wewak?’

Kattanan nodded. The little group went on, silent, until they reached the disused temple. One by one,
they ducked through the opening. Kattanan crossed to the place where he had fainted on hislagt vist,
running his hands over the carved characters.

“Thisidand served asaretreat for the Ssters,” Lyssasaid. “I found it with Orie along time ago. | think
the privacy was what inspired him to bring the duchess here. After the war, I’ d like to come back and
tend the temple. Rather than seek the Lady’ sfavor through marriage and motherhood, we dedicate
ourselvesto fighting and to other arts of strength. We are supposed to keep oursalves gpart from men.”
She noticed Wolfram’ s attention and hurried to add, “ Of coursg, it's not forbidden to us, but we would
have to leave the Order, laying asde our ams.” She gestured to the niches around the wall. From
between the stones, the hilts of swords and hafts of axes stuck out, dark with age.

“Thelast of the Sisters,” Lyssa continued, “ stayed to tend the fires here, carving prophecies the Goddess
had given her. Here’—she crossed to the wall not far from Kattanan and pointed to agroup of words
carved somewhat deeper than the others—"thisis her last writing. She has burned dl her hair inthefire,
and seen the face of the future, she says. She blesses those who come after her. and leaves to seek the
face” Sherested areverent hand on astone set into the floor. * She placed her sword here, for whoever
might comein need of one.” At this, Lyssalooked to Wolfram. “Y ou are in need, are you not?’

“Indeed.” He made the sign of the Goddess and knelt beside her. “Have | not said the Lady providesfor
those who love Her?’

They pried up the stone, reveding a cloth-wrapped bundle. Wolfram carefully removed the wrappingsto
find asword, long and plain, but well made, in aleather scabbard. When they held it to the light, they
found the letters of the Morning Prayer inked into the leather and shared a smile. Wolfram looked to the



sky. “Shewho offered this blade, |et her be blessed.”

“Wolfram.” Kattanan' s voice trembled.

The other went to him immediately. “What isit?’

“I think | may have misinterpreted this passage. Do you know thisword?’

“It refersto one of the Virgins of the Lady, but this suffix implies more reverence than that.”

Fonvar leaned over them, reading doud. “* Now comes the bless-ed eunuch’ s son, of him who singswith
the stars. Let his heart be joyous, let hisreign be long, let his voice reach from the mountainsto the sea’
That'swhy you fainted, isn't it?’

“I hadn’t eaten intwo days, that’sdl.”

“Thisiswhy you came back here, for those words,” Lyssasaid. “Y ou are touched by the Goddess.”



Chapter 23

Montgomery sneered down at hisvictim. “Just tell uswhat we want to know, and dl of this can be over.”
He gestured with the bloody chisdl in hishand.

Jordan stared at his hand, bound flat upon the wooden block. “1 cannot do that,” he said thickly. “Do
what youwill.”

The torturer set the blunt meta against the next digit of Jordan’s middle finger. A sharp blow with the
hammer, asickening crunch, and another bone was broken. Jordan sobbed. All strength for screaming
hed fled him.

“It'spointless,” Thorgir burst out. “You' |l haveto break every bonein his body.”
“I candothat.” the other offered.

“I don’t doubt it.” The king turned away. “Bury it—I’'m late.” He started for the door, but it was pushed
open as he approached, and he stopped with asigh.

“Good hushand, it’ stime for prayer,” said asmall woman, clad inrich garb.
“Aye, Evaine” the king growled. “Let usto thetemple.”

“Wewill pray here.” She moved into the room, obliviousto the stench of blood and the soiled straw
beneeth her feet. “ The Hours of the Lady wait for no man,” said the queen gently, “and the people here
have even more need than we of soothing prayer.”

Montgomery straightened from hisbow. “Asyou say. Your Magesty.”

Overhead, the evening bellsrang. The queen began to chant the prayer. After amoment’ s hesitation,
Thorgir’ srough voice joined hers and Montgomery’s.

Jordan swallowed hard. He moistened hislips, and began to sing, hoarsdly, softly. Asif the sound
brought solace, his breath returned, and his voice grew, deep and beautiful. His eyes were shut, tears
flowing fredy. Montgomery glared, and alow snarl entered Thorgir’ s voice, though he did not stop
chanting. The voices blended, Jordan’ s weaving round them, now leaping above, now faling back.

Evaine broke off abruptly, dabbing at the corner of one eye. “ A shame that such avoice belongsto an
enemy. | have heard him sing before, | think.”

“He was from that monastery in the mountains, the one that burned,” Thorgir supplied, narrowing his gaze
at both of them.

“Yes,” said the queen. “I recall the nest of traitors there. And they would have had us believe them pious
men. Itisagood thing | do not rule, for | was quite taken in.”

“Indeed you were, dearest. No doubt you will betaken in by thisoneif you stay much longer.” He took
her by the elbow, but she resisted, and his hand dropped back.

Evaine took afew steps closer to Jordan, and her round face pinched into afrown. “Y ou are no longer a
monk, though, nor have been for sometime. In fact, you are amurderer, defiling the Goddess s name by
your very useof it.”



“No, Mgesty,” hereplied gently, “1 have lost Her blessing, but | would never defile Her. If my voice has
offended you, then | am sorry to have hurt one so diligent in the keeping of Her ways.”

“I am not offended. Even aman outcast may pray for forgiveness.”
“Thisisno placefor you, Evaine” Thorgir tugged her toward the door.

“Maesty, if you find such pity inyou, pray for me,” Jordan called after her. He did not hear her reply as
Sir dapped his hand across the broken fingers.

“Bequiet in the presence of the queen!” The man whirled away from him to follow the king, taking the
torchwith him.

Onceagain, darknessfdll.

Kattanan quickly decided that riding to battle was not for him. He ached everywhere, and no concoction
from the healers seemed to last more than a moment. He groaned as he dismounted, though not too
loudly.

Stll. Wolfram heard, and offered arueful smile. “I have not ridden so much in years. Mgesty. | should
be grateful not to do so again.” He. too. swung down from his horse, passing off the reinsto asquire. He
rubbed absently at his shoulder.

“There sno use complaining.” Fionvar joined them on the ground, dark-eyed and unamiling. “ At least our
alieshave prepared theway.” He gestured toward the waiting wagons that bore their dinner. “We' d take
weeksif we had to haul supplieswith us”

Kattanan glanced a the men unloading the casks and loaves. “ Surely they are aerted to our coming by
now,” he muttered.

“Benot sofearful. Mgesty,” the duchess said, dismounting gracefully. “The guards here, even thosein
royd livery, aredl provided by the duke of Daycour, one of your greatest admirers. They’velaid atent
for you here, Mgesty.” She guided him off to one Side, whispering. “I am sending Briannato you tonight,
aone. Shewill stay the night and be seen leaving, understood?’

He nodded. “1 have not seen much of her. | trust she fareswel?”’

Her look told him more than her words as she replied, “ She does, Mg esty, though somewhat heartsore
a being separated from you.”

Kattanan frowned, but kept his peace as they reached the tent. Lamps had been lit already, and thick
rugs covered the dirt, though they barely concealed the knots of tree roots below. His camp stool and the
ever-present crown chest awaited. Following his gaze, the duchess said, “Pleasetry that on thisevening
and seethat it fits”

“I'm not ready.”

“Y ou must be wearing it five days hence when we reach Lochdale. Our armies must see aking before
them, Rhys. Can you till not understand that?’

Hesdghed. “1 will try iton.”



“Very wel. Someone shal bring you your dinner.” Outside, a strange whistle sounded. The duchess
glared in the direction of the sound as she left the tent.

Kattanan dumped into the chair, thankful for a seet that did not move. After amoment’ srest, he gripped
the hed of one boot and began the nightly struggle. The bird whistled again, and avery excited Wolfram
popped into the tent, closdly followed by Fionvar, who immediately began to apologize for their entry.

Wolfram took no notice and crossed to help Kattanan off with his boots. “Have you heard that sound.
Kattanan? It'saWoodman. That's how they communicate on the hunt. I’'m going out to meet him.”

“Isthat safe?”

“They are men, just aswe are, and they can be spoken to.” said Wolfram.
“If you break the perimeter, the guards will see you.” Fionvar pointed out.
Wolfram turned to him. “Are you not to stay with me, Captain?’

“On midnight walksto meet barbarians?’ He let out the exasperated sigh that was becoming so familiar.
“I will bethere”

“Areyethere? May | enter?” asked avoice from the darkness.
“WEe're here, Ralf,” Kattanan answered with atired smile as the huge man stuck his head into the tent.

“Yer Mgesty, yer Highness.” He bobbed his head to the two of them, sharing abrief glower with
Fonvar. “Sorry to beintruding. Gloriousto be ontheroad, isit not?’ The others stared a him. Hisgrin
broadened. “ Soft nobility, meaning no disrespect. By the mount, thisis beautiful country! Y e refrom
here, then, Kat? Sorry, Yer Mgesty?’

“My nameisfine, Ralf, in here. My hirthplaceismorein the lowlands. The monastery was not far from
here, though. We used to go walking in these mountains.”

“*Soft nobility,” Fionvar echoed, looking at his callused hands. “I am afarmer. | was meant to bea
farmer, and | should be farming now.”

The other three stared at him, Rolf with an incredul ous expression. “Y ou. afarmer? Helping thingsto
grow?’ Helet out adeep chuckle.

“I tended my father’ sfarm after he died, helped my sisters and brothersto grow. Now even | find it hard
to believe”

“Y et ye can believe my prince atraitor and Kattanan but awesk child!”
“Rolf please.” Kattanan began, but Fionvar was dready on hisfeet again.

“You havenoideawhat | believel Mayhap if you listened rather than opening your mouth, you' d hear
something closer to the truth.” Fionvar turned to Kattanan and bowed briefly. “Y our Mgesty. | am not
well.” Heturned on hished and I€ft.

“Struck asore spot, eh?” Rolf murmured, eyes darting from Wolfram to Kattanan and back. “ Sorry I'm
not so forgiving asyersaves”

Wolfram did not answer this, but instead asked, “Whom would he go to?’



“What do you mean?’ Kattanan asked in return.
“That isaman carrying too many burdens. To whom would he go to lift them?’
“Briannawill not speak to him, now.” Kattanan frowned. “Lyssa, perhaps.”

Wolfram studied the cuffs of hisborrowed shirt, thinking; then he shook hishead. “I am going after him,
by your leave.”

“I don't like yer being lone with him. Highness.” Rolf protested. “He's more dangerous now than
before. The man’sliablet’ do anything!”

“Heisan honest man, Ralf.” Kattanan said. “ For reasons of hisown, heisonmy side, and I’d like him to
Say.”

“Stay here, guard the king,” Wolfram ordered before ducking out of the tent.

Rolf growled, pulling his sword partway out of the sheath and diding it back. “Why’she got to be so
patient with men like that? Begging yer pardon, Kat.”

“It' swhat he does.” Thewizard dipped into the tent with a heaping tray of food.
“I wish you wouldn’'t do that,” Kattanan said.

“Sorry,” thewizard replied, losing her tiny smile. “I am unused to forma entrances. | brought your dinner,
and I'll go.” She set down thetray. “Sorry again.”

Rolf glared at her, hand again on his sword.

“Perhaps you could eat with me,” Kattanan suggested.

She shook her head, stifling ayawn. “My work isnot yet done. There are more of usthan | thought.”
“| don’'t understand you.”

“Nobody does. | am relaying our intentions to other wizards helping your alies. Thisway, the armieswill
be ready to strike as one. | till have much to do. and it isajob no one can help with, except my
apprentice. | suppose. HmMm.”

“You aren't teling Orie our pland”

“Unless| cut him off asmy gpprentice. | have no choice. And I will not cut him off. He' stoo talented. If
he gets cut off now. who knowswhat he might do.”

“Tdent’ sgot nothing to do with it.” Rolf snapped. “He' samurdering swine! Y e cannot mean to let her
continue with this. Goddess' s Tears. Kattanan. ye are surrounded by snakes. Areye blind? | camet'
protect ye and the prince, but how can | when ye both cast yersalvesin the mouth o' darkness?’

The wizard fixed him with acold gare. “Y ou are an ignorant fool, but | have respected your
loyalty—until now. | wish you’'d ask me aquestion just so | could shut you up.”

“I’d not give ye the pleasure. Wizard. Were ye aman, by the mount, I'd show yel” The sword flashed in
hishand.

“That can be arranged!”



The transformation raced over her, only to be arrested by Kattanan’ s cry. “Get out, both of you!” He
was on hisfegt, hands balled into trembling fists. The wizard vanished ingtantly. Rolf stood a moment
longer, mouth open, then snarled as he stormed out of the tent.

At lagt done, Kattanan hovered amoment, then fell back into the chair with agroan, burying hisfacein
his hands.

Wolfram caught up with Fionvar a the far end of camp, sidling between the tethered horses. “ Captain,
wait,” he caled softly.

“Leavemebe”
“No,” the pursuer answered firmly. “Y ou’ ve been et be alittle too long now.”

“What do you know about it? Oh, | forgot, you are a student of humanity.” Still, he stopped in the trees
just beyond the horses.

“Yes, | am.” Wolfram cameto stand beside him. “We are dl hereto fight the same battle, yet you are at
war with yoursdlf.”

“So should | spill my war stories because you are untouched by such trifling battles? Asyou say, we are
here to fight acommon enemy, and | cannot alow my persond ‘war’ to interfere with that.”

“It dready has. Ak your sister, ask Gwythym, or the duchess, for that matter. | understand you were
once praised for always speaking your mind.”

“Y ou are the one who told methat | cannot afford the luxury of distrust anymore. Neither can | afford the
luxury of anger, especialy not when—" He broke off and scanned the tree limbs above.

“Not when you are angry at the man you have sworn to serve,” Wolfram provided. “How would that
look, the king' s Staunchest defender raging againgt hisking.”

“No. Heisthelast person alivel can be angry with.”
“Butyou are”

“Goddess s Tears, she can't help but love him! He' s so quiet, handsome, young—he needs her so much.
If she heard him sing, she' d forget she ever knew another man. Great Goddess, Oriewasright, | should
be happy to see him dead!” Fionvar whirled to Wolfram desperately. “1 didn’t mean that! | would
never—"

“1 know,” said Wolfram. “I love him, too.”

“Something happened when he sang. | wasn't just afarmer with afiddlein hishands. But when | spoke
to himinthehadls, it was asif that Snger had never exigted. | hate the way he lets the duchesshaul him
about like ahaf-wit. If he were strong enough on his own, he wouldn’t need awife to win over his
people. Bury it dl, he could be so much more, even without her!” Fionvar threw up his hands. “But he
won't. Jordan thought he would prevent the marriage, he claims he can protect me—he has no such

power.”

Wolfram listened, nodded. “If he had that power, the power he has when he sings, the power to defy the
duchessyet il lead avictorious army, he would not need any of usto defend him. Hewould be freeto



marry or not, as hewillsit, rather than as his grandmother wills”
“Yes exactly.”

“How can we best serve this king who would not be king?’

“| thought | served him well to protect him. Was | wrong?’

Wolfram shook his head. “He needed to know he was not done. But now he needs to know himsalf as
we have known him. | don’t know how to do that.”

“Nor 1.
Wolfram laid his hand on the other man’'s shoulder.
Fonvar met hiseyes.

“Thereisno fault in anger, at your king or at the Goddess or at anyone else. Y ou cannot alow it to rule
you, whether that means expressing it in violence or denying that it isthere. Anger and fear are part of
you, asof al of us, and we need you whole.”

He glanced away, folding hisarms around him. * Strength knows no fear.”
“Fools and martyrs know no fear. Strength isto know fear and chooseto faceit.”

Fonvar stared up at the stars beyond the branches. “I am afraid that we will fail,” Fionvar whispered. “I
am afrad | have forever lost my lady’ slove. | am afraid that you are right about my brother. | don't fed
srong.”

“I am afraid | will dways be treated as an enemy because fear will cause my friends not to trust me. | am
afraid that | will die done and no onewill help me reach the stars. Smdll fears, compared to yours.”

“I have been ordered,” Fionvar said softly, “ never to leave your side. Y ou will not dieaone.”
“If we can dl stand by each other, we will not fail.”

They stood that way a moment, until acall from the camp turned their solemn expressionsinto shared
grimaces of irritation. “Hey, what' re you two conspiring about?’ Lyssa pushed her way between the
horses and came up to them, grinning. The grin became afrown when she saw them. “Y ou haul me away
from my true calling and spend aweek avoiding me. I’ d get awarmer welcome from the enemy!”

Wolfram dipped his hand from Fionvar’ s shoulder and gave her adight smile. “1t’ sgood to see you, my
lady. However, your brother and | were conspiring...”

“I do not appreciate the fact that you are awaystrying to get rid of me. I’'m sure the duchess did not
mean for the two of you to be skulking off into the woodsin the dark. | am in her personal guard now.”
She displayed the badge.

“Shouldn’t you be guarding her, then?” Fionvar asked.

Her eyes narrowed. “I’'m off duty. What isit that you don’t want me to know about?” Her eyesflew
wide suddenly. “Y ou’ re going to meet the Woodmen!”

“What?’' Both men stared at her. astonished.



“That whigtling is how they cdl to one another. Everybody knowsthat.” Fionvar shrugged, but let her
continue. “And here you are in the woods. Can you talk to them?’

Wolfram sghed. “Yes. | can. | have spent some time among them closer to the palace, learning from
them. I'd like to know why they are hereand if they might help us.”

“Would they redly?’
“Why don’t you come with usand see”
“But she's—" Fionvar started to object.

“She' satrained fighter not unlike you. | last heard them in thisdirection.” Wolfram set out into the
woods.

Brother and sster shared alook—his, resigned, hers, smug—and followed. Fionvar hailed the lookouits,
identified himsdlf, and they passed away from the encampment. Wolfram led the way into the woods until
they came to aclearing bordered by white trees that shimmered in the moonlight. Here he stopped and

let out awhistle smilar to those they had been hearing. A figure detached itself from the shadowsto
approach them. He paused severa feet away, with an arrow nocked upon his bow, and spokein alow,
rumbling stream. Wolfram replied in kind and received agrin in response. The Woodman whistled again
and walked up to him, lowering his wegpon. Both reached out, placing one of their palms on each other’s
foreheads. The stranger wore acombination of leather and furs, with branchestangled in them. Hishair
hung in severd long braids down his back alongside aquiver well laden. Hisfeatureswere darker and
broader than the prince’s, but lightened by aquick smile.

Abruptly, Wolfram broke contact and began speaking again, ahigher verson of the Woodman's deep
language. The conversation went on for some minutes, while the other two shifted uncomfortably and
peered into the woods around them. At last this, too, halted, and Wolfram turned back to his
companions. “I have met this man before, when he served as an emissary to the tribe upstream. His name
is Quinan. Hetells me that we have disrupted the hunting here with our presence, but that he had been
told to look out for me. | gather that my passage on the river did not go unmarked. Inturn, |1 told him our
purpose here, and that we do not mean to stay.”

“Y ou told him about the king?’ Fionvar’ s face showed concern and suspicion.

“Yes, | did. Quinanisapowerful man in these parts, and he has no love for the Usurper’ ssoldiers. It
seemsthey follow my father’ sexamplein killing his people.”

“Did you ask him if they can do anything to help us?’ Fionvar asked.

Wolfram resumed the conversation for alittle while, then the Woodman, with a sharp gesture, turned and
left. “He thinks they are too few. and does not know what could be done. He will talk to the tribesand
return to us some other placeif he hasany moreto say.”

“Havewe offended him?’

“No. If they have no moreto say, or some message to relay el sawhere, that takes precedence over
formal farewdls. It takes some getting used to.” He let out another whistle and was answered. “Nothing
more to be done here,” said Wolfram, turning back to the camp.

Fonvar fdl in stride beside him. “Y ou are aman of many taents.”

“My father says| spend too long with books and strange studies, and not enough on the ways of



kingship. If that istdent, then | am talented indeed.”

At the encampment. Duchess Elyn led Brianna by the arm away from their well-gppointed pavilion. “Y ou
must listen to everything he says, make sure he' sredlly on our Side, not Bernholt’s. And remind him to try
on the crown.”

“Yes” Briannareplied. “1 can find my way there, Grandmother.”

“Too long spent with peasants, it’ s ruining your manners.” Duchess Elyn held Briannaa arm’ slength.
“Wall, at least the child will be haf Rinvien. Let’ shopethat Sde prevails.”

Briannaheld up her skirts with both hands, ssumbling over roots and stones, picking her way between the
lumps of deeping soldiers. Though they were asmall company, it still seemed to take forever to reach her
destination. Two guards stood on duty there, and she smiled as sweetly as she could, leaning in closeto
them. “I would visit my betrothed,” she whispered, winking at the men.

They shared aknowing grin, and one stuck his head in to announce her.
Kattanan lay on his back on the rugs, and she hurried to knedl beside him. “ Areyou well, my lord?’

He nodded. “1 waslooking at the stars.” He pointed up to the gap at the roof peak where the center pole
reached toward the sky. “1 have so many people there.”

Briannalay down beside him, and followed hisgaze. “1, too.”
They lay till for afew minutes before Kattanan asked quietly, “ Do you remember my father?’

“Not well.” shereplied after apause. “He had a beautiful smile, but he aways looked worried about
something. | remember wondering what it was. Grandmother always spokewdl of him, and | know
Caitrin loved him dearly. It was she who played with me and the princes.” Something occurred to her.
and she amiled. “Once, on Finisnez, he brought me a gift. When he leaned down to give it to me, the
crown dipped, and | wasfrightened that it would fal on me, so | ran away. He followed me, laughing,
and told me not to be afraid of it, that it was agood thing and could not hurt me.”

“| don't remember him, Brie. | know what he looked like, what he did, but | cannot see hisface.”
Sheturned her head toward him. “ Grandmother reminded me about the crown.”

“Must I?7” He sighed; even so, he sat up and looked at the box. “I supposeit isnothing to fear.” Kattanan
crossed to the chest and peered inside. He reached in atentative hand, then lifted out the crown his
parents had worn. Carrying it carefully, he made hisway back and sat down with the thing on hislap.

Briannasat up to watch him, then asked, “Would you prefer | did not |ook?’

“I am not sure | would want to do thisaone.” With another sigh, he placed the crown upon his head. It
settled there, gleaming in the lamplight, a perfect fit. When he met Briannd s eyes, he saw himsdf not so
much in the reflection, but in her expression of wide-eyed wonder. “1 must look foolish.” he said, looking

avay.
“Kattanan, you arethe king, in spite of yoursdlf. The crown only makesit more obvious.”

He reached up and ran his hands dong the points, the chased surface, and the fur lining that smoothed



out hiscurls. “1 never wanted this”
“Neverthdess, itisyours. You will have the throne and the cagtle.”
“And the queen.” Helooked at her again. “It’ s not right, none of it.”

“Can’'t you stop saying that? If not you, then who? Who will displace the Usurper and return justice to
Lochayn? Every person of your father’ slineis dead. My grandmother would like to do it, but she knows
her time runsshort.”

“Why not you?’

“Our House is made stronger by marriage, and the child within me will be your heir, but | do not seek the
throne by any means. However, | believe that you and | together can do what needsto be done. | wish
you could believe as much.”

“Brianna, | don’t mean that | don’t like you. Lochalyn, and you, both deserve better than me.” He
thought of Melisande. so close now to acrown of her own.

They stared at each other for along while; then she dipped her hand behind his head and kissed him.
Kattanan broke away. “What about Fionvar?’

“I have clamed thisas your child before witnesses; | will marry you.” she said with acuriousintengty.
She kissed him again, and he did not resist.



Chapter 24

Bdllsrang overhead, but whether they tolled dawn or dusk, Jordan did not know. Daylight could not
touch him. His knees ached from knedling, his shoulders screamed in protest when hetried to move, and
s0 he sat Hill. Heflickered in and out of consciousness, unableto tell one darkness from the next. The
door opened and Evaine entered, bearing asmall stool and abowl. He yearned for the food and loathed
himsdlf for the yearning.

“Good morrow, Traitor,” she said, without malice.
“Good morrow, my lady Queen,” he rasped.

“Forgive my lateness. There was acommotion in the halls.” She set down the stool and the bowl,
tantalizingly close, and began the chant.

He managed to limp through three verses, but each was progressively fainter. Evaine slips pinched as
she glanced down a him, avague worry played about her eyes, and she finished the prayer alone. Spoon
after spoon she patiently watched him swallow, keeping her eyes dways on hisface, asif she could not
see the messthat had been hisright hand bound upon the stump. Severd times, she opened her mouth as

if to speak.
When she had scraped the last spoonful, she asked, “Would you care for water?’
“Please, Your Magesty.”

She rose and brought a dipper from the bucket across the room, gently brought it to hislips. “1 have been
praying for you.”

“I have done nothing worthy of your kindnesses. Y our Mgesty.”
Evainedid not answer this. “More?’ At hiswesk nod, she made thetrip again.

The door dammed open, spilling light and men into the dungeon. “Montgomery, take care of him. Evaine!
Comel” Thorgir barked. Sirimmediately went to the prisoner and set to cutting his bonds.

Sherose dowly and turned to him. “Why spesk to me so roughly, my lord?’
“Hush, woman. | have no timefor this.”
Evaine stepped back from him. “I am your wife and queen, Thorgir.”

Hisnodrilsflared. “Bury it, Evaine! We are besieged!”

Kattanan paced the short length of the pavilion, the crown heavy upon his head.

“Surely even s0 dense afog could not concedl us. They have seen us coming; they must know our
number, our purpose, everything.”

“Why do you imagine we have spent so much onwizards?” She gestured toward the Wizard of Nine
Stars, who dumped in achair with her eyes closed.



“It should not have been so easy.” the wizard murmured.

“From the looks of you and the others, it was anything but easy.” Wolfram commented. He swiped the
polishing cloth once more along his blade and inspected it carefully. “1 pray | do not haveto usethis” he
murmured.

“They havethe Liren-sha,” thewizard said. Then she pushed herself up with sudden urgency and sprinted
from the tent.

“Rude.” the duchess observed, “but effective.”

Fionvar stared after her, then he dso rose. “Permisson to go. Your Mgesty.”

“Wdl, yes, but—"

Wolfram scrambled up also, and, with anod to Kattanan, ran outside.

“Wewill have proper officers soon enough. Your Mgesty. Areyou ready to receive our dlies?’
Kattanan stared after hisfriends, feging once again abandoned. “1 suppose.”

Briannanodded aso and accepted his hand to rise. She had not kissed him since that first night, but they
had shared a pavilion, talking until daylight when they could not deep. The lady shook crumbs from her
gown of vivid Slk. Kattanan watched her, and the duchess s smile grew alittle more.

“Come, then.” Duchess Elyn led the way out where they werejoined by adozen guards, including Lyssa
and three others of the Sisterhood. “Y ou thought they might know our purpose. Not yet, but they soon
will. Look—the banners are being raised.”

Hefollowed her hand to where groups of soldiers struggled to heave up long poles. Atop each flew the
colorsof hisfather, boldly flashing in thewind. A shdlow valley separated them from the waled city and
the castle that rose aboveit. All around to both sides spread the encampments of their dlies, lordswho
had kept faith with the exiles, plusafew of the new king' s regime who had tired of hisways. Men
teemed about, readying arms and horses. From the forest behind came the sound of axes and hammers,
more soldiers at work on battering rams and Siege engines.

“Now the Usurper knows who stands against him.” Around the crescent of the armies, bannersroseinto
the sky, declaring their dlegiance.

Below, Fionvar and Wolfram tramped up toward them, and the duchess frowned. Rolf trailed after them,
clearly on the former prince sside. “Y our choice of companions does occasiondly |leave something to be
desired, King Rhys.”

“But I’ ve hardly seen them the past few days,” he protested.
“Itill befitsaking to consort with traitors and peasants.”
He kept slent, though Brianna nodded vaguely, her grip tightening upon hisarm.

Fionvar and Wolfram dipped into the procession behind the king, exchanging agrim look. Rolf waited
aong the sdelines with the common soldiers and servants who looked after the camp. Many men and
women had dready gathered in the huge pavilion that served for athrone room, some of the exiled
nobleswho had come with them, but otherswho were strangers. The procession filed pagt, dividing at
the thronesto alow Kattanan, Brianna. and Elyn to stand before their places. Only when these three had



sested themsalves did the company settle onto their benches. Kattanan cast his eye over them, seeing
pride and excitement in the eager smiles. A few of the newcomerslooked vaguely familiar, faces he might
have seen when he was very young. At his side, the duchess had begun her speech of welcome.

“...to see so many of you among us.” shewas saying, “and it lightens my heart to know that you have
seen our cause and know it to bejust.” A rumble of approval greeted this. “Still, | know there are some
here who have doubted our truth and come here to see the proof of it with their own eyes. Doubting
friends, you see before you Rhys yfCaitrin of the House of Rinvien, duAlyn of the House of Strl Maria,
rightful heir of hisfather, True King of Lochdyn and dl her lands and peoples!” She brought her arm up.
and Kattanan stood, greeted with such anoise of joy that he wanted immediately to Sit down again.

Still, he bore their cheering and stood until it had died back again. Into thisslence, avoicecried. “Let
him speak!” This call was now taken up. both by voices reveling in the presence of their long-awaited
king, and by those who remembered the rumor of the youngest prince and whose faces held dark doulbt.

The duchess |ooked at him with ahard expresson like avelled threst.

“The day you have al waited so long for has arrived.” He spoke softly, but his voice carried through the
sudden hush. “And I—I have come home.”

A cheer arose, and the smile returned to the duchess slips.

“Thereisaproclamation,” Kattanan prompted, and aherdd came trotting up with agreat scroll dangling
many wax sedls.

At the duchess s nod, the man unrolled his burden and stood in the little space before the thrones. “ Unto
the Usurper Thorgir yfEvaine from his Roya Nephew, Rhys yfCaitrin of the House of Rinvien, duAlyn of
the House of Stirel Maria, heir to hisfather, True King of Lochalyn by the Blessing of the Lady Finistrel,
come these mighty words. King Rhyswill not long wait outside his own gate, nor shal he suffer atyrant
to rulein his stead while he yet lives. Therefore, the Usurper is given one hour to quit the Keep of
Lochdae and surrender himsdlf to the Justice of the Ladly. If he should fail in this, no sword will defend
him. no hal will shield him, no prayer will save him from righteouswrath. Nor shdl hisfamily, nor shdl his
alies escape the woe that istheir payment for their True King' sbetrayd. Let dl see before the gate the
might of King Rhysand of those who stand with him. Let them tremble to know the power at his hand,
for notraitor shal escape him!”

Criesof “Huzzah!” and “Hail the True King!” echoed out on dl sdes. Kattanan fidgeted, eyesflickering
among the faces. Briannareached up and took his hand—it was cold and trembling. He glanced down at
her. “You arethe TrueKing,” shesad. “Smile”

He managed asmile, but his eyesrebdled, and Briannawas not donein noticing.

Not far outside the new temple, Montgomery stood near the bustle of guards who rushed to prepare a
defensefor the gaping wound in the castlewadll. In afew more weeks, thiswal should have been mended
by the ssonemasons. Now they struggled to fill as much of the gap asthey could. Sir, however, had other
work. He turned back to Jordan with asneer. “That’ s not even deep enough for afire pit! You'll haveto
do better than that.” He fingered along knife.

The Liren-shabent gasping over the handle of ashove where he had paused for bresth. Though he held
his right hand tight againgt his chest, every movement sent out shocks of pain. Hisleft hand clenched the
rough wood. A few days ago. he might have had the strength to lash out with it. Now it was dl he could



do to keep from faling into the shalow excavation.

“Dig.” hiskeeper ordered, brushing the knife dong Jordan’ s good arm. Jordan lifted the shovel again and
thrust it into the ground, adding another scoop to the pile of dirt. Hisragged breath began to grate even
on hisown ears.

A horn blew from the field below, and another. Soon, the valley was dive with cals, answered from the
castle. The working soldiers glanced up, then redoubled their efforts.

“They are coming,” Jordan gasped.
“Not fast enough for you, asif they’ d ever take this place.”

“Thereisahole behind me,” he panted, taking another stab with the shovel, “large enough for ten
horsemen abreast.”

“They’ll never get thisfar,” the other sngpped. “ Thorgir’ s not so stupid asto ignorethat.” He gestured to
the men working around them. “They’ Il lose haf their men to archers before one even getsthisfar!” Still,
he glanced down the dope and to the opening in the wall.

“Y ou might till run and escgpe them.”
“Shut up and dig!”

The Liren-shawas silent for afew minutes, trying to concentrate. Deep in histhroat, he began to hum a
rhythm, keeping time with the shovel in the dirt. Before long, he was rasping out the words of “The
Londy Steersman.” It was the last song he and Kattanan had sung together, perhaps the last he would
ever ang. Jordan stooped and lifted, bit by bit. digging hisgrave.

Siege engines rumbled forward with the charge, horses straining againgt their harnesses. Their progress
was dow but unstoppable, though arrows flew down among them. The meta-clad steeds dug in their
hooves and strained forward, heedless of the bodies of men who had gone down before them. The sky
was pierced by ladders, banners, and catapults borne forward with a greet cry.

Abovethefidd, Kattanan and afew companions stood, peering out, wincing when they saw their own
men fall. Rolf paced, restless to do more than watch. Wolfram divided hisworried glances between his
faithful guard and his chosen king, who fretted with the buckles of hisarmor. K attanan watched the battle
with a curious distraction; he could not bear to see yet dared not look away.

Fonvar, too, was distracted, trying not to notice Brianna s hand on the king’'sarm, her whispersto him.
and excited pointing toward the east where aladder stood againgt the wall and had not been felled. The
first of the catapults was near enough by then, and a great wagon of stones thundered up to it. The guard
captain did not watch that spectacle, but instead focused on a banner nearer to them, awide blue cloth
studded with stars, bearing the sign of an arm and sword upright—the banner of the Sisterhood. “ Do not
let melose another to thisfight.” he murmured, making the sign of the Goddess.

Rolf stopped his pacing. “If he's sent out messages, we' |l be caught between the castle and hisdlies. By
the mount!”

“| doubt hisalieswill muster much forcein timeto be of any useto him.” Fionvar remarked. A stone
dammed againgt the wall, and cheersrose from the field as they readied another. “Even the Lord of
Athedmark would take ahdf day, riding hard, and hisgarrison issmall. By that time, we should have



breached the wall at the far side. They doubtless expected usto come by the gate, but once there are
two holesin their walls, it'll be no small matter to keep usout.” He smiled faintly. “Her Excellency’ splan
isto have usin by sundown, reinforcements or no.”

“Wewill lose many soldiers,” Wolfram observed, looking sdelong at Fionvar.

Hissmile dipped away. “All of these men and women fed they arefighting for ajust cause. They would
rather die herefor King Rhysthan live under Thorgir’ srule.”

“I can't bear it that they should diefor me,” Kattanan moaned, shutting his eyes.

“Thorgir isatyrant,” Briannasaid. “He should have been cast down years ago by hisown people. That's
why so many of them havejoined us”

“These soldiers are here because they believe their land will be better served by having you asking,”
Fonvar added.

“But | have given them no reason to believein me. What if they arewrong?’
“They are not wrong,” Wolfram said, in atone of absolute conviction.

Kattanan’ s eyes locked with his. The king started to say something, but stopped as voices were heard
coming toward them.

Duchess Elyn amiled as she gpproached them and mounted the low rise. “How faresthefight, Y our
Maesty?’

Briannaanswered, “Well, Grandmother. Our catapults are in place, and flaming arrows cannot take
them.”

“Excdlent!”

Two horses, galloping hard, labored up the dope toward them. The riders did to the ground, removing
their hdms. Lyssa s eyes were sharp with excitement. “1 nearly lost my mount, Mgesty, but we
completed acircuit of the city. As expected, they have agreat many footmen by the templewall, but
these arefinding it hard to be patient snce no one has come against them.”

“And best yet,” Gwythym put in. “the east wall beginsto fater.” He held out astone. “Thisisone of the
fird piecesto crumble.”

The duchesstook it, glaring. “1 care not for the first. Bring methelast, when thewall hasfalen!” She
tossed the thing over her shoulder, where it bounced down into the bushes. A gresat rustling erupted, and
they stared.

“Spy!” shouted Rolf, springing for the woods. He crashed in. and the others caught aglimpse of a
hooded figure sprinting away.

Fonvar and Wolfram legpt to the chase, following Rolfs lead into the woods.
“Should we—?" Lyssa began.

The duchess shook her head. “The man will not get far in that direction. We have troops massing there to
assault the temple door. No. you stay and protect the king.”

“Look therel” cried Lyssa, pointing. “Mounted knights, and more besides!”



All turned to squint toward the company, still some way off but riding hard. Footmen straggled out
behind them. “Can you see the banner?’ the duchess demanded.

Lyssa plucked out assimple scope and peered through it. “A white field, two green serpentsintertwined.”
“Athelmark,” the duchess breathed. “He cannot have come so fast.”

“They must have dready beenriding.” Gwythym strained to see them for himsdlf.

“What now?’ Lyssaasked, hand nervoudly stroking the great hammer at her Side.

“Great Goddess. Rolf wasright.” All color had drained from Kattanan’ s face, and Brianna s hand
seemed lessfor comfort than to keep him from faling.

“WE I turn part of the charge.” said Gwythym. “The right flank could meet them.”

“Go!” the duchess urged, and he scrambled down the hill, calling to the trumpeters. She gathered her
skirtsto follow, but stopped abruptly asthe Wizard of Nine Stars, dashing up the hill, nearly collided with
her.

Thewizard brushed past the duchess to face Kattanan. “Y ou must come!”
“He snot going anywhere.” the duchess snapped.
“What are you talking about?’ Kattanan breathed.

“He needs us now, Mgesty. If ever you were hisfriend, you must come,” the wizard repested, her
ydlow eyesblazing like the sun off bronze.

“Jordan,” he said softly.
“Out of the question,” the duchess said. “ Especidly with Athedmark galoping down upon us”

“Heleft me,” Kattanan told the wizard. “He went off with awizard and left me! Now you expect meto
go into awar looking for him? My grandmother isright.”

“Left you? He was dragged away in chaind” the wizard snatched Kattanan’ swrist. “Haven't you seen
the scars? Holy Mother, have you no ideawhat he has gone through for you?’

“But thewizard.” the king protested, thinking back and finding only hisgrief.

“Jordan killed him.” Lyssaput in. beginning to look as anxious as Nine Stars. “ That wasthe first man he
killed.”

“Forsaking hisvows, losing the favor of the Lady, because he had lost you,” Nine Stars put in.
“Great Goddess.” Kattanan whispered. “What have | done!”



Chapter 25

“Shut up!” Montgomery shouted again, over the din of bettle.

Jordan, up to hiswaist in the hole, went on singing. At first the sound of his own voice nearly brought him
to tears. Most of its beauty had been destroyed years ago by shouting, screaming, and declaring himself
before dl enemies. Y et even thefirst prayer he had sung in the dungeon held some of the former promise.
Now, only rhythm and strength were |eft him. Histhroat ached at every note, just as his hands pulsed
with pain. The darkness he had waited so long for finaly lay before him. so close he could nearly touchiit.

Montgomery growled low in histhroat. He paced, staring at the lines of soldierswaiting nearby. They
turned at every cry of battle, shifted uneedily at the pound of stones battering the far wall. “Hold your
ground!” the captains called. “ L ook to the forest!”

Stll no sign of the enemy from thisvantage.

The prisoner broke down coughing for amoment—a blessed end to the singing!—but recovered quickly.
Montgomery bounced the knife from hand to hand. Another archer screamed and fell from the corner
tower. He paused to watch thefall. “ They are coming.” he muttered. He had a horrible sense that the city
wallswould crumble beneath some massive charge, yet he would be the last to know. “Bury it | told you
to shut up!”

The Liren-sha spared him atiny glance, but no silence.

Montgomery crossed to the edge of the grave. “I’m telling you to be quiet!” His hand shook; sunbeams
splintered off the knife blade.

The song went on.

“Enough!” He bent and grabbed a handful of Jordan’sdark hair, jerking back his chin. Their eyeslocked
as he plunged the knife deep into the Singer’ s throat.

Shaking, he staggered back from the grave and ran.

“No!” the wizard screamed. She pushed K attanan away, pressing her hands to her head. “He sdying,”
she moaned.

“Oh, no.” Brianna sghed, eyes brimming.

“We haveto go.” Lyssaurged.

“You cannot.” the duchesssaid. “I forbid it.”

“We can't go,” Kattanan echoed.

“Ligten, thewoods are full of our men waiting for thesignd,” Lyssasaid. “Wewill not ride done.”
The duchess objected. “We will not charge until the far wall crumbles.”

Kattanan touched the wizard' s shoulder. “ Y ou can heal him.”



“Only if wehurry.”

Helooked from the hard face of his grandmother to the distraught wizard, then to the sky. “Finistrel,
what can | do?’ he breathed.

“Look!” cried Lyssa “Thewal!” The ground trembled with its collapse.
“Givemeahorse.” Kattanan demanded.

“Not with Athdmark bearing down onus.” the duchessinsisted.
“Thehorse!”

Gwythym, returning breathless from his errand, handed Kattanan the reins and boosted him up with a
fiercegrin. “Hall the TrueKing!”

The wizard scrambled up behind him. “Ride!”

Leaping to her own mount, Lyssawas only afew strides behind as they pounded down the dope into the
woods.

“Rhyd” the duchess caled, sumbling afew steps, with Brianna beside her.
Gwythym flashed them aglance. “ The king ridesto battle!”

“Hell bekilled!” Briannashouted. “He knows nothing of war!”

Gwythym was dready plunging down the dope, cdling the men to arms.

The horses crashed through the trees, bursting upon the soldiers from one sde. Kattanan reined infor a
moment. “Thewadl isfdlen!” he cried.

The men—his men—cheered, springing up with swordsin hand. Mounted knights hailed him. urging
forward the charge. He kicked his horse into motion, ducking away from branches as they passed the
last trees. From the forest behind him, knights and soldiers streamed. Thorgir’ s captains shouted and
dtiffened to meet their enemy. Soldiersflung great shields up before them.

Asthe shidd wall rose. Kattanan hesitated. Pikes and axes bristled up.
“Jump!” thewizard hissed.

“The horse can’'t—" he began, but he thought of Jordan, and set his hedlsto the horse’ s sides. Grest
muscles bunched and stretched beneath him. The ground flew under the horse' s hooves, periloudy close.
The cries of the enemy rang about him as the horse gathered himsdlf and launched into the air.

Hishind feet clipped a shield, and he stumbled as he struck earth. Astonished men scattered even astheir
captain bawled his orders. Whinnying, the horse jolted back to speed. Kattanan did not look back to the
battle, where his own men cried doud for their king, pouring in among their bewildered foes.

“Therel” Thewizard pointed past his ear toward an ominous pit.
The pair did from their mount, and Lyssa galloped through the breach behind them.

The wizard leapt into the grave as Kattanan stared in horror. She touched Jordan’ s pale cheek, snarled a
curse, and pulled back her deeve. The king scrambled down beside her. “ Does he live?’



“He slost too much blood.” She searched her garments. “Give me aknifel”

His glanceflicked to the wicked hilt at Jordan’ s throat, and he nodded, dipping hislittle dagger from the
top of aboot. “What can | do?’

“Nothing! | don’t know.” She dashed the blade aong her skin from her forearm to her palm. She tossed
addetheknife, following it with the other. “ Sing!” she said, pressing her bloody hand to the wound.

Lyssadipped in beside him, catching hisworried look. She murmured, “Pray.”

In the woods, some distance from the battle, a hurrying figure stopped suddenly, panting but dert. Orie
tossed back his hood and looked intently toward the castle. He felt atrace of pain dong hisforearm and
gripped it absently with his other hand. A smile grew upon hislips, then harsh laughter. Transfixed, Orie
did not turn when Rolf bolted into the clearing and flung him to the ground.

“Yebastard!” the huge man cried. He locked his hands around Ori€’ s neck. “ Spying son of awhore!”
They struggled in the dirt, Orie gasping for breath, clawing a Rolfs hands.
“Let go!” Fonvar cried, pushing hisway through the branches. “Find out who heis before you kill him!”

Rolf hauled his captive up. but Fionvar dammed into him. breaking his grip and sending the larger man
sprawling with aquick blow. “ Great Goddess!” he gasped.

“Thanks, brother!” Orie coughed, rubbing histhroat. “Can’t stay!” He sprang into the trees again.
“Orie. wait!” Fionvar looked after him, then back at where Rolf lay unmoving against atree.
Wolfram stumbled in and halted. “What' s happened?’

“Seeto him. I'm going after Orie!”

“Orie? He' shere?’ But Fionvar had dready vanished into the woods again.

Wolfram bent over Ralf, checking his bresthing. He glanced over his shoulder, hesitating. With apat on
the guard’ s chest, he whispered. “ Y ou’ Il befine. He may need me.” Still, he gazed at Rolf amoment
longer before pulling himsdlf up to resume the chase.

The sun shone warmly down upon him. but it gave the man no comfort. He walked as he had dways
done, tripping over the occasiona stone. He no longer remembered where he was going, though he
vaguely fdt that thiswas not the place. What was familiar about it? Only that he was done.

“You are not aone,” said avoice beside him. “I have not left you.”

He knew the voice, though he had never heard it. “ 1t was | who left you, wasn't it?” Memory washed
over him. and he turned to look upon her.

“You arenot done.” sherepeated. Her face was plain, lipsthin but kind, and skin unmarked. Y et from
the unremarkable face, her eyesheld him in their bright and steady gaze. The light within them twinkled, a
cool and comfortable glow. When she smiled, her featureslit asif from within. “Y es, you know me.”



“Once, | thought I did. I thought | could walk with the Lady.”

“Therewasachild,” she said, “who every day waked among the trees. He was the son of a peasant
woman who had been sent to seek something for their supper, yet on this day he could find neither fruit
nor fowl. By nightfall, helifted his eyesfrom the ground and saw that he did not know hisway. At first he
cried, knowing himsdlf logt. Histears blinded him to the village lights behind him, and he walked on.
Often hefell and cursed himsdlf for being logt. After atime he cried no more and said rather that it was
better s0, that his mother was poor, and could ill afford to care for him. In wandering, he came upon a
little stream and drank from it. He rose and he followed it, for it held lightness and laughter. It led him to
the river, where his mother knelt to do her washing. Her heart legpt within her to see him on the farther
bank, but he would not cometo her. saying ‘Mother. | love you. but | have no food for you. | am
unworthy to return to you, for I know you have not enough to share with me.” She wept, and where her
tears struck theriver, they became as silver fishes, and swam into her basket. ‘My child,” she sad, ‘come
home. | will aways have enough for you.” He dove in and swam to her while the river laughed for joy.”
The bright eyes watched him, with sadness and with hope.

“But the child turned his back on her. In theforest, he did not look to the lights, but only to hisown
tears.”

“Y ou have strayed along timein the forest, Jordan. Will you not come home?’

“I havesinned,” he said. “I havekilled so many. There are SO many more deserving of blessing than |

“I will dways have enough for you,” shereplied, lifting his chin with agentle hand. “Do you think me so
poor that | cannot spare my love for those who need it most?” She released him, and there were tears
upon her cheeks.

He knew that he was crying, too, yet ajoy unlike any he had known filled him as he looked to her. Her
eyes blazed, but he did not look away. “Lady, forgive me.”

She hdld out her hand to him. “Walk with me.”

As hetouched her fingers, afirm grasp took his hand, and he stepped forward.

“He saivel” Lyssashouted, gripping hishand asif to pull him back from thelongest journey.

Kattanan' s voice rose, tears flowing down his cheeks. His own fingers were entangled in Jordan’ s hair,
his eyes on Jordan’ s face as the other took atiny breath, and let it out asasigh, dmost likeasong. The
wizard, too, sghed, withdrawing her hand at last. The wound she had made dong her arm silently sedled
itsdlf, but her face was pale. Her eyes shut, and she dumped againg the dirt.

Jordan’ s eyes opened, and he saw her—the most beautiful woman in the world. Sun shone around her
head, sparking from her red hair. “My lady,” he whispered.

“l amhere)” Lyssasad.

He shut his eyes again and wept, hearing the music asif for thefirgt time. “Oh, my King, my friend. | am
SO sorry.”

Kattanan broke off ingtantly. “I am the one to be sorry. Can you forgive me?’



In answer, Jordan shook off Lyssa s hand and pushed himself weakly up with hisleft arm. He gathered
Kattanan to his chest, smiling and sobbing a the sametime.

“Don't tdl methat!” Thorgir barked.
The herdd flinched at hiswords. “* Tistrue, m'lord. Thewall is breached.”

“Bury it!"” He ssomped across the chamber to snatch up his sword from atable. Hiswife watched silently
besi de the shuttered window. Thorgir examined the blade for the hundredth time. “What of Athemark?’

“He hasjust engaged on the right flank. His men are bold and worthy. Sire.” the herald added quickly.
“Then why do you look so worried, little man?Isthis not my castle?’

“Yesindeed, Sire.” The man flicked aglance to the door asif planning his escape.

Thorgir caught up the front of histunic and heaved him off hisfegt. “Tel me!”

“Gently, husband.” Evaine cautioned. She picked up her embroidery hoop and examined the stitches.
“Reportsfrom the templewall. Sire,” the man gasped.

“We are attacked on two fronts, what of it?" Thorgir dropped the herald and shoved his sword into the
sheath.

“They say the Pretender-king rode there, that his horse flew over them.”
“Ha They arefoolstricked by his pet wizards.”

“They say that hewore no helm into battle, and hishair glowed like starlight,” the man continued in a
rush. “Alyn’s sword was by hisside”

Thorgir backhanded the herad and pushed him toward the door. “They lied! ThisisAlyn’ssword. | am
therightful king here”

“I heard that King Rhys—"

“Thereisno King Rhys!” he bellowed. “Get out, and I’ Il take your head if you keep spreading that horse
manurel”

The words echoed inside the chamber, but Evaine kept to her stitching. When the king turned back
toward her. she said. “ Truth is best spoken with quiet words, my lord.”

“Not to idiots. With those people, shouting isdl they hear.”

“Itisnow, Daddy,” Asenith complained. She shut the door behind her. “ Shouting isal any of us hear
these days.” Her boils had gone a last, leaving her features fair, but sharp. She swept her blond hair
back over her shoulder. “It' s hard enough to be trapped here without listening to you yeling dl day.”

“You have no idea.” He sank into adeep chair and took along swalow from aflagon of de. “Where's
your friend?’

“Faedre?| don't know.” Her features pinched into afrown. “1 was going to ask if you' d seen her.”



“I have been on the tower most of the day. | wouldn't have seen her unless she was jumping.” Histone
suggested that this might be agood idea.

“Why don’'t you like her?’

“Sheisadranger and a heathen!”

“Goddess s Tears! At least sheis't half so obnoxious as your Montgomery.”
“Nor isshe hdf so vduable”

“What's he done that’s so great?’

“With hisaid. | was ableto guessat their plans and send for Athelmark and the others. Right now, heis
doing away with someone who is causing usalot of trouble.”

At this, Evaine s needle dipped, and she pricked her finger. She started to raiseit to her lips, then hastily
dabbed it to her forehead.

“Farewdll to the Wizard' s Bane, the reason our wizards have been virtualy powerless. Very soon, we
should be able to launch a counterattack.”

“Findly!” Asenith brightened a bit, then glanced to her mother and back. *Y ou have heard what the
soldiers are saying about the Pretender,” she said softly.

“I have” said Thorgir.
“Areyou sureitisn't...?’
“Not you, too! Do you think anyone would follow him?’

Evaine frowned as she glanced from oneto the other. “The princes are dl dead. Their mother killed
them.”

“Yes, yes, of course,” Thorgir said, silencing his daughter with alook.

The queen carefully set down her hoop and looked him full inthe face. 1 know your face whenyoullie,
Thorgir,” she said softly. “There are things you must conced from me, but what isit that my daughter
knowsthat you will not share with me?’

“Prince Rhyswas not killed with his brothers. We had thought that he died in another place, and that his
treacherous relatives did not know he lived even so long. He was my favorite nephew, so | naturaly
investigated the rumors. Clearly they have found someone who resembles him to serve astheir Pretender.
| havetried to keep thisfrom our troops for fear that their loyaties would become confused. Y ou must
understand that.”

“| undergtand,” she said. She st till along moment, then rose. “1 am going to templeto pray.”

Thorgir caught her and kissed her forehead as she passed. “Y ou are ever faithful and strong for me. Pray
that we do not lose too many to put these traitorsin their place.”

“| shdl pray for usall,” Evaine said. As shelooked up at her husband, she saw that aspot of the blood
wason hislips, and it did not seem so out of place.



“Oriel” Fionvar cdled. He rested his hands on his kneesto catch his breath.
“What do you want, Fion?’ his brother’ s voice inquired from not far ahead.

“I should ask you that.” Fionvar picked hisway through a patch of brambles. “Why are you here?’ He
emerged into aclearing where agrest tree had falen, leaving ahole into the sky.

Orie perched on the tree trunk, one hand pressed to his side. His smile was interrupted by awince. “Do |
not have an interest in what happens here? |, too, have worked for this day.”

“Y ou’ ve worked for yoursdlf, you mean.” Fionvar shook his head, then started forward. “You're
bleeding!”

“That big oaf broke some of my ribswhen hefell on me.” Orielooked down at hisside asif more
curious than hurt. “No matter, now. At least, not for long.”

“Let melook at it.” Hewaked to the log, but Orie did down and stepped away. “1’ d rather not lose
another sbling to thiswar, Orie.”

“I am so sck of you feding responsible for the rest of us. We' re adults now; we don’t need you to see
our skinned knees, Fion.”

A dartled frown crossed Fionvar’ stired features. “What has come over you? Y ou need help, mine or
somebody else's.”

“I’d likeyou to stay whereyou are,” the earl indgsted, adding some faint words under his bregth.

Fonvar tried to step forward, but found himsalf rooted to the spot. “Orie, don’t do this. Bury your
megic!”

“Not mine, hers” Orielaughed lightly. “Well, dl mine, now. All the secrets shetried to keep from her
own gpprentice.” Hedrew adim sword. A flick of hisblade cut ashallow wound across Fionvar’ sarm.
Before Orie could do more, someone broke from the trees. “Who' s there?’

“Your destiny. Orie. if | have anything to say about it.” Wolfram stepped from the woods, sword drawn.
“Oh, no, Walfie.” Orie sneered. “Perhaps yours.” They met in aclash of stedl.

“Oh!” Thewizard sat bolt upright, staring through her companions.
“Alswythal” Jordan twisted to look at her, then frowned. “What' swrong?’
“Great Goddess, he waswith me!”

Lyssablinked afew times. “Y ou aren’t making sense.” She had an arm around Jordan, supporting his
shoulders, her left hand cradling his.

Kattanan's eyes widened. “ Orie, you mean. He knows!”
“It'sahealing, what harm could it do?’ Lyssaasked.

“I can only hope he hasno ideg,” the wizard murmured. “ Thereis so much more. | pray he did not see



all.” She massaged her forehead. “He seeks to sever the bond.”
“You hedled me.” Jordan said softly.

She looked down at his ruined right hand—the skin had pulled together over hopelesdly shattered bones.
“What | could. | am sorry.”

“Sorry?’ He stared at her. “My lady, you healed me when | thought | was dying.”
Lyssaglowered alittle. “Hadn’t we best get off the beattlefidd?’

Above, and dl around them, the battle rang on. Kattanan nodded. “1 only wish | knew how.”

Again, Oriefdl back, gasping. He coughed, and blood spattered hislips. Still, his sword wasfast, and his
expression, fierce. “Y ou’ re a pathetic swordsman, Wolfie.”

“I have worked for peace, not war,” Wolfram panted, dodging adash.

Fonvar, horribly still, ground histeeth together. His own blade hung just beneeth his hand, the hilt
brushing his palm, yet he could not lift it. Blood seeped from hisarm and he could not Stop it.

“Not your fight, Fion,” hisbrother sang, passing him quickly. As he did, he touched the shalow cut he
had made, closing his hand around his brother’ sblood. A hint of color returned to Ori€' s cheeks, but
Fonvar took in asharp breath, and the touch left him dizzy.

Wolfram danced toward him. stumbled, and had to twist under the tree trunk to escape.
With another stroke of Fionvar’ s blood, Orie sprang up to the tree and leapt down by Wolfram again.

The blades did together, locked, leaving the combatants staring into one another’ seyes. Therewasa
flash at Orie swrigt, afindy wrought sllver band.

“Y ou stay away from my sigter,” Wolfram hissed, pulling back, and lunging again.
“Difficult,” Orieremarked, parrying. “1 am her husband.”
“You killed Eadmund.”

“Whao? Oh—that petty baron of yoursl” He danced away around the trunk, hesitating an instant at
Fonvar' sside. Every time Orie touched blood, his face flushed, and Fionvar’ swound stung.

Wolfram’s eyesflared as he caught the gesture. “A good man, and more fit husband than you.”
“Ask Mdisande about that.” Orie laughed, spinning away from him.

Wolfram placed himsdlf before Fionvar, and did not follow Ori€ staunting.

“Get away fromhim.” Orie said, smile dipping. Hefeinted again, lunged abit wildly.

“I do not like what you are doing.”

“Me?Nothing!” Still, his eyes were sharp. He ducked under the tree, forcing Wolfram’s gaze and turn.
Orie scrambled onto the tree, Sdestepping Wolfram’ s thrust. Suddenly he reached out, Wolfram
retreated, but the hand dipped to his brother’ s shoulder, and the sword wavered over Fionvar’'s head.



“Holy Mother preserve us,” Wolfram whispered, letting his sword point dip.
“Too late,” Orie snapped. “At least for one of you. I'll be sureto tell my wife.”

Fonvar'seyes met Wolfram's, and they held no fear. He gave the dightest bow, as of adudist
conceding about. “ Tl her what, Orie?” Wolfram asked quietly.

“Tell her that her brother isafool.” He grinned, releasing Fionvar. “Drop your sword.”
The sword did from Wolfram’ s grasp to the soft earth, and he stepped forward.

“No, stay there.” Orie jumped down from the tree, staggering a bit, with hishand to hisribs. “ Oh. you
have made thistoo easy.” He waked around the former prince.

Breathing steadily, Wolfram held out his hand. “Welcome to my family, brother,” he whispered.

Orielaughed, dashing his blade down the outstretched arm. drawing an arc of blood. “Y our father has
aready donethat.”

“Y ou will bethe son he dwayswanted. | am glad, now, that | was not.”
The amilefel from Ori€ slips. He clutched Wolfram’ s bleeding pam to hisside.

Blood streamed down the prince’ sarm, mingling with Ori€'s, then drawn into the other man’ sflesh. Orie
moaned and grinned like a man with awhore, the pallor leaving hisface. Wolfram’ s back arched, his
head flung back. “ Dear Lady!” Wolfram cried, breaking off into aterrible scream.

The sound ripped Fionvar’ s soul, yet he could not ook away.

Orie cursed, pulling Wolfram closer in his crud embrace, wincing at the way the broken ribs moved
beneath hisflesh. The blood flowed faster. Orie' s eyesfroze, glaring down a Wolfram' sface, then, he,
too, was screaming, adeep, awful cry.

Fonvar let out a strangled sob.

Far off. the men on the field shouted in fear, somefled at the sound, making the sign of the Goddess.
Othersfought harder, hearing some more terrible fate approaching from the forest.

Thorgir dammed the windows of his chamber, cursing. Below, in asmdl temple, Evaineflung hersdlf to
the ground and begged the Goddess to forgive her. and every sinner.

Briannacried out at it burying her head against the duchess' s chest. Elyn, disturbed by both the sound
and the gesture, flung an arm around her; her sharp eyes searched for a cause and found none.

It pulled Rolf from his darkness, and he covered his ears and prayed.

Kattanan scrambled out of the grave, and stood weeping. Those who saw him, saw adead man rise
behind him, and afirein hiseyes. “I wish | had never heard hisvoice, and did not know it!” Kattanan
cried aloud.

“I wish that | had known it better,” Jordan whispered.

Lyssa came beside him, sword drawn. The scream seemed fearsometo her, yet faint, and it did not
make her tremble so long had shefilled her ears with hammerblows and swords ringing.



The Wizard of Nine Stars curled her arms about her legs and wegpt.
At last thewoodsfel silent.



Chapter 26

Orielet Wolfram’ sbody fal from him, staring at hisside. “1t hasn't worked!” The skin and torn muscles
had closed, but theribs il pricked him when he moved. He touched the spot carefully, frowning. “Oh,”
he said, remembering. He cast an absent word toward his brother.

Fonvar a last fell to his knees. One hand groped feebly at his sword, but he had not the strength to draw
it. Wolfram’ s open eyes watched without blinking. “ Great Goddess,” Fionvar murmured.

Theearl findly looked down at his brother. “I would not have killed you, | hope you know theat.” He till
frowned, shook hishead dightly, asif to didodge aringing inthe ears. “It wasfor usto sttle. Frankly, |
had expected more of achallenge.”

“He was not aman of the sword,” Fionvar whispered, tracing Wolfram' sfeatures. Agony had twisted his
face; one hand was clenched into afist. His outstretched arm bore along, deep wound, flesh asdry as
bone.

“No, indeed. Gerrod told me his son was thickheaded about the things of war.” Orie rubbed his hands
together, transferring his vague glance to them. A shudder ran through his body, and he straightened.
“Y ou should come with me. meet theking.”

“| dready haveaking.”

“You can't believe he' d have you after dl of this” Orie waved hisarm about the clearing. “That was a
friend of his; you literaly watched him die. And I’'m sure the duchess is less than pleased with you now.”

“She ever has been.” Hisvoicefelt dead, small and weak compared to the notes that had gone before.
“I never intended you any harm.” He amiled. “Y ou are my brother, after al.”

“And blood calsto blood.” Fionvar looked up, hisface blank. “If you do not want to be seen here, now
isthetimeto leave”

“Still looking out for me, eh?” The smile grew, though his eyeswere troubled. “ Y ou will cometo me one
day.” Heturned to go, not sparing aglance for hisvictim.

“Onething,” Fionvar said, hisvoicealittle stronger. Orie stopped at the edge of the clearing. “Tell me
how you are called.”

Orielooked back at the dead man, and chuckled. “1 am the Wizard of the Prince’ sBlood. Y ou are
indeed privileged to witness the birth of anew power.” He started, then stopped again. “ Oh. and
brother? | would not share that with too many peopleif | wereyou.” He vanished into the woods, in the
direction of Bernhalt.

Fonvar sat amoment longer, then crawled the short distance to Wolfram’ s till form. He reached out a
gentle hand and shut the staring eyes.

“No, thereisnothing!” Nine Starswailed, pulling away from Jordan’ s softest touch.

“My lady, let me help you. please.”



“I told you. you can do nothing.” The wizard pressed her hands over her ears. “I need rest, | need
slence, | need peace, for love of the Lady!”

“Leave her be” Lyssasaid, tugging at Jordan’s elbow. “We have other problems.”

He shot her aglance not atogether friendly. “My last problem was being dead. Forgive meif my
priorities have changed alittle”

Lyssagasped at this. “ Y ou said you wanted to marry me, now you can’t even be civil. Great Goddess!
Y ou're as bad as my brother.”

“Which one?’

“Either! Weareinagravein themiddle of awar. We have the king. He has no helm, and barely enough
skill to chop a potato. How do we get out of here?’

Kattanan peered over the edge, then crouched down again. “ Storm the castle.”
“What?" said Lyssa and Jordan together.

“Weareinddethering of battle. We either fight our way out or go the other direction.” His dirt-streaked
face shone with a curious excitement. “ Y ou are the only able fighter among us. Lyssa. How many can
you take?’

“Oh, thisisridiculous,” Lyssasnapped. “ There are hundreds of soldiers, ours and theirs, and they’ d kill
us as soon as step aside, even if you are the True King.”

Kattanan smiled. “My point exactly. So we go the other way. The archers can’t shoot without harming
their own, and only four guards are at the gate.”

“How do you propose to get by them?”’
Kattanan hesitated, consdering that point.

“Tdl them to move asde,” Jordan answered, meeting Kattanan’' seyes. “Y ou arethe True King, | am the
Liren-sha”

“Now that isridiculous” theking replied, amiling alittle at hisfriend.

“No,” said Jordan. “They will be more surprised by that than by anything €l se we could dream up. All
you need isto master the tone of voice” He drew himself up as much as possible without revealing
himself above ground level and proclaimed, “T am the Liren-sha. Y ou will surrender this position and
submit yourselvesto the justice of the True King." And you would say, ' Or stand your ground before me.
and | will smite you with the glory of the Goddess and you will know me.*” Hisvoice was degp and
terrible, his gaze commanding. The other three stared. Jordan shrugged. “Most kings are listened to
because they demand it in their voices. Y ou know more about your voice than any man dive. Kattanan.”

“About the other voice, perhaps—" He broke off. “Why didn’t my voice change?’
The wizard displayed her scarred arm. “My blood coursesin the veins of the Wizard' s Bane.”
“Doesthat mean heisn't, anymore?’

She shook her head. “The onereceiving the blood also receives part of the spirit of the giver. Hehasa
little bit of me now.” She amiled for afraction of asecond. “Heis till who hewas, but perhapsalittle



more sympathetic toward me and my magic.”

Lyssa, too, was shaking her head. “What about the scream, shouldn’t we go that way, no matter the
difficulty?’

“And dowhat?’ the wizard asked softly.
“Whatever it was you did for Jordan! Don’t you think Wolfram deserves the same effort?’
“Evenif | were able right now”—Nine Stars sghed—"he is beyond my ad, or anyone's.”

Lyssa' seyesflared. “Don't you fed the least bit responsible? Orie used your magic to do whatever he
did. didn’t he?’

“Lyssa, don’'t—" Jordan warned, but she went on, “Y ou went through al this for Jordan, and now you
won't even try for Wolfram, even though you are the one to blame!”

“Oriekilled him; even without magic, he would have found away,” Kattanan said.
“I don't believe that!”

“Lyssa shut up!” Jordan shouted. She glared, but kept her peace. “We are adl grieving, but we cannot sit
here al day. Neither can we go back the way we came unlesswe can fly.”

The wizard covered her face with her hands but had no more strength for tears.
Kattanan laid hishand on her shoulder and said nothing.

“You are serioudy proposing that we just walk up and tell themwho we are,” Lyssasaid softly. “Why
not just turn oursgvesin?

“What isyour better idea? When she did not answer, Jordan said, “1 do not know what elseto do
without jeopardizing Kattanan in open combet. If | could fly, | would be with Wolfram now, dead or
dive”

Lyssa seyeswere soft and sad. “| have never met anyone like him.”
“Nor I,” the wizard murmured, looking up.

The two women looked at each other for along time before Lyssanodded. “1 have my hammer and a
sword. If we do startle them, we can take the men at the gate.”

“Have the horses gone?’ asked the wizard.

Jordan nodded.

“I don’'t think 1 will be abletorise,” shewhispered. “1 am so weak.”
“Then | will carry you; Lyssamust have her sword at the ready.”
“Theking' sguard,” muttered Kattanan. “Fonvar will be so pleased.”
Jordan smiled. “At your service, Your Mgesty.”

Lyssadipped her hem into place and stood. “ The tide' s turned toward us, we must hurry!” She pulled
hersdf out of the grave and reached down to hel p the wizard, who crumpled to the ground immediately



and st amiling faintly.
Thewizard murmured, “Would that | were not right! | am aburden once again.”

Jordan gathered the wizard into hisarms. Kattanan drew hisfather’ s sword and paused, looking to the
forest. “Wewill cometo you. Highness.” He made the sign of the Goddess and turned away.

The city wall loomed up not far away, dark with growing shadows. The greet gap that would be the
temple wall waslit by flickering torches already. Kattanan set the sword to his shoulder. “Lady, watch
over us”

“Shedoes.” said Jordan, with such conviction that the king looked up at him.

“Wdll, no use standing about.” Lyssaput in. “If the Sisterhood could see me now! Rear guard for a
four-person assault on Lochdae.”

“The stuff of hero’ssongs.” Jordan observed.

She glanced a him, flashing asmile. “Y ou must sing thistae at someday.” Her gaze took in the wizard,
clinging with what little strength remained to her, and Jordan’ s ruined hand draped over the other
woman' sshoulder. “If any survivetotdl of it.”

“The Lady walkswith us, Lyssa. | do not know what lies beyond that wall, but it will not overcome us.”

“My unclewaitsin there,” Kattanan said, face marked with lines of sadness, “and Wolfram' s betrothed.”
They waked carefully, leaving the bettle behind them until thewall filled their vison. Another figure
appeared in the lighted space, royalty from the response of the guards on duty. The newcomer first
stood, then bolted out, but was captured by the guards.

In afew more paces, the foursome could hear the argument raging. “I cannot betoo late!” awoman’'s
voice cried.

“Your Mgesty, get back insgde,” from animperiousguard. “Thisisawar.”
“Thisisatemple! That isholy ground, despoiled by blood.” She gestured wildly.

“If you leave, it will be your blood. Mgesty. | cannot dlow it.”

She dapped a him, struggling againg hisarms. “The Wizard' sBane,” she cried suddenly.
“I told you. Your Mgesty, heisdead.”

“And yet hewaks” Jordan cdled out, stepping up to their torchlight. “1 am the Liren-sha. and even
death cannot hold me!”

The guards faceswent pale. Evaine easily dipped their grasp, and made adeep curtsy. “ The Lady
spoke and told me s0.” Her plain face shone even as the guardsman started reaching for her again.

“Your Maesty, thereismagic here. Come away and let usfight them!” Hisvoice trembled, and his
sword wavered now.

Evaine knelt before Kattanan, placing her hand on the ground at hisfeet. “Y our Mgesty, | cannot deny
you. | pray for your forgiveness. My hand is yours, to be crushed, or to be commanded.”

“ After what your husband did, you seek forgiveness?’ Lyssablurted.



“How do you know me?’ Kattanan asked quietly, frowning down at his aunt.

“By the sunlight on your hair and by the starlight in your eye. Y our Mgesty.” Shedid not look at him but
gazed steadily at the earth before her.

His sword gleamed over her head, matching the spark of the wedding bracelet on her outstretched wrist.
“When | wasinthedark. Your Mgesty.” Jordan said, “ she brought me light and comfort.”

Kattanan gazed down upon her, not sure how to feel. Had she been there when his brothers died? Did
she wear the circlet hismother had before his father waskilled? A soft sound cameto him; shewas
crying at hisfeet. He stooped and took her hand. “Lady Evaine, rise and walk beside me. Y ou are not
too late”

Night gathered early under the trees, and Fionvar looked up at last. The sun rapidly faded, eveninthe
gap overhead, yet no one had come. He heard the suggestion of battle beyond and saw afaint glow in
thedirection of the city. A strange weakness suffused hislimbs, and he knew he could not lift Wolfram to
carry him back to camp. Fionvar shivered, huddled against agrowing breeze. With afrown toward the
sky, heroused himsdlf to gather abit of firewood. Though cloak and hood had been Ieft behind, he did
have hisflint and set about to lay afire. It took his shaking fingers severa triesto strike aspark, but he
had somewarmth at last.

“Companion.” agruff voice broke the silence.
Fonvar sorang up. reaching for his sword. “ Announce yoursd f!”

A dark man entered the clearing; severd others hung back in the shadows. When he had come closer.
Fonvar recognized Quinan. the Woodman who was Wolfram' sfriend. “ Y ou are the companion?’ the
other asked, sumbling over theforeign words.

“Y ou speak our language?’

He nodded. “We studied together. He was better student.” Quinan’s eyes traced the dead man’ sface.
“Areyou his Companion?’

Fionvar lowered hissword. “I’'m not sure what you mean.”

“When agreat man dies, he shall be watched over for one day and one night. If heis of the gods, no
beast will come near except to mourn him. no rain will touch hisface, and whosoever waits with him, the
godswill ever hold as one of their own.”

“Heisaman of the Lady,” Fionvar said.
“The day has passed, night comes. Do you wait with him?” the other asked impatiently.
“I will not leavehim.”

Slinging hisbow over his shoulder, the Woodman nodded. He cdled out something in his own language
and recalved severd whistlesin answer. With sadnessin hisfeatures. Quinan turned to go.

“Wait,” Fionvar said, raising his hand. The trees seemed both dark and cold now. “ Do you not want to
Say?’



Eyes shining with tears, Quinan returned to the fire and pressed his pam to Fionvar’ sforehead. “ Y ou are
his Companion!”

Stepping back, Fionvar shook his head. “Only for ashort time. | barely knew him.”

“Heknew you.” Quinan’s eyes narrowed. “ The man stands at his death who would be hislast and
greatest friend. He spoke of this”

Fonvar shook his head again “ That’ s not possible. If he spoke of afriend, he must have meant Rolf or
theking, not me.”

“Heknew!” said the other. “As| know, as any true man knows his desth comes.”
“I do not know.”
Startled, Quinan took a step back from him. “Y ou do not fee—?" He pressed a hand over his heart.

“| used to fed that | would die an old man, with my lady a my side.” Fionvar turned away and sank to
the ground, eyestracing Wolfram’ sface.

“Knew you knew!” Quinan crowed, clapping him on the back as he dropped down besde him. “The
fire-hair lady?’

Now it was Fionvar’ sturn for surprise. Quinan plucked along pipe from hisbelt and began to Stuff it
with dark weed. “No,” Fionvar said at lagt. “ That ismy sister. My lady’ sheart isno longer mine.”

“Siger.” The man grunted and nodded. He took along draw on the pipe, smiled, and offered it to
Fionvar. “Give her to me?’

“Great Goddess, you are a heathen! | can't give her away, evenif | wanted to.”
“I givemany furd”

“Women are nearest to the Goddess. They cannot be bought!”

Quinan' sfacefel, and he Sghed. “Woalf not sdling hissigter, too.”

A dark doubt crept into Fionvar’ s eyes. “Have you no decency?’

“Decency, yes, wife, no. Shefollow war chief when he ask her.”

“Minetoo.” They gazed silently for along moment. Fionvar held out his hand, and Quinan set the pipein
it. Wrinkling his nose a the unfamiliar scent, Fionvar nonetheless st it to hislipsand drew deeply. He
coughed alittle, then looked at the pipe again, thistime with wonder.

“Better than it smellsl” Quinan took it back and inhaed deeply. He blew soft smoke ringsinto the
firdight.

A bdl rang in the distance, calling men to prayer. The stars drew Fionvar’ s gaze, and he began to chant,
quietly, the prayer of Evening as he had not done in many years, being too caught up in other things. He
was not now riding on his brother’ s errands, nor awaiting hislady’ s pleasure, nor even sawing away at
hisfiddle, though his hands missed it. Flames cast red highlights on Wolfram’ s hair, the color of the dead.
Fonvar’ sthroat ached, and something pricked at his eyes.

Quinan sat quietly, watching his companion, until the prayer was done. “Y ou will takehimto his



Goddess.”

“Yes, | will.” Fonvar brushed hissilent tearsaway. “If the Lady iswilling, hiskiller will shortly follow.”



Chapter 27

“Go to your tent,” the duchess said firmly. “Y ou must rest.”

“How can 17" Briannawrapped her cloak alittle tighter. “We are at war, and my lord iswandering in
darkness.” She stared down into one of the small braziersthat heated the roya pavilion. The thrones
stood before her. but she could not bring herself to sit. Duchess Elyn leaned back in her own chair, amug
of Teresan teain her hand.

“That iswhy you must rest. At dl cogts, you must carry that child.”
The young woman shot adark look over her shoulder. “To be caled hisheir.”

“We need but amidwife to announce the pregnancy, and we will stand asregentsfor the child. | wish
you could have been wed by now. but it cannot be helped.”

“Hewill not die!” Briannawhirled to her grandmother, her face pale. “1 will not hear you planning for his
death!”

“| am glad to see that you fed so0 strongly about that. Neverthel ess, plans must be made.” Her eyeswere
astwin sgpphires, at once cold and gleaming.

“Can you have no fedings, even for this? He s your grandson, and your king!”

“Of course| havefedings!” The duchesswas on her feet, and seemed to tower up in the eerielight. “My
heart was torn from me the day my daughter died!” She flung the mug away, heedless of the hot liquid
gplashing across her chest.

“Forgiveme,” Briannastammered, but Elyn was not through.

“I have waited fourteen years to see her murderer brought to justice, and no man or woman or unborn
babe will stand in my way. for that justiceis at hand!”

“Do therest of usmean o little to you that you would see us die to avenge yourself upon one man?’
“That one man took my home and country; he took my joy and left me empty.”

“And Rhys, hewas her joy. was he not?’ Brianna asked softly. “Heisthelast of her upon thisearth.”
Her hands caressed the life within her.

The duchess stared at her with unseeing eyes. She jerked when the curtains were thrust aside and
anxious guardstrotted in.

“Isdl well. Excdlency?Y our Excdlency?’
“What news of the king?’ she asked, her voice resuming its accustomed weight.

“I have none. Excellency,” the man replied hesitantly. “Gwythym isjust returned escorting the wounded
and prisoners, he may havetidings.”

“Fetch himto me.” As heturned to go, she caled out, “What of Cgptain Fionvar?’

“No sgn. Your Excdlency, snce the scream. That Bernholt giant returned but he will not spesk to us.



Should | spare men for the search?’
She shook her head. “Go.”

Briannalooked sharply back to the fire. “ Rolf of the Prince’ sMercy, heis caled. He might speak to
rre”

“You may go.” Theduchess held her chin high. “1 will send you word of my grandson if thereisany.”

With abrief curtsy. Briannaturned for the curtain-door which was held aside for her by blood-spattered
hands. Gwythym nodded to the lady and entered. “Y our Excellency.” He bowed deeply and approached
carefully when she did not turn.

“What news of theking?’

“He broke the enemy’ s shield wall and rode on. Excdllency, and LyssayfSonyawith him. | lost sght of
them in the fighting, but one of the wounded saw them dismount not far from the funeral ground. A
prisoner told me that he then raised a dead man. and with those three, went to the castle.”

“Tothe castle? The man must belying.”

“He snot the only onetelling thistale. Many of Thorgir’s men surrendered to us, offering themsdlvesin
the service of the True King.” He grinned. “1 warrant it was the wizard who raised the dead, but our
young king isaready making hislegends”

They stared a one another for along moment. “Have you any other news?’ she breathed.

“Only that we have broken the resistance by the temple. With the coming of night their archers can do us
little harm. The men are eager to follow their king, but the captains daly over the remnant of the enemy
and will not command another charge.” Hisface was bright. “1 was on my way here to seek your
command.”

“Can we make good our attack in darkness?” She crossed her arms. “| was rather expecting an embassy
from the Usurper after we breached hiswall.”

“Heisnot as great acoward as rumor would make him. No doubt he waits for reinforcements from
behind our lines”

“He cannot get them. Athelmark was unexpected, but till the nearest. Even had he sent for others at the
sametime, they cannot prevent our entering the city and laying Siege to the castle proper.”

“They might arrive a any time now if they march through the darkness.”

“Givethe order, then. No—hand me my cloak. | shdl givethisorder mysdf.”

Jordan peered into the gloom beyond the narrow opening. “ Thereisan army in the temple!”

Evaine offered him adistraught nod. “1 fear the castle has not been made ready for the True King's
return. Those men await your assault.”

Lyssalaughed sharply.

The guards shared worried glances, unsure if they should obey their queen’ s command.



“Well”—Kattanan turned to Lyssa—"we are now afive-person assault; perhapsthat betters our odds?’

She grimaced, tilting her head to examine thewall. “1sthe mason’ sway ill open from the vestibule to
thewd|?’

“I believeit may be,” Evaine sad.

“A pathway opens, Your Maesty. | hopeit islong enough, or yourswill be the shortest reign in history,”
Lyssasad.

“Lead on.”
“What about these?’ Jordan bobbed his head to the guards.

A horn blast startled the little gathering, and they turned to see horse- and footmen launching toward the
castle. Within, acaptain cried orders, readying the defense.

Jordan and Kattanan shared awild look, then Lyssa grabbed the king’ s arm, hauling him off-balance
toward the dark wall of the vestibule. Evaine gathered her skirts and ran after, followed by Jordan, with
the silent wizard in hisarms. Not amoment too soon, for armored men began to pour out of the temple,
and they had barely gained the safety of the passage. The guards struggled to reach them or sound an
alarm, but were swept asde and lost in the confusion.

A gap inthewall formed a passageway left open to dlow the workers a more direct route to the well in
theinner court. Lyssaled them between pillars and mounds of paving stone intended for the floors of the
inner chambers, aseries of dark cdllsand partid galeriesfor the clergy who would serve there. Her
companions sumbled after, gasping with relief when they finaly won through to the courtyard. Jordan lay
the wizard down beside the well. He stroked her brow, smiling when her eyes fluttered open. “How do
you fare?’

“Tired.” she said. The moonlight increased the pallor of her features.
“What can | do?’

She shook her head weakly, shutting her eyes. The Liren-shaleaned back against the stone aso, taking
deep breaths.

“Where now?’ Kattanan asked.

Looking up from adraught from the wdll, Lyssashrugged. “ This expedition isnot my folly, Mgesty. Why
not wait herefor the victoriousarmy?’

In answer, he gestured toward Jordan. “Y ou said yoursdlf that we were not up to this. And | am not
certain we should linger so closeto thewall, in case they bring the catapultsto bear.”

Evaine looked from oneto the other in surprise. “ Then you came here only to escape the battle?’

“Why did you think we came?’ Lyssa snapped. “We have two injured members, one but lately returned
tolife, and | cannot defend the king in pitched battle. Just what did you think we planned to do?’

“I know what my husband is now. and myself by extenson. | thought you came for us, to capture the
usurpers,” she murmured.

Jordan laughed. “ Of course we shall capture the Usurper!”



“You aremad! Or do you jest with us?’ Lyssa narrowed her eyesat him. “Isthiswhen we go to Thorgir
and demand his surrender?’

“No,” said Kattanan thoughtfully, “he will cometo us, anyplace we choose.”

“Great Goddess!” Lyssaexploded. “Have you dl taken leave of your senses or forgotten wherewe
ae?’

Kattanan walked once around the well, frowning, arms crossed. “He will comeif you arewilling to help.”
Helooked to Evaine.

“You arethe TrueKing,” was her reply. “The Lady has shown me my wrongs, and | repent of them. Let
me redeem mysdlf.”

“You haveaplan, Your Mgesty?’ Lyssaasked.

Kattanan nodded. “Evaine will tel her husband that I’ ve been captured when | crossed thelinesinavan
attempt to reach my friend. If | do not miss my guess, he wants his people to believe | do not even exist,
30 he should be eager to come and dedl with me himsalf.” His face seemed suddenly to have logt its
youth. “ Does the queen’ s garden till open out into the orchard?’

“A smdl gate, near overgrown. Your Mgesty,” Evaine said.

“I would like to meet him there.” His memory flashed back to dawn, and the scents of blood and
lavender.

“And we d be ableto get out through this gate?’ Lyssa asked.

“It isthe way my mother intended for my own escape.”

“There may be archers on the wal above, but they will be expecting enemies from without,” Evaine said.
“She can bring him to you, Y our Mgesty. What then?’ Lyssainquired.

“Wefind away to disarm and bind him, and bring him out with us.”

“Why not just...?" Lyssatrailed off, glancing toward the queen. She nudged the sword that hung by her
Sde

Kattanan shook his head. “ There are too many he has wronged. He should live to see those things set
right.”

Evaine nodded. “And [, too.”

“Thenit'sagreed.” He kndt by Jordan. “I may need your sword.” Kattanan whispered. “Are you well
enough?’

Jordan met his gaze. “When the time comes, the Liren-shawill not fail you. Mayhap that donewill disarm
him.” He flashed his most daring grin, but Kattanan could see the darkness of hiseyes and theway his
bresth till labored.

“We must go. then.” From the direction of the temple came the cries and clangor of battle, apparently
creeping closer.

With adeep breath. Jordan rose and gathered the wizard to his bare chest once again. She pressed her



faceinto his neck with alittle sgh. At thefirst step, he sumbled, and Lyssa caught him. 1 can carry her.”
shesaid, looking down at the other woman.

Jordan glanced from one to the other, and nodded. “ Thank you.” He carefully placed thewizard in
Lyssa sarms, and thefighter held her gently against her armor.

“Evaine” Kattanan said, “will you lead us?’

She nodded. “1 know away little used, from the old temple up to the queen’s chambers. | found it most
welcome.”

Lifting her skirts once again. Evaine took the lead. Kattanan followed, with Jordan beside him, while
Lyssafollowed after. “I wish | did not fed sotired,” Jordan murmured. “I hope | can be of some good to
yw.”

“Jugt solong asyou livethrough this, | don’t careif | must doit dl mysdf” Glancing up a histutor.
Kattanan added. “| fedl such acoward, running for safety and creeping about in the dark.”

“On the contrary. Your Mgesty,” Evaine put in, “those who saw you at the temple spoke of your horse
flying over the defenders and of starlight in your hair.”

Helet out aharsh laugh. “They will be dreadfully disappointed to meet me. then.”
“I think not, Your Mgesty.”

“Nor |,” Jordan said. “Y ou have the opportunity hereto personaly deliver the Usurper to Duchess Elyn,
and | believe you could do it done. Y ou are the True King, and he knows it. He has claimed you deed
for years, and may believe that the attack on the monastery indeed killed you. His men have been telling
him grand stories of your coming. Look himin the eye, let him believe you are aghost and alegend, the
hand of the Lady come to take back what he stole from you. And the Lady iswith you.”

“Wolfram said so once, and look what happened to him,” Kattanan pointed out.
Jordan shook his head. “Whatever happened, | do not think he feared it.”
“I'am not Wolfram, and | am afraid.”

“Of courseyou are. You are not used to being aking or aghost or alegend. | have some experience
withthelast two. I'll teach you dl | know.”

“And kingship? Is not aking expected first to be aman?| cannot claim even that without lying.”

“Isaman defined by flesh done? Isthat dl?1’ [l wake the wizard and get you someillusory teticles!”
Jordan shouted, flinging hishandsin theair. “Look a Thorgir! Or King Gerrod—both whole men, both
cruel, murdering swine, isthat al you aspireto? Great Goddess! If ballocks are dl it takesto be agood
king, then take mine!” He fumbled with his pants. “ Give me aknife, and |et’ stake care of thisright herel”

Evaineturned away sharply, but the others stared at Jordan standing suddenly naked in the hal before
them. Lyssa blinked in astonishment. Obliviousto her gaze, Jordan locked his eyesto Kattanan's.

The younger man had stopped trembling, the shock dowly leaving hisface. Jordan’slean, scarred body
glimmered with swest in the faint light. Kattanan could not look away.

“Isthat al?’ Jordan repested intently.



Kattanan shut his mouth and folded hisarms across his chest. “No one,” he began softly, then cleared his
throat, and began again with sudden strength, “No one speaksto the king that way.”

Jordan grinned, though tearswerein hiseyes. “No, Your Mgesty.”

Tearsglistened in his sudent’ seyes aswell. “Put your pants on. We have work to do.”



Chapter 28

After dismissing the few servantswho lingered in her chambers, Evaine ushered the companionsinto the
garden. Kattanan nodded to her. and she set out upon her mission. Together, he and Jordan crossed to
the gate and motioned for Lyssato follow when they had unlocked it. Groves of fruit trees shielded the
gate from the other side. Here, she set down the wizard, and straightened. “Where do you want me,

Majesty?”

He considered amoment. “Wait here, ready to comeif | need you. Keep an eye out for soldiers. |
expect they are patrolling somehow. Oh—and listen for our scouts. They’ll be on horseback, just insde
theforest.”

“How am | supposed to hear that?’

Hefrowned. “1 should be my own lookout.”

Jordan gave aglimmer of agmile. “Isthereareason | shouldn’t stay hereto listen?’

“I'd likeyou with me”

“But he' snot well,” Lyssapointed out. “ Surely it makes more sense for me to be with you.”
“Maybe so but | need him.”

She snorted and turned to peer into the trees. “I'll be here.”

“Thank you. Lyssa.” The pair walked back to the middle of the garden, but Kattanan glanced again
toward the gate and sighed.

“This placeis more to you than an escape route you did not take.”

“Yes.” They reached the bench, and Kattanan sat down uneasily. “ Thisiswhere | last met my uncle. He
killed my mother here.” He studied the new stone of the pathways.

“Kattanan.”
He looked to Jordan.

“All thosetimes| teased you about being |eft at the monastery, how it was your fault.” Jordan said gently.
“l amso sorry.”

“I knew you weretrying to tell me that you would never leave me. Lyssa and the wizard told me what
happened to you. | am sorry | did not trust you more.”

“Y ou have not heard the half of it!” Jordan grinned. “Y ou and | will Sit by afire, drinking Teresan tea,
and tell each other every bit of the last Six years.”

“And | should like to know how amonk becomesthe Lirenshaaswdll.”
“Actudly, it was the other way ‘round.”

Kattanan looked up suddenly, listening intently. “1 hear Evaine sfootsteps and his. Go! | want him to see
me done and think for just amoment that he' swon.”



Jordan rose, but leaned to touch Kattanan's shoulder. “ Y ou are not done,” he whispered. They shared a
brief smile, then Jordan disappeared into the shadows.

Kattanan took adeep breath, making the sign of the Goddess. “Ladly, if you let uslive through this, | will
learn any dance you ask,” he murmured toward the sky. Then he dipped his hands behind him asiif
bound and waited for hisuncleto find him in the garden.

Evaine spoke softly, but Thorgir cut her off as he opened the door. 1 said wait here, | would see him
aone” Heturned through the door, and aferal grin crept to hislips. Bringing atorch, he stepped into the
garden and shut the door. Kattanan heard abar dide behind hisuncle. Still he waited.

“ S0 you are supposed to be King Rhys.” Thorgir approached dowly.
“I antheking.” hereplied.

Thorgir stopped and snickered. “Y our voice betrays you. Impostor; hisvoice would beashigh asa
child's, or awoman’'s.”

“Do you not know me?’

“Of course, you are an actor hired to portray a castrate, doing avery poor job. Y ou are agood likeness,
or isthat magic?’ Hewaked again, holding the torch aoft.

“Oh, ay there, Uncle”

“Why?" the other barked, immediately sdestepping, looking sharply abouit.
“That iswhereyou killed my mother.”

“Shewas crazy, shekilled her sons—"

“Stop lying!” Kattanan was on hisfeet, hands till behind him. “Y ou and | arethe only men divewho
saw! | was here.”

“Guard!” hecdled. “Youin the shadow, your prisoner is getting rowdy!”

“Whose prisoner?” Jordan answered tightly, stepping from the shadows. Two swords, provided by
Evaine, hung at hissides. He stood at ease, amiling.

Kattanan lifted hisfather’ s sword. “ Even your sword isalie. Uncle.”
Thorgir tore his gaze from the Liren-sha. “Y ou are both illusond! Y ou are dead!”

“What, at Strel Arwyn’'s?” Kattanan stepped toward him now. “Did you kill the abbot yoursdlf, or did
servants do that for you aswell?”

“No one survived that firel” The sword wavered back and forth between the two men. “Men of the
Goddessreturned to the stars.”

“For that done, | should bury you.” Jordan said, “as you tried to have me buried.”
Thorgir took two steps back. “Evaine!”

“Shewill not help you.” Kattanan advanced alittle farther. “ She repented of her wrongdoings. How did
you think we got here?’



“Through the gate. Evaine!”
“Locked.” He plucked her key ring from his belt and tossed it to hisuncle.

Thekeyslay at hisfeet, glinting in the flickering light. Thorgir glanced down, then back to Kattanan. “My
right-hand man saw them cut you! Y ou are aeunuch.”

“I am abetter man than you, Temple-burner. Drop your sword, and | may yet grant you mercy.”

“Nothing isin your power to grant,” he snarled, thrusting the torch into astand by the path to grip his
sword with both hands. “I am king here, no matter who you are. | have armies at my command.”

“Have you not heard?’ A strange compassion grew in Kattanan' svoice. “Y our wall is breached; my
soldiers overrun your temple and your common; your own soldiersflock to the banner of the True King.
Uncle, your day isdone.”

“No!” he cried, launching himsdlf toward Kattanan.

As Kattanan sprang aside from the wild swing his eyesflicked to Jordan, who stood at the ready but
made no move, then his attention was on his opponent.

Thorgir had gained some sixty poundsin the years of hiskingship. His beard showed more gray than
brown. Hislips sneered, but his eyes were wide with terror.

Seeing this, Kattanan legpt to the offensive. Even as he lunged, parried, and lunged again avoicerang in
hisears. “ Fear no blessing,” it chanted, “ take no revenge.” He pushed it back, remembering his
mother, hisbrothers, hisfather’ sface only dimly.

Thorgir scrambled to put the well between them, and they circled warily. “Y ou are a poor swordsman,
Impostor.”

“Asareyou, Usurper.”

“My brother was dead; the throne should have been mine!”

“By what law? Hiswife and three heirs yet lived!”

“Not for long. | should have killed you in this garden thefirst time.”

“Now isyour chance, murderer.” Kattanan backed away from the well, letting his sword point drop. “ Or
will you yet hide from me?’

“I'am not hiding!” Thorgir moved out from behind the stones, but no nearer.

“You are. | can hear itin your voice. Y ou are afraid of me because | should not live, should not be as
you see me. You are afraid because the Liren-sha should not live, yet heis my second. Y our wife has
betrayed you to me; that, too, | can hear.” He stood very still and felt hisanger ebbing away. “ Speak
agan, Uncle, tell memore.”

“No!” Hisvoice was strange, harsh and yet broken.
Kattanan did not move, for amoment his eyes were shut. “ Y ou do not want to kill me,” he breathed.

“Youmus die.” Thorgir lurched forward again, and till Kattanan did not move.



Jordan dipped out hisleft-hand sword, tensing.

“Y our voice betrays you, Uncle,” Kattanan whispered. “Y ou are afraid because you do not want meto
die” Sowly helowered hissword, watching Thorgir’ sface.

Blinking fiercely, Thorgir advanced. “ Of course | want you deed. | tried to kill you before, and now.” He
held his sword in shaking hands and raised it.

Kattanan put out one hand to stay Jordan’ s sudden movement. “Why, Uncle?’ he asked, his voice soft,
comforting, forgiving. “Why will you not kill me?’

Their eyesmet, and Thorgir’ swere full of tears. “Why did you cometo me?1 did everything | could to
you! Y ou should have hated me. should have run away, or stayed by her or hit me or something,
anything!” The voiceroseto aragged cry. then fell back to awhisper. “ Oh. Rhys, why didn’t you run?’
The sword clattered to the ground. Thorgir sank to his knees and wept.



Chapter 29

A hint of dawn touched the sky. lighting the tips of the banners. Breezes played with the pennants and
rattled the Sege engines, which awaited daylight. Wearily walking the long way around the city. Kattanan
led his companions. Evaine had remained in her chambers, eyes brimming with tears at the sight of her
husband bound and gagged. She would await full dawn to surrender the city. It was not until they once
again reached the temple ground that they were able to acquire four horses from an awestruck squire. As
they passed, the soldiers roused themsalves. Those clustered around the temple kept a deepless watch,
waiting for dawn'’slight to finish the conquest they had begun. When the riders reached camp, with
Thorgir bound to ahorse that trailed Kattanan's, the king asked his heralds for silence.

“These men fought hard, let them deep,” he told the trumpeter. “ They will waketo adifferent world.”
“But, Your Mgesty, can we not spread word to those who kept the night?’ the man asked.

“Tell them only that war isdone. | wish to bring the news to the duchess mysdlf.”

The trumpeter bowed very low and trotted off about his business.

A little farther dong the path, Kattanan turned in his saddle, looking past his prisoner to Jordan. “The
heders hut isdown there.” He gestured toward adistant flag. “You'll find me a the roya pavilion, with

teaready.”

The Liren-shanodded gravely, reining his horse awkwardly in the new direction. The wizard dumped
againg him, rubbing her eyes.

Lyssawatched them go, then hurried to catch up with the king. On both sides, groggy knights and
footmen rose at their passing and bowed. Kattanan took no notice until they finally reached the great
pavilion. The guards there likewise bowed, and moved asif to announce him, but he stopped them.

“Ismy grandmother within?’
“Aye, Your Mgesty. Adeep, unless| missmy guess.”

Kattanan nodded. Darkness circled his eyes, and great weariness was on him, but he smiled and shook
back his hair. Self-conscioudly, he glanced to his soiled garb and the armor he had taken off, which now
burdened hishorseand Lyssa's.

“Y ou are quite handsome enough, Mgesty,” she said, diding down from her horse. “What of the
Usurper?’

Thorgir' seyes above the gag flashed at this till, and he straightened.

“Keep him for mealittle longer. | would speak with her lone amoment before | share that piece of
news.”

“Asyouwish. Mgesty.” Sheturned her atention to the prisoner, cutting the bonds a hislegs and hauling
him down. * Stand, you, and don’t imagine you can run from us.”

He growled low in histhroat, but did as she bid him, stretching hislegs asthey waited.

Pushing aside the flap, Kattanan ducked into the tent. The braziers fill burned, and afew bright candles



aswdll. Her cloak flung about her, Duchess Elyn dumped in the throne, snoring softly. One arm dangled
from the chair, just above asmall object. As he bent over her, he recognized the miniature portrait from
his chamber at the manor. Her face creased with worry even in deep, though it seemed not so hard as
usua, perhaps because the piercing eyes were closed. Suddenly, she jerked and pulled herself erect.

Kattanan stood back alittle. “ Good morrow. | understand you have the only stock of Teresan tea, and |
amindireneed.”

Elyn pushed hersdlf up. tugging her clothing into place. “Y our Mgesty!” She started toward him. then
stopped herself the flash of relief swept away. “I heard that you entered the castle. Not to conference
with our enemy. | trust”?’

“I did not enter for that reason, but | have had speech with him.”

“What? Have you surrendered us?’ Her hands clenched into fists,

“Peace, Grandmother.” He did not shrink before her, and once again her brows twitched her surprise.
“Tdl me”

Kattanan shook his head. “The sun isrisng. Come outside with me.” He offered her hisarm; she glanced
a him suspicioudy.

“Who areyou?’

“I anKing Rhys” he said quietly. “I am what you wanted of me.”

“I think not. | shall discover your secret.”

His shoulders drooped, and he lowered his hands. “Please come out, just for amoment.”

She breezed past him and stopped short in the doorway, so that he had to dip around her to win free.
“What magicisthis?’

Thorgir locked hiseyeson hers, holding hishead high.
At Kattanan’ s nod. Lyssa stepped up and untied the gag.
“Elyn, it has been too long,” Thorgir said. “1 would offer to kiss your hand, but my own are occupied.”

A smilegrew on her lips, and she stepped out to walk around him. “1 much admire this garb on you.
Who isyour taillor?’ She glanced to Lyssa, who shook her head and pointed back to Kattanan.

“| did not even seethe dud, Excellency,” Lyssasad.

The duchess s eyebrows rose. “Can thisbe true?’ She looked from one man to the other, and Thorgir
turned away. She laughed aloud and smacked her pamstogether. “ Thorgir, you worm, you are mine!”
She stdked around him again, gaze sharp.

From the gathering that built around them, avoice called out, “ Y our Mgesty!” and alady’ sfacelit with
joy.

“Briannal” The crowd cleared between them as Kattanan dashed toward her. She hdd out her arms, but
he stopped short. “ Have you heard from Fionvar?’



Her amsfdl. “Why should 1?7

Kattanan stared at her, but Rolf, coming up behind her, swept him up in ahuge embrace. “ Yelivel Thank
the Lady!” He set him down gently, adding, “Yer Mgesty.”

Theking smiled briefly. “It' sgood to see you, Rolf. Can you help mefind Fionvar, and Wolfram?’

“If that' syer wish, I'll takeye asfar as| got before the bastard jumped me. | had my hands at his
throat”—his great fingers clenched—- Orie, | mean, then his brother wrestled me down. | knocked my
head,” Rolf broke off, touching the wound. He looked away. “1 was not there.”

Kattanan put a hand out to hisfriend. “Nor was |. So we must be there soon.”
“Y e seem more concerned for the other than for HisHighness” Rolf grumbled.

“I am more concerned for him because | do not know if helives.” Anger flared in hisvoice, and he
added, “1 regret Wolfram’ sloss more than anything, but Fionvar has done well by me and deserves
better than hisrewards so far. Lead me where you can, but | will not hear words against him.”

Brianna sface paed, and she swayed on her feet. Kattanan caught her against him, lowering her to the
ground. “1 thought | had lost everything.”

“I am here.” His concern showed plainly.

“Do you even care for me?’ she murmured.

“I do. And | think that you need deep and food, apparently even morethan1.”
The duchess crouched. “Are you well? Y ou have not gotten therest | ordered.”

“No.” shereplied, “but my king has come home; | think | can rest now. Bring me word, would you?’
Shelet hersalf be helped to her feet.

“I' will.” he promised, and wondered where her own concernslay. A pair of guards came to escort her
back to her tent, and he told them, “Be sure the lady has dl that she needs, and send ahedler for her.”
Quickly heturned back to the task a hand. “Lyssa, are you coming?’

“They’remy brothers.” she snapped.

“Your Mgesty is not going off again whilethe world isyet in darkness,” the duchess said. She stood as
firmly as ever, but seemed to have shrunk, or smply grown much older.

“Two of my friends are lost in the woods, Excdllency.” With aglancetoward the slent Thorgir, he
dipped past her, followed by Lyssaand Rolf, who nodded to the duchess with afierce grin. “A king,
indeed.”

She could only watch them go.
“Firgt to the hedlers, to ask after Jordan.”
Lyssanodded. “ Shouldn’t we bring more assistance, Mgesty?’

Kattanan frowned. “\We may not want to share too much of whatever has happened there, especidly
with wizardry involved.”



“I knew it,” Rolf said.
“The wizard—Alswytha—may be ableto tell us something, if sheisawake.”

Not only was she awake when they arrived, she was doing her best to confound the healers and Jordan
both. “1 was not unconscious al night,” she snapped, pulling away from aflustered-looking woman. “I
was gathering my energies. | have them now, thank you.” Shewas clearly tired, but much of her color
had returned, especidly in the angry flash of her eyes.

“My lady,” Jordan said, with asmile, “you do seem much improved, asde from your dispostion.”
She glowered a him briefly, but aghost of asmiletraced her lipsaswell.

Both turned their attention when Kattanan entered. The healers bowed and stepped back. “I am glad the
patientiswell,” Kattanan said, but his expresson was grim.

“What isit?” Jordan asked, instantly concerned.
“Fonvar' s not back vet. nor have any seen sign of him or Wolfram since they Ieft yesterday afternoon.”

“Thereisaclearingwith alargetree,” Alswythabegan, diding off thetableto the ground, “it'sdown a
dope.” Sheamed another glare at the hedlers. “If wefind the right direction. | may be able to trace the

megic.”
Rolf snorted. “1 know the way we set out in, anyhow.”
“Areyou well enough?’ Kattanan asked.

“No,” thewizard replied lightly, “but | do feel”—shelooked hard at Lyssa—"“responsiblein acertan
way. | an coming.”

Full light had reached the valey, though it was till dark beneath the trees, and they could hear the bright
horns caling the camp into motion. The smal party blundered through the woods. Findly they emerged,
blinking, into the clearing Alswytha had described.

“Great Goddess!” Kattanan cried, sprinting toward the two men who lay at to thefar side. Even ashe
did so, one of the bodies stirred and passed a hand over hisface.

“Thank the Lady!” Lyssasaid as her brother sat up dowly.

Fonvar’ sfrown was quickly replaced by agrin as he saw Jordan and scrambled to hisfeet. “Wizard's
Bane!” He embraced Jordan with hisgood arm, tears gleaming in hiseyes. “1 thought you were dead.”

Startled, Jordan returned the embrace. “I was. The wizard brought me back.”

Fonvar pulled away, glancing toward the wizard, who had gone to knedl beside Wolfram. “Can she...?’
he asked, afaint, wild hopein hisvoice.

Alswytha shook her head as she studied the wound on Wolfram'sarm. A mask made of bark and leaves
covered hisface with an amost comical expression of peace. She lifted it, Sghed, and replaced it gently.
“Thereisnothing. All ties have been severed. Did any blood spill 7’

Fonvar, losing any hint of asmile, came beside her. “No. He seemed to—to take it into him.”

“Bury it!” she cursed, one hand resting on the dead man’s shoulder.



Kattanan had settled by hisfriend’ s head, touching his hair with reverence. “Has a death chant been sung
forhim?’

Fionvar shook his head.

Swallowing hard. Kattanan rose to hisfeet. Jordan met his gaze and nodded. He began, very low. and
Kattanan's new voice joined him. It did not soar above, the way hisformer voice had. but had agraceful
range and rich sound that made their hearts nearly hush to hear it. There was no other sound in the forest
asthey sang, even though tears ran on the faces of the listeners. Jordan paused after three verses, the
number of royalty, but Kattanan went on. and Jordan followed, until they reached seven, the number of
holiness. When they had finished, sun shone down through the gap in the treesand lit their hair and
featureslike pure gold.

Severa minutes passed before anyone moved. Lyssatook afew stepstoward her brother, surprised by
thetearson hisface. “I’ ve never seen you like this. Fion. He was closeto you.” she murmured.

“I did not think anyone could say so much to mein so short atime.” he whispered. “And he died for me.”
“What do you mean?’

“Orie had the power to use someone € se' s blood, to heal himself. | think. He had taken some of mine,
during the fight. Wolfram stopped when Orie threatened me, then he alowed thisto happen.” He made a
gesture toward Wolfram’sbody. “He let himself bekilled so that | would live.”

Rolf growled low. glaring a Fionvar. “Why?What hold did ye have on him?’

“I don’'t know. Surely | did nothing deserving of that.” The anger that once would have flared now did
not, and he looked on the huge man with only sadness.

Kattanan said, “1 do not think he would have killed to save his own life, but he would dieto save
another’s.” He started to look around the clearing. “ Perhaps we can make a stretcher, to carry him
back.”

“I can carry himmysdf,” Rolf ingsted.
“Your Mgesty,” Fionvar said softly, walking to stand before him, “I’ m not going back.”
“WI,H?’

“Brianna hasleft me. and the duchess distrusts me; it’s only amatter of time before shetriesto dissolve
my influence on ether one of you.”

“| can handle the duchess,” Kattanan said, and his tone brooked no disbdief.
“| take it something else has happened. Y our Mgesty.”

“It hasindeed,” Jordan said. “ Kattanan faced his uncle, vanquished him, and brought him back to the
duchess asagift. Y ou may find your king achanged man.”

“Thenitisdone. You vewon!” Thelight returned to Fionvar’ sface. He amost laughed. “If you' ve done
this, you may indeed handle the duchess.” Thelight died quickly. “ Sheis not the only reason | haveto

go.
“Why, then?’ Lyssademanded, but Kattanan fingered alock of hishair that had been cut short.



“I don't want to loseyou,” Kattanan said. “What will you do?’

“Wolfram told me sometime ago that if | ever left you, | should go to Orie”

His audience gasped. “Why? How can you go to him after this?”

“Because | might be the only onein aposition to sop him from moving againgt Lochayn next.”
“Hewouldn’'t do that,” Lyssa scoffed. “After all we ve doneto reingtate the True King?’

“Before yesterday. | didn’t think he could kill hisown brother. | can put nothing past his ambition now.”

“Thereis something you should know.” said thewizard, findly risng. “ Severd things. Firg of dl. heisa
wizard in hisown right now. He has broken the bond with me and worked his first magic without tapping
my power in what he did to Wolfram. Has he chosen aname?’

Fionvar nodded. “He caled himsdf ‘ The Wizard of the Prince sBlood.’”

Shewinced. “If you are wise, you will not share his Name-story with anyone, especialy another wizard.
That he killed the prince may become common knowledge, but do not let out how.”

“I can't. | don't redlly know how mysdlf.”

“Thetechniqueisfrom the A-strel Nym, abook of forbidden magic—" She broke off with afrown.
Then she shook off her own worry, and resumed. “ Only three wizardsthat | know of have any part of
thisknowledge, and | believe | am the only one who knowsit completely.”

“That means Orie knowsit, t0o.” Kattanan observed, but she shook her head.

“The only time he had free access to that part of my learning was when | opened mysdlf to hed the
Liren-sha. Before that, the blood-bond we shared denied that information aslong as| did not useit. This
technique needs to work outside of my defenses, though, which iswhy | asked for your blessing to hed
Wolfram at the manor, hoping that would shield me from Orie. He broke the bond too soon, or just in
time, depending on your perspective. He does not know everything, and heis apparently not aware of his
ignorance.”

“He said that he knew al your secrets,” Fionvar recalled.

“He saw how to use the blood to hedl, but he did not see the cost. Part of the spirit goes with the blood,;
neither the wizard nor the patient is ever the sameif they have shared blood. In this case, Wolfram was
not otherwise injured. When Orie took hold of him, he took everything. He has brought too much into
himsdf.”

“So Wolfram'sspiritisindde Orig” Lyssasaid faintly.

“Inamanner of speaking. Thereisno correlation of thoughts and actions of the person so consumed, but
the impression of emotion goeswith the blood. Orie will fed as Wolfram might have felt and respond
basad on that if he cannot make the distinction between those sensations and hisown.”

“What does that mean for me?’ Fionvar asked.

“Orie and Wolfram were nearly complete opposites; thereis no way to reconcile their fedingswithin one
man.” Shelooked him in the eye and said smply, “Y our brother will go mad.”

“Oh, Mdisande,” Kattanan breathed. Faces turned toward him. “Her brother isdead, her father isa



tyrant, and her husband is destined for madness. How can she survive?’ His eyes searched the sky in the
direction of Bernholt.

“Oriewasright; you do havefedingsfor her,” Fionvar said softly.

Kattanan nodded. “I think | have loved her from the first moment | sang for her. Y ou should have seen
her face”

“What of Brianna?’ he asked. “| would not have her wed where thereis no chance of love.” Darkness
clouded hisfeatures as he looked upon hisking.

“How many timesmust | tell you that | will not marry her?’
“Then you will leave her dishonored and humiliated.”

“No,” said Kattanan. “1 will find away.” The man who had brought Thorgir back in bondage suddenly
returned. “If you must leave us, then | will keep her safe for you. When you return, she will till beyours.”

“If I return,” Fonvar said. “If shewill have me.” He stooped to pick up his sword, thrugting it through his
belt. “1 have delayed too long aready.”

Roalf grunted his agreement but said nothing when faced with the sadness of his companions.

“I will missyou.” Kattanan said. “ And there will dways be aplacefor you.” They gripped hands briefly.
“Please look out for Melisande.”

“Whatever issad of mein my absence. Your Mgesty. | serve only you. even now.”

Jordan pulled him into another quick embrace. “I’ll miss working beside you, listening to your fiddle on
those long nights. Take care.” He placed his hands on Fionvar’ s head. “ By the blood of my heart, protect
thisman from magic.” hesad.

Thewizard gave alittle smile. “When next we meet. | hope you can let go of some of your distrust of
rre”

“Wolfram found something in you | had not seen; he did the same for me. We may have morein common
than | thought.” At last heturned to hissigter. “I’m sorry | wasatyrant to you for solong. | leave theking
inyour keeping for awhile longer, and there are few | would trust with that task more than you.”

“Fon!” shecried. “That was an gpology | never hoped to hear.” She flung her aams around him for a
moment.

He started to walk away, then turned back to Kattanan. “ See that his funera is done with the highest
honor. | know that wasimportant to him.” Helet out abitter chuckle. “A shame | cannot bring him with
me and build the pyre under hisfather’ svery nose. It' sthe least of what that bastard deserves—to see
hisson held in great esteem.”

“Y ou may not be ableto do that.” Kattanan replied, “but | can. and with an army at my back.” Hissmile
was sharp. “L ook for us, Fionvar.”

“I will. Goddess keep Y our Mgesty.”

The king made the sign of the Goddess, kissed hisfingers, and shut his eyes as Fionvar vanished into the
forest, for whatever lay beyond.



Chapter 30

Theking's second procession walked dow and solemn into the lively camp. Soldiersturned, ready to
cheer those who had brought back the Usurper, but the cheers died when they saw the expressions of
the small company. Kattanan walked at its head, followed by Rolf, who held the prince tightly to him
once again. Lyssaand Jordan walked together, and the wizard trailed after, deep in thought. In thefield
before the roya pavilion, apillory had been erected to imprison the Usurper, surrounded by jeering men
and women of their alies. Thorgir bore the taunting with only an occasiond snarl a the crowd. This
activity, too. ceased, and the crowds made way. The duchess emerged from the tent with a handful of
lords.

“Whereis Captain Fionvar? | don’t see him among your number.” The duchess could not keep her smile
from cregping ouit.

“He begged leave to undertake a dangeroustask, and | havelet him.” The two stared at each other, and
those who had not seen it before now whispered of the resemblance between them. Kattanan went on,
“Prince Wolfram of Bernholt hasfdlenin my service. Hewill liein state in the temple at Lochdae and be
brought to the funeral ground at his home with al ceremony due hisrank and honor.”

“You can't be serious,” the duchess murmured, moving closeto him.

“Thisnation isnot secure aslong as Orierulesin Bernholt,” he whispered. “Don’t pretend otherwise.”
Kattanan turned away from her, addressing the crowd. “When the time comes, | will ask for mounted
guard to accompany me, up to one-third part of the army that rode with me. Y ou may wonder why pay
this honor to aman who was declared traitor to his father and to our cause. | say to you that he gave me
honor unlooked for, kindness without cause, and faith beyond reason. | hope to find mysalf worthy of his
friendship.”

“Have not earned at least a moment of your consideration?’ the duchess asked sharply.

Kattanan turned back to her with asigh. “Forgive me. Excellency. Perhaps weariness has overcome my
manners.”

“I can see we have need to speak in amore private place.” She ducked back into the tent. Kattanan
looked back for Rolf, who stood silent, wearing an unfamiliar solemn expression. By the house of
hedling, thereis atemple arranged, and priestesses who can prepare Wolfram. Will you bring him there
and day by him?’

“Asyewish.”
“If you see my squires, send them here to meet me when | am through.”

The big man nodded, bowed his head amoment, and set out for the house of hedling, thereto lay down
his sad burden.

“Jordan?’
“l am here”

“Comewith me,” Kattanan asked, with ahint of hisformer insecurity. The pair showed themsdvesinto
the tent. Kattanan paused in histo dip fresh mugs of teafor himsdf and his companion, then they walked
up to where his grandmother waited.



“What has come over you?’ she demanded before they’ d even taken seats.
“Am| to rule here or no?’
“I brought you here! So now you will refuse my counsd and dispute me before an entire army?”

“I know how much you have done.” Hisfeatures softened, and his voice now held sadnessaongside his
suspicion. “Isthat what gives you the right to treet me as somewhat less than a servant?’

“I have made you aking!”

“Y ou were not donein that. What | meant was the way you speak to me and deal with me. Y ou expect
me smply to obey your commands, and smilewhiledoing it.”

“Because you know nothing of being royad, or even being noble. Y ou are a—you have been acourt
entertainer, not acourtier, never mind understanding the intricacies of ruling over men.”

“How do you know what | know?Y ou have never asked me. Since | watched my mother die. | have
spent little time outside of castles and paaces. | have withessed weddings and festivals, judgments and
executions; | was smuggled away from arevolution by aroya family who then sold meto gain their
freedom. Of dl the things that Jordan taught me. the most important was a single word: listen. Perhaps|
have not ruled over men. but | have heard the voice of kingship from ahundred different mouths. | did
not choose that classroom, but | have learned much.”

“How can you betruly aking? Y ou are not even aman. or had you forgotten?’ Her tone was acid.
Headlowed himsdf alittle smile. “ Neither areyou.”
“That isnot the point!”

“Thenwhat is?’ he snapped back at her. springing to hisfeet. “That | cannot be king because | cannot
have children? | would not be thefirst to die without issue. Oh, but you have aready solved that problem
by forcing me together with Brianna, who is conveniently aready with child! It seemsasif you are
planning for my deeth.”

“] am acautiouswoman.”

“Y es, you planned for everything—except that | might have my own mind and spirit, and that | am tired
of being used and discarded for other peopl€'s pleasure!”

“So now that you have some power of your own, you plan to abuseit yoursdlf rather than alow someone
édsetodoit.”

“No. | planto treat peoplefairly, to listen to them, and to help themwhen | can. | plantolive by the
Lady’ sway, with mercy and justice.”

“More pretty words. If you plan to ligten, then listen to me. What you have doneis madness! Y ou intend
to turn around and leave your place to escort a dead traitor; absurd! And you have let go aman who will
betray you a his earliest convenience.”

“Fionvar duNormand swore an oath with me and he will not bresk it. Asfor the escort for Prince
Wolfram, it isnot merely an honor guard. Orie knows better than anyone our strength, and my status
here. Will hisambition be satisfied with asingle throne when another might be within his grasp?

She sat back, and when she spoke, the fury had abated. “ Orie has been my aly for many years.”



“Whiledlying himsdf with Bernholt a the sametime.”
“Wefostered each other’ sinsurrections.” She smiled faintly. “Though hiswill be less bloody.”

“Only if he stopswhere heis. If | ridewith athird of the army as escort, he will not think us an easy
target. Hewill dso bdievethat you trust meto lead the men and that | trust you to hold the city in my
absence. If heistruly an dly asyou say, hewill assumethisis something | insisted on to honor my friend.
If not—we will be prepared.”

The duchess studied him carefully. “1 may have underestimated you, Rhys.”
Kattanan likewise settled back in his place and took another swallow. Jordan stood proudly at hisside.

“Thisisnot al we must spesk of,” she said, going on asif there had been no tension between them. “Y ou
brought back the Usurper. We expect emissaries at any timeto offer the enemy’ s surrender. Before they
come. Thorgir’ sfate must be discussed.”

“I had not thought of that.” He Spped dowly. “I assumethat you have.”

“If only there were away to dishonor him as he has dishonored us. Perhaps we might use hisfamily—"
“Absolutely not.” He stared at her wide-eyed. “Have you come dl thisway for revenge alone?’

“Not done, but in part, yes,” she said harshly. “Do you mean to tell me that was not in your mind aso?’
“Itwas” he admitted, “until | fought Thorgir last night.”

“How did you cometowin?’

“I wasfull of hatred for him, wishing | had the skill to kill him, but | did not. Then | listened to him. There
was something inhisvoice...” Hetrailed off, remembering. “1 could hear aliein him, below dl of the
others. What | heard in his voice was an echo of the time before his betrayd, when | knew that he loved
me. It wasthen | knew that he till did somewhere, that he did not want to kill me.”

“He had you castrated, was that not bad enough, or even worse?’
“l used to think s0.”
“Used to?’” she echoed, incredulous.

“For along while. | was embittered by that wound, even as Thorgir was embittered by jedlousy. | was
told that | waslessthan aman, lessthan human, and | believed. | no longer choose to believe that.”

“So you would not have him punished?” Condescension rang in her voice.

“He has committed greater crimesthan that, by far. | would have him stand trid for the murders of my
family and for the sacrilege of burning the monastery a Strel Arwyn's, any part of which will cause him to
be put to death.”

“That ismore reasonable.”
“But if he pleads guilty to these charges, then | would have his degth be swift and hisfuneral be proper.”

“Oh. Great Goddess!” She sprang to her feet. “How can | somach this after what he did to my kingdom,
to my daughter, and to me?’



“Thorgir isan abominable human being,” Kattanan said quietly. “But | said that | would rule by justice
and by mercy. After dl that you haverailed againg his crudty, how can you ask meto be the same

wey?
Her breathing was angry, her eyes were hot, but she had no retort to this.

A shout from the door flap broke their silence, and Jordan went to investigate. He returned quickly to tell
them, “The emissaries have arrived from Lochdae. They await you outside.”

“Grandmother?”’
The duchess ran a swift hand across her brow and nodded once. “ Show themin.”
She sat back in her chair, and Kattanan moved to the throne beside her.

The cloth was held aside, and asmall but well-arrayed party was admitted. Each first had to tear hiseyes
from the spectacle of Thorgir pilloried and taunted. Lyssa and some of the courtiers camein after, quietly
settling on the benches. One of the messengers bowed low, and began. “| bear greetings both sad and
joyful from Evaine duThorgir, regent of the city of Lochayn in the stead of the True King, unto that king.
She bids me say that her prayers this morning were for your mercy toward her people, even toward
those who stood by the Usurper and those of his blood who have not shown Y our Mg esty due honor
and courtesy. Her sorrow isin seeing the wrongs done you and your family these years past and ongoing,
and knowing that she and hers have had the largest part in them. Her joy isin seeing that the True King is
aman of valor and wisdom beyond hisyears, who has at last comeinto hisown. The city will lay down
itsarms before you, and the archers have quit the walls in anticipation of your return. Neither man nor
woman will stand against you and your captains. Further, she begs a boon of you.”

Here he paused, looking to Kattanan, who replied, “ Thusfar she has spoken well. What is her boon?’

“Shewishesto greet you in humility before the gate, and to wash away your righteous wrath with tears of
penitence. If you will it, she would walk before you to proclaim you to your people and beseech them to
humble aspect and to reverence.”

“Tell my aunt that | would have her greet me and go with me. but tell her further that my wrath is spent
with her gracious words, and | would not have her weep for my sake.”

Severd of the courtiers nodded their satisfaction and smiled on their king.

“She has one thing moreto ask.” At Kattanan’s gesture, he continued, “ She asksiif her hushand iswell,
and if judgment has yet been passed upon him.”

Glancing at Kattanan, the duchess answered, “Y ou may say that heis confined as befits his crimes, and
that an assembly of lordswill judge him on severa charges. If he pleads guilty to the charges, his
punishment will be swift, in accordance with the king' sjustice, and hisfunerd will be proper, in
accordance with theking'smercy.”

The man bowed to them both. “ Y our Mgesty, Y our Excellency, you have been most generous. When
may we throw wide the gates and wel come you home?’

“We shdl come before the gatesin three hours time,” Kattanan replied.

The man and his two companions bowed low and were dismissed. Duchess Elyn leaned over asthey left,
and whispered, “Why so long? We can be ready within one.”



“I am famished, and there are afew tasksto be taken care of before | can ride into that city.”

“Asyou wish, Mgesty.” Both rose, and she smiled to the audience. “My lords and ladies, Lochaynis
once again brought to itstrue heir.” A cheer rose, and she saw, with no little trepidation, that their eyes
were on her grandson and the cheer was for him, not smply for the crown.

Hedid not smile, but hisface was bright, hiseyesmoigt, for he heard a sound not far from love in those
joined voices.

After many greetings and congratul ations, Kattanan wasfindly alowed to dip out and away from the
crowd. Hissquires awaited him there and fell in with him, while Jordan went in search of fresh clothing
with apromiseto atend him beforelong. “I need aband of mourning,” the king told hismen, “marked

for roydty, if possble”
One of the pair bowed curtly and set out at atrot.
Kattanan turned to the second, asking, “How fares the Lady Brianna?’

He hesitated, then responded, “ Sheislessthan well, Y our Mgesty. Sheistaking her rest but fitfully, and
was anxiousfor tidings”

Kattanan frowned asthey arrived a his pavilion, stlanding by atrio of birches, separated from the
surrounding tents. Two guards on duty there snapped to attention. He leaned allittle closer to the squire.
“I would rather not see her for alittlewhile” Their eyes met, and the man looked concerned, but
nodded. “ She should rest if she can; and | would liketo do likewise, if | am given peace.” Thisgot an
understanding smile. “When the Liren-sha comes, admit him, but no other.” Glancing to the other two
men, he ducked into the tent.

Fruit and bread had been set out for him. but Kattanan could not bring himsdlf to eat. Onceinsde, his
knees grew wesk and he sank to the floor, hands trembling. He hugged them to himsdlf, eyeslighting
upon the crown placed at his bedside. He looked about again and pushed aside atapestry to reved a
narrow mirror. The glass showed him ayoung man, face flushed, eyes dark-circled beneath boyish curls;
the gaze was anything but childish. “King Rhys” hewhispered.

A cdl from outside let him know that Jordan had arrived, and the tall man was admitted. He wore
common clothes, the only red aband of mourning on hisarm. He entered smiling, but quickly lost the
amile and kndlt beside Kattanan. “What' s the matter?’

“Am1 aking? All | can seeismysdf.”

“Y ou expected perhaps to sprout a beard and a scepter?” He laid ahand on Kattanan's shoulder. “Last
night, and thismorning, you have been every inch aking.”

“And ill | tremble.” He displayed hishands.

Jordan’ s smile returned faintly “ Before every performance, your hands always shook like leaves.” He
took them between his own. the left callused but gentle, the right knobbed and contorted. “I do not know
what elseto tell you. except that the mirror does not show al thereisto you. | expect it will taketime
before you see aking there yoursdlf, but | assure you that many people aready do.” He paused a
moment, then asked, “ Something more is bothering you. isit not?’

Briefly he told Jordan about the mad priestessin the garden at Bernholt and their spiral dance. “1 thought
that my mother danced beside me, and my father and brothers beyond him, with the monks of Strel
Arwyn’s. She chanted something to me, which seemed strange then, but now seems more like



prophecy.”

“I wasamonk, Kattanan, | can understand the things of prophecy,” the other said gently. “What did she
say?

“Fear no blessing, take no revenge, trust awizard' sword, doubt awoman's change, sing ahopeless
prayer, hear unwanted tales, raise the man cast down, love afoe-man’s child, wed no offered hand, learn
anew dance, wak with the Goddess, sing with the sars.”

Jordan nodded dowly. “Y ou were afraid of my blessing.”

He nodded. “1 did not think of it then, this chant she gave me. Had | heard your tale unwanted things
might have gone much better for you.”

“Y ou raised Wolfram when hisfather cast him down.”
“And will raise him again to send him to the sars”

Jordan smiled. “1n away. She has spoken to you. Few men. even monks, can say that they were given
so direct amessage from the Lady.” He told what he had seen when he lay dying, how the Lady cameto
him and he wasforgiven. *'Y ou must have thought your prayer was hopeless.”

“‘*Wed no offered hand’ seems clear to me, but it might destroy Brianna, not to mention what my
grandmother would do. | cannot refuse her without disgracing her, and | would not be untouched ether.
Now I’ ve promised Fionvar to keep her for him. | don’'t know what to do.”

“Nor dol, but I will dowhat | can, if you ask me.”

Kattanan gave atrembling smile. “For solong, | tried not to think about how much | missed you. | did
not think anyone would care for me so much without aso betraying me.”

“I wish there were someway | could have come to you sooner.”

“No. it wasn’'t you; it was me. | betrayed you when | could not trust your love.”

Jordan reached out to touch his cheek. “1 did not know | should have taught you trust.”
“My mother loved me, but | disobeyed her and never saw her again.”

“No wonder you were the most obedient child at Strel Arwyn’s. | went there to escapewhat | am. and |
faled utterly. Y ou were sent for smilar reasons and likewise failed. We can see full well our courseinlife,
and it scares us, SO we run away time and again. When | ran away to Strel Arwyn'’s, | thought that would
be the end of it. | would no longer be the Liren-sha. because no wizards would ever comethere. Even
when we |eft there, it took some time before my nature caught up with me. The emir’ sguardstrained me
tokill, telling methat thisiswhy | wasborn, and, like anidiot, | believed them, and | hated mysdlf for it.
It wasn't until | was chained to Alswytha, trying to make sure shelived, that | saw anything more.
Without their magic, she and Broken Shell were just two people, unableto force each other. She said it
was ardlief to have an ordinary conversation.”

“And now,” Kattanan observed, “the Liren-shais part wizard.”
“I don’t yet know what that means, except that | can stay by you.”

Kattanan smiled. “Then | shall be sure to thank her at every opportunity.”



Chapter 31

When they had rested and the time was nigh. Jordan summoned the two squires. They sprang to the task
of readying the king, pulling fine garments from the chests. Jordan stood back, watching, with astrange
light in hiseyes. With each garment of silk and thread of gold. Kattanan held himself alittletdler. His
leggings were a creamy white, topped with arich purple tunic worked with golden leaves. The silken
undershirt peeped through at his neck and wrists. When the squires stepped back, they shared asmile;
then one of them went for the crown. “ Areyou ready?’ Jordan asked gravely.

“Thetime has come.” The crown of hissires was set upon his brow. The squires seemed ready to leave,
but K attanan stopped them, prompting, “| asked for aband of mourning.”

“I don’t think it proper, Mgesty, thisisaday for—"
“Too many have died to bring meto thisday. They deserve a |east that honor.”

“Asyou wish.” He produced the strip of red cloth, marked with a crown to honor the roya dead, and
bound it about Kattanan's arm. They ushered him into the sun. He stood dazzled for amoment, then a
shadow stood before him.

“Y ou have been avoiding me.” Briannasaid. Darkness circled her eyes, and she held hersdf very
caetuly.

“I do not know what to say to you.”
“Say anything.” she pleaded, taking hisarm. “but do not leave me aone.”

He met her eyes, reading there the fear and sorrow that filled her voice. “1 will not, Brianna” He covered
her hand with his own.

She offered atremul ous smile, and hereturned it.
One of the squires cleared histhroat, gesturing toward the city.

Kattanan nodded. “1 want Lyssa and the Wizard of Nine Starsto ride in my processon. And Rolf of the
Prince sMercy, if he'll come.”

“Aye, Mgesty.” The man split off to the Sde asthey waked. Gwythym, now arrayed in afighting man's
finery, joined them with a sketch of abow, gtill adjusting hisbadric.

Duchess Elyn stood waiting on the hilltop and did not curtsy. She wore aflowing gown of icy blue, with
the chain of her duchy resting on her breast. “We do not wish to belate for this, of al things.” she said.

“They’ ve waited fourteen years dready, Excellency,” Jordan pointed out. “ Surely afew more minutes
can do no harm.”

“We have all waited long enough,” she snapped. Turning to Brianna, she began to smile, though, and her
eyeslogt some of their chill. “I am glad you are ableto join us.” Sheturned to the encircling nobles.
“Today King Rhysshdl regain hisbirthright, and we shall ride with him!” The crowd cheered and turned
to mount their waiting steeds at her gesture.

Lyssatrotted up on her own horse, grinning fiercely. “1'll enjoy rubbing thisin the faces of your horrid



cousins—no offense. Your Mgesty.”

“They are horrid, aren’t they?” Briannasaid lightly. She mounted acalm gray mare, with her skirts
rippling over the horse' stail. Her dress, too, was new, with ashort bodice and pleated skirt emphasizing
her bely.

Thewizard toiled up the hill, drawing dl eyesto hersalf because she aone till wore the grubby garb of
the day before. She stared back, yellow eyes flashing, face grim.

“Surely you do not plan to bring awizard in with us,” Elyn muttered to Kattanan, reining her horse close
tohis

“My lady, | am glad you could join us,” he caled, ignoring his grandmother. “Have you a horse?”

“No, Your Mgesty,” shereturned politely, “but | can have one at will.” She gestured with one hand, and
was suddenly holding the reins of atrim stalion dark as night without stars. The crowd around them
murmured, drawing back and shifting uneesily.

“Then perhaps you can have some more appropriate clothing,” the duchess suggested sharply, casting a
look at the Lirensha. Jordan shrugged and smiled.

“After al she has donefor us, how can you mistreat her?’ Kattanan asked, but the wizard bobbed her
awkward curtsy.

“I am here at the request of King Rhys. | remind you that you gave me aplace at your court, and | intend
to bethere.” Thewizard drew ahand over her clothes, and suddenly wore agown of black, sparkling
with glver. She set afoot in the stirrup and pulled hersdf up. As shedid o, her hair grew longer, twining
itsdf into abraid down her back. Her features, too, shifted to become aface of uncommon besauity,
though the yellow eyes ill shonefiercdly. “Isthismoreto your liking?’

“I'likeit not,” the duchess returned. “Many have places at court who will not enter the city with ustoday.
Asasgn of our good faith, we are riding without our armiesto the gate. To bring awizard in our number
would darm them needlesdy, not to mention disturbing our own loya companions. If you wish to cause
more fear and bloodshed, then smply continue as you will, with such wanton displays of power.”

Kattanan flipped hisleg over the horse and did down to the ground, shaking off hissquire’ shand. “It
seemswe are at an impasse, Excellency. | would bring her among my loya companions, you would not
extend her that courtesy. Until you find it in yourself, | am going back to bed.” he snapped, turning
toward histent.

The crowd fell suddenly silent, and the duchess let out ahiss of breath. At last she spoke. “Wizard, |
have migudged your vaue. Pleaseride with us”

Kattanan took off the crown, ran hisfingersthrough his hair, then replaced the gleaming gold and turned
around. “ Grandmother, we are dl tired, we are dl missing someone. If you will consider this, and grant
me some indulgence’—he met her eyes—*| will try to do the same.”

“Very wdl then. We are expected.” She turned her horse, and he mounted and moved beside her.
Jordan rode behind him, with Brianna at his Side, looking relieved.

Kattanan rode in silence across the plain, with the duchess sitting stony aongside. Banner-bearers and
heralds rode before, ranging out to form asemicircle at the city gate. Sowly the gate opened, and a
portculliswasraised. A smal party came forward from the shadows. The lead riders dismounted to meet
them.



Evaine, clad in the dull brown of a penitent, curtsied low before them and did not rise until Kattanan
touched her shoulder. Then shelooked at each of them in turn with tear-filled eyes. “Y our Mgesty has at
last come home. Would that | had been able to greet you sooner.”

“Evaine, you areforgiven. Let usthink of thetimeyet to come.”

Duchess Elyn’s eyes flashed, but she managed a smile. “Indeed, you cannot be held to blame for your
husband’ s vanity. Rather you are to be commended for coming now to welcomethe True King at his
own gate.”

“I bring you the castle keys.” Evaine went on, “to bear with you that you will never more be denied your
place.” She offered them, and he took her hand gently.

“Then let us go up together. | was young when | Ieft here, and | may not recal the way. Will you guide
me?’

“I will, Y our Mgesty. Finistrel smile upon you.”

At this, abark of laughter sorang up from one of the waiting figures. A tall, fair woman with sharp
featureslaughed again. “ The king isaeunuch!” Asenith crowed, crossing her arms. “Finistrel spit upon
him”

Briannareined forward afew stepsto look down on her. “Theking isthe father of my child. Asenith. Itis
you who are accursed.”

Asenith sammered and shut her mouith, flicking aglance to her horror-stricken mother. She met
Kattanan's eyes and raised her chin, but did not speak again.

Returning to his horse as one was brought out for Evaine, Kattanan caught Jordan’s eye.

“Welcome home.” Jordan whispered.

Fonvar had put adistance between himself and the city, cutting back through the woods and trying not to
think about his king’ swelcome. Wiping hisbrow. Fionvar scrambled up one of the outcrops, turning to
look back over thetrees. A cooling wind ruffled hishair. The city looked far away aready, the armies
more like milling insects than men. Still, astrain of bright horns carried on the breeze and brought asmile
to hislips. As hewatched, the banners of the king were raised on the towers, flickering in the sun.

“You have smdl friends, but many,” someone grunted behind him.

Hewhirled, hand to his sword, to find Quinan peering from behind him. “No.” He sighed. “One of my
friends has just become very great, and | was not there to see.”

“New king?’

Fionvar nodded.

The Woodman grinned. “Come.” He bounded lightly down the rock, heading farther into the mountains.
“Where?’ Fionvar cdled after, scrambling down to catch him up.

“My tribe. Y ou stay with us”



“I have someplaceto go.”

“Alwaysgoing.” Quinan said with afrown. “Tonight, you stay. Next day, show ashorter way, yes?’
“Y ou don’'t know whereI’m going.”

“Find the man who kill Walf, yes?Kill him, too, yes?’

“We Il see” Hefollowed his dark companion deep into the forest, and always higher. Hemlock trees
ruled the forest here, allowing only patchy sunlight to reach them. Even that began to fade, and il
Quinan kept hisrapid pace. The Woodman disappeared behind astone. Fionvar wearily pursued him,
and thetrall fel aruptly away so that he found himsdf dipping down a steep, rocky dope.

He caught himself on atree and regained uneven footing. Gales of laughter greeted him from al around.
They had come into asheltered valley packed with bark huts and small fires. Dark faces peered at him
from the village, split with merry grinsto reved grubby broken teeth. Fionvar dithered down the rest of
the way. More laughter chased him, but he did not turn. Quinan flapped a quieting hand at the gathering,
bringing Fionvar into along, low building. The floor had been dug down, forming Sairs at the entrance
and aledge dl the way around where many men were seated. These did not laugh, but watched him
gravely. Threefires aong the center provided flickering light and thick smoke. Pipeweed scented the
smoke, and Fionvar felt strangdly relaxed.

Quinan spoke at great length, not inviting his companion to sit or even move beyond the steps. He
gestured wildly, occasiondly pointing to Fionvar, and legping in the air, or trotting back and forth.
Suddenly he stopped short, then fell to his knees and crumpled to the ground. Fionvar jumped forward to
kned besde him, and saw Quinan’sopen, smiling eyes. A rhythmic pounding sound began asdl of the
men stamped their feet. Some had strings of bird beaks about their necks and ankles and shook these
vigoroudy.

“They likeyou,” Quinan said.

“Y ou were tdling them about Wolfram’ s deeth.”

The Woodman nodded, then sat up. “A good degth, agood story.”

“Why should they like me? All | did was stand there and watch.”

Quinan scowled like afrustrated tutor. “Wolf not choose death just for any man.”
“But why me?”

“Don’'t know.” He shrugged asif the question were irrdevant. Quinan stood up without dusting himself
off. “Later, speak death. Perhaps know then.” He turned to the other men, tugging Fionvar over to an
empty place on the dirt bench. A drumbesat began, quickly joined by flutes, which moaned and murmured
in the queer light. The men settled again, asafew crouched down on the floor with their instruments. Two
of them had small stringed instruments, with around gourd at one end and a neck topped by primitive
tuning pegs. Fonvar laughed to see these, listening to the me odies they made by plucking or diding their

fingers upon the strings.
Quinan nudged him, gesturing toward the musicians. “Why laugh? Good music!”
“I have an ingrument like that one. but | play it in adifferent way.”

“Show!” Quinan pushed Fionvar toward the players.



“Give meyour bow,” Fionvar said.

Quinan dipped the little hunting bow from his back. Fionvar sat beside one of the musicians, who handed
over hisinstrument. It was crudely made, but sturdy enough. The bell of the gourd wastoo large to hold
upon his shoulder, o helet it rest on the ground as they had, and set the bow dowly to the strings. It had
alow hum—no note that Fionvar could identify, but it would do. He did the bow gently dong the three
strings, then he shut his eyes and listened to the flutes. It took afew minutes, but he began to fee them, to
anticipate their sound, then to make his own. The flutes, one by one, dropped out until he was playing by
himsdlf, but fill using their rhythm. Around the circle, the men began to samp their feet; drums and flutes
returned, now joined by deep, strange voices. Fionvar did not open his eyes, carried by the music.

The chant rose and fell around him, and pipe smoke curled in the air.
“Speak,” Quinan’ s voice suddenly urged. “ Speak your desth. Companion.”

“I aman old man,” Fionvar began, asif he had dways known, “and sheisthere with me. | think we have
been walking, trees| do not know are around me. Welie down in the grass. Sheiscrying though | tell
her not to. She touches my hair and my face. | think sheis spesking, but | can’t hear her. Thereis
another lady, one | have aways known. She asks meto walk with her, and | do.” He opened his eyes,
fiddlefaling slent. Fionvar caught Quinan’seyesupon him. “I1t seemed so clear.”

“It wastrue.” Quinan walked to the center of the room, to take hold of asmal bundle that hung there. He
carefully unwrapped it and squatted beside Fionvar. The object inside, a small book, he opened just as
reverently, to apage marked with afeather. With alittle sigh, and anod, he passed it to Fionvar. “Read
rre”

“I amyoung,” Fionvar began. The script waslight, but clear on the pages. “I am in atemple of the forest.
My last, best friend iswith me—I do not know who heis, but heisangry because he cannot help me. He
does not know how much he will be needed when | am gone. My sister’ s husband will kill me because|
will not let him hurt my friend. My killer takes me into himsalf. He does not know what he has done, and

| pity him.”

Fonvar’ svoice cracked alittle, and atear fell onto the page. “A lady | know stands beside him. She
asksmeto walk with her, and | go, but | want to tell my friend that | forgive him.”



Chapter 32

Fonvar awoke on the floor in the longhouse, surrounded and partidly covered by other dumbering men,
with Wolfram' sjournd still clutched in one hand. He extricated himsdlf from the snoring heap and picked
hisway toward the door to stand blinking in the sunlight.

“Ah! Awake, good,” Quinan shouted, legping down from a stone where he had been smoking. He
tucked the pipe away, picking up aleather pack. “Come!” He set out for atrail that led from the valey
toward the higher peaks.

“How can it be shorter to so into the mountains?” Fionvar looked at the book in his hands, then up where
the Woodman hovered &t the valley’ srim, scowling down a him. “Fine. Short way.” Tucking the book
into hisbelt, Fionvar scrambled up behind.

The other nodded once, with abrief grin, and was off again. They climbed for most of the day. often
following no path that Fionvar could make out. Quinan did not speak much. The pack contained dried
strips of meat and avariety of nuts, to be supplemented by drinking from the plentiful streams. After a
particularly arduous ascent over boulders, they found themsalves suddenly on abroad track carved into
the mountainsde. Stone towered above, with scraggly trees clinging stubbornly, and the dope fell steeply
off totheside.

“Follow to the cave open like abox.” Quinan told him, pointing down the road.
He pushed the pack toward Fionvar.

“Y ou're not coming with me?’

The hand withdrew. “Magic blood walk thisway.”

“Magic blood? Wizards?’

Quinan nodded quickly.

“Fm not sure |l like that. How short isthisway?’

“Threesuns”

“That’ simpossible! It would be six days by the main road on horseback! I'll haveto walk over the
mountains, and still crosstheriver. Great Goddess, why did | listen to you?”

“Not over.” A glint of the familiar grin returned to Quinan’ s eyes. “Not over mountains, Companion.” He
took the pipe from hisbelt and handed it to Fionvar. “Believe.”

“Bdieve.” Fionvar snorted, shaking hishead. Heroseto hisfeet, taking in the heightsto hisleft, the long
drop to hisright. “What do | haveto lose?’

The Woodman was aready making hisway down among the boulders.

“Thank you,” Fionvar caled, then the other was gone, and he stood on hisway, aone. Wolfram’ s book
was gill tucked into his belt; Quinan had not asked for it back, and Fionvar had not offered it. He did it
out now, warm from being held close to him, and placed it with the pipeinto his pack. “Great Lady, walk
with me.” Fionvar shouldered the pack and set out.



Kattanan stood atop the highest tower of his castle. Even now, he gazed from a place nearer the center
than the edge. Wind whipped through his hair. The setting sun flamed on the horizon, and evening bells
would ring soon. He pulled his cloak alittletighter, turning to face the city. He had forgotten how cold the
nights could be, even far into summer. Music drifted up to him from the Great Hall, and occasiond faint
cheersreminded him that the celebration went on. He heard afootfall from below and dightly labored
bresthing.

“Good even, Brianna.”
“Good evening, Your Mgesty.” shereturned, with apuzzled tone. “How did you know it was me?’

Hefaced her with asmall smile. “I heard your step and your breath. Y ou found it hard to climb al those
gairs, which perhaps means you should be resting.”

She glowered. “Y ou have been listening to Grandmother, haven't you.”
“Dol ever?’ heasked lightly.

“Jordan told me where to find you,” she said abruptly. “What are you doing up here? Y ou are missed at
the celebration of your own victory.”

“I cannot stand to be there. Brie.” He sighed.

“But why? Evenif you do not dance, till your friends wish to see you celebrate, not to mention your
lords. It isimportant that they seeyou.”

“| supposeitis. | just—it feestoo strange.”
“What feels strange?” She crossed to stand before him, concerned. “ To be among those people? To be
Hedmogt laughed. “That is certainly strange!”

“But that’s not what is bothering you.” Briannalaid her hands upon his crossed ams. “Tdl me. Rhys. |
amto beyour wife.”

Heflinched, looking away. “It feels strange not to sing. The audience awaits, entertained by jugglers,
tumblers, and mingres, and | am not thereto Sng.”

“But you don’t have to do that anymore! Y ou are not an entertainer now, you are the king! Y ou need
never sng again, savein prayer, and that only if youwishto.”

“But | amasinger!” He stepped back from her, touching hischest. “I fed it here, every timethey play a
tune | know. | hear these minstrels who cannot recall the smplest ballad, and | want to jump up and
show them how it should be. | was born for song.”

“Y ou were born aprince, Rhys. It was the Usurper who made you asinger. If it had not been for him,
you' d have been alord of men and captain of soldiers, not just avoicein achoir. With the wizard' s help,
none need ever know what you were. Don't you see? Y ou are free.” Her voice dropped to an urgent
whisper, and her eyeswere bright.

“Free. Of course, how could | have missed that?’ Kattanan turned away.



“Youaren't listening!” she cried. “Look at you! Y ou rule akingdom, men and women waiting just to do
your bidding, acastle full of pleasuresal for you, while |—"

He waited a moment, but she did not speak. “While you what? While you are forced to do the duchess's
bidding, bearing achild and lying about its father?’

“No! That isnot what | meant to say. | am proud to serve. My child will know you aone as hisfather,
and it will beso! | knew thisiswhat she would want of me, but | aso chooseit. | want this child, and this
castle, and | am proud to be its queen.”

“Then you have no thought for him at dl,” Kattanan said softly.
“I have none. Heisgone, asit should be, and heisnothing. It isyour child | will bear.”
“No, itisnot! | can have no children. What happensif the baby dies?’

“What aterriblething to say!” She stumbled back, stunned as much by the force of the question as by the
words.

“Babiesdiedl thetime. If thisbaby dies, how do you plan to get another? Perhaps another fool will love
you, S0 he can father my next child.”

“Isthat what you think of me?’

“What should | think, Brianna? Fionvar loves you. Perhaps he thought that Grandmother would alow the
marriage if you were pregnant. How could he know that what he took for love was just atrap to get an
heir for acadtrate king?’

“No,” she whispered, arms about her belly.
Helooked her degp in the eyes. “Then do not tell me you have no fedingsfor him.”
She sank to the floor, weeping.

Kattanan stood a moment longer, wavering, then knelt beside her, dinging his cloak about her shoulders.
“I’'msorry,” he murmured.

“Let mebe,” shewhispered.
“You can't say hereinthewind—"
“Go away!” she screamed, her hair flying. “Leave medone!”

Kattanan staggered to hisfeet and down the spirding stairsto the door. Quickly he went insde, catching
thefirgt serving maid he saw. “Lady Briannais on the tower. She should not be done.”

The woman bobbed her head and moved for the stairs.

Pausing by amirror in the hdl, Kattanan took in hiswind-tossed curls and stormy eyes, and wondered
what Méelisande would think to see him now, a crown upon his head and akingdom at hisfeet. What he
told Briannaabout his fedlings had been true, asfar asit went. Somehow, to speak of Melisande, of the
foolish love hefdt for her, would lay him too bare. Steding himsdlf for the crowd, Kattanan followed the
music back to his party.

A dranger came up beside him and bowed before transforming into the Wizard of Nine Stars. “Welcome



back. Mgjesty.”
“Thank you,” he said, but continued to scan the crowd. “Where' s Jordan?’
“Dancing with hislady, where e se?” She gestured toward the dance floor.

Now Kattanan saw them and was surprised he had missed them before. Lyssa' s brilliant hair streamed
out as she spun through the dance. Jordan wore asmile just as bright. Both had chosen dark silks, and
they looked more than amatch.

“They are the most beautiful couple; everyone agrees,” Alswytha observed.

“Y ou could match her inamoment.” Kattanan replied. “Why not dance with him yoursdlf 7’
“I do not dance.”

“Nordol.”

“Begdes, they seem happy enough. Why should | ruin their fun?” She spun on her hedl and started off.
with no obeisanceto theking.

“I wish you would not go off without aguard. Y our Mgesty.” Gwythym came up beside him. arms
folded, watching the dance. “Y ou do make it hard on me.”

“I’'m sorry. | smply couldn’t stand to be here another moment.”
“I’'m glad you came back, anyhow, and so’ s the duchess, if | don’'t miss my guess.”

Kattanan looked in the direction of the man’ snod to see his grandmother working her way through the
crowd toward him. “Great Goddess, not now.” He sighed.

Fortunately, the dance was over, and Jordan and L yssa came bounding toward him. grinning. Jordan
wore soft lesther gloves, which did little to concedl his knobbed right hand.

“Your Mgesty, did you have anicewak?’ Lyssaasked, but Jordan frowned, releasing the lady.
“Weshould talk.”

“Please,” Kattanan agreed.

“Back to your tower?’” Jordan offered.

“No, not there.”

“I know aplace. Your Mgesty,” Gwythym put in, “if I'm alowed to lead, that is.”

“By dl means, and fast!” the king said as the duchess s bland expresson turned sour.

Gwythym led the way up aflight of stairsand down savera hallways until they stood before adoor that
was deeply carved with a pattern of intertwining feathers. “ Came upon this place while exploring”—the
man smiled—" and thought you' d likeit.” He opened the door grandly, ushering them down ashort hall
into a seven-sded room with ahigh, doping roof and windows of stained glass. Thethreeinner walls
were lined with half-empty shelves, while the center was dominated by a curved bench with embroidered
cushions. Gwythym moved about the room, lighting oil lampswith atorch from the hallway. The beams
of the celling were carved aswell, and gleamed with gilding. “I’ m thinking it was aking' s study, Y our



Majesty.”
Kattanan nodded, smiling faintly. “It will serve.”

“I'll bein the hall should you need me, Mgesty.” Gwythym made ashort bow and left, shutting the door
behind him.

“What' s the matter, then?’ Jordan asked, sprawling onto the bench.

Dropping the crown onto a cushion, Kattanan crossed his arms and frowned. “1’ ve just done the most
hateful thing, Jordan.” Hetold of Brianna s coming to the tower and what he had said to her before
leaving her intears.

When he finished, Jordan was shaking his head quietly. “Y ou know o little of women.”
“And you, who were amonk, | should take for an expert?’

Jordan briefly logt hissmile. “1 am amonk no longer. Thelast thing she wantsisfor you to leave her. She
wants you to love her, as she bdieves shelovesyou.”

“Y ou are not making sense! Sheloves Fionvar, not me. What reason under the stars does she haveto
love me? Sheknowswhat | am.”

“More than that, she knowswho you are, or thinks she does. She went to your tent every night while you
were riding to battle. Why do you think she did that?’

“Because the duchesstold her to, to make people believe that we are lovers.” His voice grew soft, and
he remembered the kiss. “ She kissed me, thefirst night.”

“And you did not object.” Jordan supplied.

A look of panicfilled Kattanan’ s eyes. “ Fionvar isthe one who loves her. She should have been kissing
him!”

“I had my first kissin abrothel not far from the emir’s palace. The guards had taken me there as a sort of
joke on the man of the Goddess. A woman | had never seen before put her arms around me and kissed
me. | had been cast out by the Goddess, why should any woman wish to be near me? It wasn't right.
And at the sametime, that kissfelt wonderful.” His blue eyes seemed not so piercing asthey had before.
“My heart and mind cried out againgt it, but my body reminded me that aMan of the Goddessis il just
aman.”

“But | am not,” Kattanan breathed. “No woman should love me.”
“I thought we had discussed this, in some dark passage.” He gave alittie smile,

Kattanan shook his head. “Manhood may not be the prime qualification of agood king. But to bea
husband, to love awoman, and be loved by her in return?’

“To give her children, perhaps, but to be loved by her? Only the heart of awoman knowswhat her love
requires. And to love her? Y ou said yourself that you loved Meisande from thefirst time you sang for
her.”

“ And now Briannawants meto love her.”

Jordan nodded. “ From what |’ ve seen.”



“I might have loved her. if not for Fionvar...and Mdisande. It would be easier to love her, and to marry
her. and better for the kingdom, too.”

“Fonvar would blame himsdlf more than you. and would agree that it is better thus. Asfor Melisande,
she might never know the difference.” Jordan noted Kattanan's quick glance. “But then again, she might.”

“My grandmother would call me afool for thinking that a princess might care for me and for alowing that
to prevent my marriage. How can | place that dim hope against the fact that this marriage would sedl the

monarchy?”

“That' snot aquestion | can answer, but | will say this, that if the question of Meisande will hold you
back from this, or any other chance for love, then you must settle the question. Y ou must stand before
her and judge for yoursdlf if she bearsyou any feding.”

“But sheismarried.”

“I know.”

“Her hushand despises me, as does her father.”
“I know that, too.”

“So how would | ever be alowed to see her?”’

“You aretheking.” Jordan gestured toward the crown between them. “Knowing how Orie and King
Gerrod fed, | should think shewould be the only person there in a position to greet you without giving
the greatest possible offense to avisiting monarch.”

“Once again, you think | should assault the cagtle” A dim amilelit Kattanan' sface.
Jordan grinned. “Y ou know that’ swhat | would do.”

Kattanan contemplated the crown for amoment. 1 did not ask for this. Even when | wasaprince, dl |
ever wanted wasto sing. Now | am not allowed that. Briannasaid that | wasfree. | have the freedom to
do anything but what | love.”

“Thewalls here are thick. Kattanan. The windows are shut, and none but Gwythym stands outside that
door.” Jordan’ s voice was as comforting asit had ever been.

Glancing about. Kattanan asked, “But what shdl | Sng?’

“I think it’ stime that you chose your own song.”



Chapter 33

After passng acold night huddled in ashalow cave. Fionvar was annoyed to find the sky overcast and
rain beginning to fal. He was doubly grateful to Quinan for the pack, for hefound it so held ahaf cape
of stitched suede. Now he pulled on the garment and chewed on a handful of nuts. With his eyesto the
road just ahead, he found that he had been joined by a set of empty footprints carved into the paving
stones. He paused to crouch by thefirgt, rubbing away grime with hisfingers. There hefelt minuscule
lettersincised. A little more cleaning reveded the text, in Strelledor, by an anonymous priestess. She had
carved the steps to show believersthe path that Finistrel had used to cross the mountains, and to bless
those who walked the same path. He followed until he saw atall cave opening, square, flanked by
columnsthat had once been figures but now bore little trace of any human hand beyond the suggestion of
hips and bressts.

“Finigrel, forgive meif | profane asacred place,” Fionvar said aoud. Then he stepped into the cavern.
The round inner chamber had ahole pierced high above, letting in feeble light and driving rain. The
prayers carved into the walls could still be made out, framing the three alcoves. The Cave of Degth drew
hiseye, to hisleft, and he was sorry he had no candleto light there, to speed Wolfram's spirit. Still, he
undung the pack to find flint and stedl. A few branches from the stunted trees near the entry provided fuel
for asmall fireby thedtar. A channel carved in thefloor alowed the rainwater to flow into abasin by the
acoveto hisright, the Cave of Life. If Briannakept the tradition, she would drink of the water in the
temple every seven days, to ask blessing for her child. Their child. Fionvar turned his back to the water,
crossing to the Cave of Death.

The dtar within was|ong enough to bear aman’s body and had been hewn from the living rock. Dim
patterns of red paint marked the walls. Waxy stumps of candles stood dong a shdlf at the height of the
|ettering, so the temple had regular visitors who prayed for the dead. Fionvar stood there gazing into the
darknessfor along while.

Sighing, heturned away at last, taking up the pack. Once more, hisfingerstraced the circle, and he
brought them to hislips. “I am not adevout man,” he said awkwardly to the opening in the ceiling, “you
know that. Y et Wolfram died in atemple of theforest, and | believe that heiswith you. He said once
that if aman takes one step toward you, that you take ten steps out to meet him. | cannot walk with you
while| have murder in my heart.” He paused amoment, and achill ran through him, asif acknowledging
hiswords. “I know | walk aone upon that path, but if you could seefit...” Hetrailed off again, looking
away. “If | could stand just once more with my lady, | will not stray from you again.” Fionvar turned on
hished.

He stopped short &t the sight of asmall woman standing at the entrance. “ Y ou are looking for the way.”
shesaid.

Taking in her bald head, Fionvar gave adight bow and said. “ Y es. Prietess. | am.”

“The Lady brought you thisfar, and it isfor me to show you the last few steps.” She passed by him to the
Cave of the Spirit, adeep recess farthest from the light. “The Nezingtrel,” she murmured, “Night without
Sars”

AsFionvar came up beside her, he knew what Quinan meant when he said not to go over the mountains.
At the back of the Cave, anarrow archway led down into the belly of the earth.

Fionvar frowned. “I'll need atorch,” he muttered.



She shook her head. “How many can you carry? The dampness inside puts them out amost asyou light
them, if you can get them lit, thet is. Besides, you'll haveto climb abit, and it's best to have your hands
free”

“Then how can | find my way?’

“The Lady provides.” She smiled, ducking under the door, and brought him to the side of apoadl.
Kneding, she dipped onefinger intoit. The finger shed an eerielight in thedim cave. “Fill awaterskin
with this, and dip your handsinto it. Asyou enter the cave, you' |l see the handprints of other travelers.”
She pressed her finger to the stone, leaving aglowing mark. “ Press your hand beside them, and follow
the hands”

“Isthismagic?’ He peered at the Stuff.

“ Almost. Those with torches cannot see the hands and lose their way.” She stood up and looked down
at him. “You'll be underground for the best part of two days.” She amiled alittle and turned away.
“Goddesswalk with you.” She vanished back into therain.

Fonvar looked again at the strange liquid, then pulled one of the two skins from his pack and emptied the
water. He held the skin in the pool with both hands, raising them, glowing, in wonder. The passage she
had left himin joined with alarger cave toward the back, across awide pond from the entrance. Water
dripped from the celling and babbled from the pond down one side of awider passage. Just beside the
opening, severa handprints were set, some quite dim indeed. Fionvar placed his mark beside them and
plunged into the earth, leaving the sky behind him.

“I wishtheking could ridein acarriage.” Kattanan grumbled, watching the horses mill about the yard
below. He leaned hisforehead against the leaded glass of the tall window.

“Yourodewdl in battle. Y our Mgesty, or so I'mtold.” Gwythym remarked.

“I flew over the heads of the enemy on a steed made more of starlight than of flesh, if you believe dl you
aretold.”

The captain grinned. “Oh. alittle starlight never hurt anyone. Mgesty.” He stroked the oiled suede one
last time over the hilt of the king’ s sword and sighed, turning it in hishands. “A thing of beauty indeed.”

Kattanan turned from the window. “I’ll try not to get any blood oniit.”

“You do that.” Gwythym returned without atrace of humor. He offered the sword hilt first, and Kattanan
did it homeinto its scabbard. The squires had | eft them donein the chamber, off about |last-minute
preparations. Dawn’slight did little to lift the shadows from the dark paneling or heavy tapesiries. The
two doors stood open, adlowing aclear view of the bustle of maids, and the echoes of the soldiers’ talk
asthey readied themsalvesin the lower hdl. “Y our tea s gone cold, Mgesty,” Gwythym pointed out.
“Shdl | send for amad?’

“No, I'll only find mysdlf distracted and leaveit again.”

The captain looked the king up and down and turned to lift the crown from its cushion. 1 should be going
withyou. Mgesty.”

“I know it.” He accepted the crown and set it on his head. “1 wish you could, but | need someone herell
cantrust.”



“You cantrust me.” Briannasaid, entering behind them. * Can you not?’ She wore aflowing gown of
golden velvet, with acirclet upon her head. Her hands gripped each other as she gazed upon him.

“Of course.” Kattanan crossed to touch her shoulder. “Of course | trust you, but there are places you
cannot go. even on my behdf. And our grandmother—"

“Thorgir is vanquished, you are king, and we are to be married on your return. She has dl that she has
ever wanted. Rhys. Ashavel.” Briannatook his hand.

“Pleasedon’'t.” he whispered, withdrawing the hand.

“I thought we were agreed.” she matched histone. Gwythym walked sdlf-conscioudy to stoke thefire.
“Now that Fionvar isgone...”

“| dill hopefor hissafereturn, and | have promised to keep you for him.”

“Heisdevoted to you, Rhys. Hewould be the first to tell you to marry me. I misshim lessand less, and
he, too, will move on.” She paused, studying him. “There’ s something el se, isn't there? Some other
reason you are afraid.”

He sighed, and faced the truth. “1. too. have loved another.”
“Why did you not speak of this before? Who is she?’ Brianna crossed her arms.
“Sheisof high rank, and sheisnow married.”

“Rhys,” Briannasaid gently, “I know it hurtsto let go, but if sheismarried, then surdly thereislittle
hope.” She touched hisarm. “Do not |et a hopel ess|ove come between us”

“I cannot let go until | am sureitishopeless”

“But her husband! Rhys, you make no sense. Look at me. | admit that | loved another, and | must so
admit that it’s better thisway. | am betrothed to you by holy lav—"

“By your own hand. Should | be bound by alock of hair, for the sake of akingdom, to forswear mysdlf
and forsake my own heart?”’

Her lipstrembled. “Must we aways hurt each other?| cometo you in grief and parting. Lay aside your
anger, cousin, if not for me today, then for what once had been.”

“So much may change again, Brianna, beforel return here”

“Then smply tel me you will return, and when you do, we will spesk of this. Perhaps then you will hear
meout?’

Hetook both of her handsin his, eyes searching her face. “1 will hear you, if you will let me sing to you
just one song of my own choosing. | know you do not want to be reminded, but you must know who |

“Do you know, Rhys?’ she asked. “Do you know who you are?’” She shook her head. “No, forgive me
for asking. When you return, | will hear you sing.”

They embraced and held each other along time, then broke gpart and offered awkward smiles. “In the
meantime, you will take care of yoursdf,” Kattanan said.



“And you. Your Mgesty.”
Gwythym cleared histhroat. “ Shall we go down, Mgesty, my lady?’

Kattanan offered Brianna his arm, and they |led the way down the corridor toward the broad front airs.
They had not gone far, however, when a breathless Jordan dashed up and made allittle bow.

“Forgive my tardiness. Mgesty.” Hisface was flushed, and he seemed not to be sure whether to smile or
frown. “| was detained by alady.” Hewore black gloveswith hisriding garb and two swords at his
wag.

Lyssaswept into view behind him, wearing her armor, with her war hammer at her sde. Her radiant red
hair streamed over her shoulders, and she glowed. The badge of the Sisterhood that had always hung at
her side had been replaced by the badge of the king.

“Jordan, isthere something we should discuss?’ Kattanan narrowed his eyes.
“Time enough for that on the road.”

Lyssabowed, then winked at the king and fell in with his guards behind. Briannaraised her eyebrows,
and the gathering continued down the dairs.

The duchess met them in the narrow hall that led out to the yard. She curtsied and rose without smiling.
“Your Mgesty lookswell and eager to be going.”

“Thisisnot atask | am eager for. but Snceit must be done. | am ready enough.” He offered his other
arm. and she accepted, laying a cold hand upon him. “While | am there. | intend to call upon the king of
Bernholt,” he continued lightly, “and see that the facts of this successon and the last are clear in his
mind.”

“Anexcdlentidea” Briannaput in quickly.

“Stll, thereisrisk involved, Your Mgesty, if King Gerrod chooses not to acknowledge you and supports
Thorgir sclam.” Duchess Elyn said.

“His new son knowstheright, and | think the heir, his daughter, will seethetruth.”

“Yes, but if anything wereto go wrong,” Elyn purred, “wouldn’t you rather be assured of your own
successor here? A marriage ceremony need not be lengthy.”

Kattanan paused to Sare at her. “Lady Brianna deserves the honor of a state ceremony.”

“Asyou wish. Mgesty.” The duchess paced alittle faster, drawing them up to the mouth of the passage
where the gate stood open to the crowded square. A hail rose from the assembled knights. The duchess
smiled gravely and nodded to them. Kattanan' s eyes came to rest upon the wagon draped with red. the
heart of the procession and the reason they were gathered. Rolf sat on the driver’ sbench, quietly
sobbing. Kattanan dipped hisarms from the ladies and went out. The knights bowed their headsto him.
and slence radiated out from his path. Footsteps from behind told him that his entourage followed,
though with some trepidation.

“Rolf” Kattanan stopped, looking up to the driver. “1t'sme. Rolf.”
Rolf lifted hisfacefrom hishands. “1 failed him.” Tearstrembled in his mustache and beard.

“Youdid dl that you could. Rolf” Kattanan pulled himsdlf up onto the wagon, perching on the framein



front of hisfriend.

“No! | could have been there! | could have—" He cut off hiswords, lowering hishead. “1 don’t know.”
He mashed away the tears with one hand.

“I don’'t know ether, Ralf, and we never will. But there is something we can do for him now. You and |
will take him home, with al of the mgjesty and honor he deserves. We will stand before King Gerrod and
tell him that his son was no traitor, and we will not leave until he knowsthet it istrue.”

“Can we stay long enough to bury the bastard?’

“Maybe not, but | plan to bury the bastard who killed him.”

Rolf looked up, brows raised. “ Rough language for aking.”
Kattanan gave alittle smile. “It may get rougher from here on out.”

“Ye'renot thesamelad | met afew months ago. Kat, but I'm proud t* ridew’ ye. When we get there,
yewon't leave me outside a the gate?’

“I want you with me. especidly then.”

“Then ye d best take yer horse.”

“Mugt I'?" Kattanan sighed, but Rolf let out asnort of laughter.
“Aye. Ye Mgedy, that yemust.” Rolf gripped his shoulder briefly.

Kattanan sprang down beside the wagon and turned to the waiting company. “ Grandmother. Brianna, |
will look forward to returning. In the meantime, may the Lady watch over you both.”

“Goddesswak with you, Y our Mgesty,” the duchess returned, stepping aside as his horse was brought
up.

Briannaleaned forward to swiftly kiss his cheek.

Kattanan set hisfoot in the stirrup and pulled himsdlf into the saddle. All around him, the knightswere
mounting, and hisfriends found their steeds, coming through the crowd to join him before the wagon. The
wizard, wearing no disguise but the garb of a common man, rode up easily, bowing her head briefly to
the king. She reined in beside him. “Where would you have meride. Mg esty?’

“Ridewith me. if youwill, my lady.”
“1 am not good company, but you honor me.” Her words were short, her eyes distant.

Up ahead, ahorn sounded, and the leaders clucked their horsesinto motion. Bells rang from the temple,
and the chant of Morning Prayer began. Gwythym patted Kattanan’s horse and looked up a him. “Take
care. then. Mgesty, and watch your back.”

Gwythym made the sign of the Goddess. The line before K attanan began to move, and he turned from
the crowd to take his place. He gripped the reinstightly, feding the familiar aches hint aready about their
return. Once outside the city, they veered toward the mountains. In aweek’ stime, he would be beyond
them, returning to Bernholt to face itsking. And more, to face the king' s daughter. Which would be the
greater trid? He gripped thereins alittle tighter, and joined, softly, in the prayer.



Chapter 34

Scraggly whiskers had filled in dong Fionvar’ sjaw by the time the paace of Bernholt roseinto view. As
he absently scratched his cheek. Fionvar reflected that a decent shave would bein order before he paid a
cal on hisbrother. That, and apair of bootsthat hadn’t taken the plunge into an underground river.
Along both sides of the road, peddlers set up their wares, and beggars approached the few travelers.
After two days underground and more trudging down this road. Fionvar felt barely human, and most of
the beggars thought him benegth their notice. He was pleased enough to ignore them until abrown-clad
monk fetched up beside him. matching his pace.

“Y ou look familiar, my lord.” the monk began.
“Y ou don't know me, and I’'m nolord.”
“Those aren't workman' s hands.” the monk observed.

Fonvar scowled down at his hands, no longer callused. He wondered how he should ever play thefiddle
agan—assuming he had the chance. “What do you want?’

The monk popped in front of him, eyeswidening. “Theearl!” he whispered.

Forced to stop or run the man down, Fionvar sighed. He ought to have expected someone to notice the
resemblance.

“Some reative of his? Or perhaps you are the Wizard of Nine Stars, disguised to travel through Bernholt.
But why should she. why should you, that is, come back here?’

“Why indeed,” Fionvar echoed. “When wizardry is banned.”
A smile spread over the monk’ sface. “Then you do know her.”
Fonvar grew wary, ahit too late, it seemed. “1 did not say that.”

The monk kept up, speaking softly and urgently. “Y ou did not deny that Nine Starsis awoman. Few are
privy to that knowledge, outside of certain circles”

“Y ou're not ignorant yoursdlf, stranger.”

“Pease, cal me Brother Turtle. Sheand | are...old friends. Thereisaprice upon her head, and I've
been trying to infiltrate the city. She will come here—either asaprisoner, or of her own will, to take her
justicefrom the king.” He spoke quickly, hooking his arm through Fionvar’ sto draw them closer together
and off theroad. “If | were abetter wizard mysdlf, | might find away past their questions. | would never
betray her.” He gazed steadily into Fionvar’ seyes.

Fionvar took adeep breath. “Nor would I.”

“Why areyou going to the city?’

“That ismy business” He sraightened immediately.

“It' ssomething to do with Wolfram, isit? Thetraitor prince?”

Fonvar flinched—then cursed himsdlf. He must learn to conced hisfedingsif heweretoinfiltratein his



ownright.

Brother Turtle' s eyebrows pinched together. “1 thought him afine man. and | believe heisinnocent of the
chargeslad upon him.”

“What if | do not?'Y ou may endanger yourself by revealing these thoughts.”

“Y ou carry something of his, and | can fed histrace upon you. But perhaps you are going to sdll thisthing
to King Gerrod asafina betrayal of hisson.”

Fonvar garted walking again, trying to leave the strange monk behind him.

“Oh,” said the monk as he hurried up alongside, “the princeis dead, isn’'t he? But you are not going to
seek fame by claiming his death upon your sword. Y ou are afriend of Wolfram's, and of Nine Stars, yet
you go to their enemies.”

“Yes, if youwill leave mebe”

“I should like to be there when you arrive.” Brother Turtle kept up asthey approached the gate. “|
suspect it will be most entertaining. May | accompany you?’

“I can’t stop you from following me,” Fionvar pointed out, “ but those guards may have something seto
say about it.”

“My peril ismy own,” said themonk. “And | shdl not let it touch upon you, so long as you do nothing to
reveal me as other than asmple monk.”

Fonvar looked at him and thought of Wolfram with hisgift of trust. “ Agreed,” he said, and the monk
grinned in return,

They found the city gate barred, and Fionvar approached the pair of guards, making the sign of the
Goddess. Despite the heat of the day, both guards wore coats of mail and peaked hel mets that revealed
only anarrow diver of the faces below.

“Tell mehow you are caled,” thetaller man barked, lowering his spear to hover in the region of
Fonvar’ sheart. “ And state your business here.”

“I am Fonvar yfSonyaduNormand. | am hereto pay acal on my family.”

The second guard cleared histhroat and prodded his companion, but the first turned to face Brother
Turtle. “Tel mehow you are caled.”

Fonvar glanced casudly at his scuffed boots, his heart pounding in his ears. The wizard could not avoid
this demand, nor could he lie. Why had he been such afool asto accept the monk’ s companionship?

“I am the Wizard of Broken Shell, of course!” Brother Turtle drew himself up importantly. “I’d expect
you to know that. Aren’t you the Wizard of Pointy Stick?’

The guard tiffened, sucking in hisbrezath.

“And this’—the monk dapped Fionvar' s shoulder—"isthe Wizard of Sloshing Boots!” He crowed with
laughter, hisbelly bouncing astearstwinkled from hiseyes.

“Thisisapoor joke. Brother.” Fionvar snapped as the guard' s gaze returned.



“Oh.” Themonk sighed. “Y ou've no sense of humor.”

“I amnowizard.” Fionvar growled. “ Are you going to give these men aproper answer before you get us
both arrested?’

“Many pardons, please.” Brother Turtle bowed to the guards. “I1t'ssimply been so long since | |eft the
monastery that | forget mysdf. | am known as Brother Turtle, and | am seeking a certain priestess here.”

“Thenyou are not awizard.”

“Would awizard cometo your front gate, knowing of the penalty hanging over him? 1’ m sure the nasty
crestures are far from here.”

“Hey,” the second guard spoke up at last, “Normand’ s your father’ s name?’
“Itis” FHonver replied.
“Y ou're the prince’ s brother, en?’

“I am.” Fonvar shifted on hisfeet, hisboot linings squelching dightly. The journey plusthe moisture had
left itsmark in blisters. “L ook, if youwon't let usin, then take amessage to my brother, and we'll it
outsde the gate until he comes.”

The two helmeted heads swiveled to regard each other, then the men stepped aside, and the taller man
struck the bell signaling that the pass door should be opened.

Brother Turtle grinned, tossing off blessingsto them both ashe waked inside.

“Y our companion’ safool or anidiot.” the second guard murmured to Fonvar.
“Or both, but he' s agreeable enough company for awalk.”

The man bobbed his head. “Y ou won't give abad report to the prince, will you?’

Fonvar arched his eyebrows at the man, with alittle shake of his head. “Y ou were smply doing your
job.”

“Just s, my lord. Just so. Enjoy your vist!”

Brother Turtle waited afew pacesinsde and let out a ped of laughter when Fionvar narrowed his gaze
upon him. * Just having ajokefor the guards, no more.”

The other did not respond, and they walked silently out from the shade of the thick wall into adusty
square. Only afew carts and blankets dotted the marketplace at thistime of day, but the travelers were
quickly accosted by the handful of merchants. Pushing an armload of silk scarves*“for yer lady” out of his
face, Fionvar quickened his steps. They wound down the dirt streets, and afew paved with ssones where
thefiner ladies were gpt to shop, and found their way to the paace bridge. The guards thereimmediately
seized upon Fonvar’ sfamily resemblance, and they crossed the rushing river to the courtyard on the
other side.

“Thank you.” Brother Turtle murmured. “Best of luck with your business, whatever it may be.”

“And with yours.” Fionvar returned; then the monk walked on ahead, turning toward the garden with
quickening steps.



The outer court gates stood wide, though only a handful of guards and servants moved there. A page
gregted Fionvar at thewall of theinner court, letting him into an antechamber before trotting off to tell his
brother that he had arrived.

Fonvar flopped onto a cushioned bench, anticipating along wait, but the door popped open
immediately. “Fon! | knew you'd come!” Orie pulled him to hisfeet with afierce grip on hisarm.
“There' sso much to do!” The newly titled prince wore adoublet richly embroidered in gold over
patterned sk and leggings of asmilar flamboyant style. Orie’ shair had grown out to liein waves upon
his shoulders, and he wore athin, curling mustache. His dark eyeslooked feverish.

“Have you been deeping wdll?’ Fionvar asked cautioudy.
Ori€' sexuberance fell away abruptly. “1 hope you did not come hereto try to be my father again.”
“I did not.”

“Come with me.” Herenewed his grasp on Fionvar’ sarm. “We ve just had puppies, and Melisande is
with them.”

“How isHer Royd Highness?’
“Well. Wonderful!” Heleaned in closer. “I think she may be pregnant.”

“Congratulations.” Fionvar let himsdf be pulled dong the hdlway and outside. A door acrossthe
courtyard stood gar, and an excited yipping came from within. Five tal hunting hounds stalked about the
court, stepping out of Orie sway and peering after him with soft woofing. Straw covered the floorswith
nests of blankets and heavy bowls at intervas along thewalls. A few dogs snored among the straw. The
inner chamber till held abed and small table for adog-keeper aswell asalow enclosurein the far
corner. Mdisande kndlt there, looking in, with two servants beside her. She wore aplain kerchief over
her hair and agray dress with close deeves. Ragged edges showed along the hem and straw stuck out al
over it. Indde the enclosure, adark, shaggy hound nosed at her squirming litter.

“Dearest,” Oriesad, “My brother’scometo cal.”

“Well, let me change and—" She turned and rose, stopping quickly when she saw him there. Her fair
face had lost a bit of its roundness, and her eyebrows were plucked to graceful arches. Her mouth
pinched as she ran ahand over her garments. “I wish you would not just bring people unannounced,
Orie, when | am acomplete mess.”

“Your Highnessisasfar asever.” Fionvar offered, bowing.
“| am glad to see you again, Fionvar. Please, you must cal me Mdisande.”
Orie pushed between them. “How are the puppies?’

Méelisande swallowed, losing her smile. She placed her hands carefully together. “1 think the runt is dead,
but she does not want to give him up.” She shrugged dightly. “Y our brother has been very concerned
over thislitter.”

“So | see. Perhaps someone could show meto aroom, and we may meet again when you have had
sometime”

“Certainly, my lord,” one of themaids put in. “I’ll make aplacefor you.”



Fionvar recognized Lauraand gave her anod.

“Aha” Orie stood again, with alittle bundle clutched in his hand. The weary suckling mother whimpered,
and started to shake off her remaining puppies.

“Orieg, let it be. We should not upset her now.” Melisande reached out for the pale dead puppy, but Orie
drew it out of reach.

“It doesn’t do to get attached to something worthless. Best to give it up now.” He prodded the other
servant to rise and dropped the puppy into his hands. “ Get rid of this.” The man bowed quickly and |&ft.
“ She' stoo sentimentd with them,” Orie said. “When it’ sour own children, she' [l understand the need for
afirmhand.”

Stll stroking the dog. Mdisande lifted her head. “Whenit is, we shdl discussit. Laura, would you show
our guest to the guest quarters. | believe the Fox Room isready.”

“Yes, Highness. If you'll follow me, my lord?’
“WE Il let you rest ‘til supper, then, Fion. And | will have some mattersto discusswith you afterward.”

The Fox Room proved to be named for the deep carving upon its door, afox captured in twisting leap
over asquirrd. Thefox’'sface made Fionvar think of the wildnessin his brother’ s eyes. Laura pushed the
door open to reveal awell-appointed chamber with alarge bed and chest, and a private entrance into the
garderobe. Two windows with inset benches provided ample light and aview into the gardens.

“Make yourself comfortable here, my lord. Do you know how long you'll be staying?’ Laurafluffed the
pillows, and checked the ail in thelamps.

“A little bit longer than I’'m welcome. | think.”
Sheraised her eyebrows. “1 did not think you were given to humor, my lord.”
“I'mnot,” hereplied. “Hasmy brother beeniill lately?’

“Not assuch, my lord.” Her tone lowered dong with her eyes. “1 am sure he' s not caught any sickness
snce he came here”

“But he has changed since then.”
“It' snot my businessto study my betters.”
“Perhaps not. but | think Kattanan counted you among hisfriends. Isthat true?’

She snapped her arms across her chest and stared him full in the face. “If there' sanything you want, the
hall maid isjust next door, my lord.” Shewhirled out of the room, leaving the door wide open.

He crossed to the table and chair and kicked off his boots. Fionvar shaved with abasin and mirror, then
settled again at the table, poring over avolume of genealogy as the sun doped past hiswindow. A knock
interrupted hisreverie when a servant brought him abundle of clothing. They must have been the least
ostentatious of Ori€' s clothes, but would suit his brother well. The servant also brought word that supper
was not far off, so he would wait for Fionvar to get ready, and they set off together into the depths of the

palace.

The king'sdining hall opened onto the main stairwell in aseries of arches. Banners of gold decorated the
columns and banisters, and liveried servants greeted him as he entered, escorting him toward the head



table. King Gerrod stood at the center, the brilliant blue of his robe commanding the gazes of his
courtiers. His crown gleamed, asdid histeeth as he laughed over something his companion was saying.
Drinking deeply from agreat flagon, he motioned the servants closer. Fionvar followed and bowed.

“Gerrod, my brother. Fionvar. steward of my keep, and the man who saved us from starvation after our
father’ suntimely death.” Orie swept hisarm toward his brother. 1t was he to whom the king had been
ligening so closdly.

“Y our Mg esty does me greet honor in allowing me to attend the feast with the highest of the court,”
Fonvar said, straightening to look again upon the king. The high table stood on a platform so that the
king and his companions towered over therest. The king’ swhite hair framed aface that wasdl angles,
with keen blue eyes.

“Nonsense.” Gerrod snorted. “If al your brother saysistrue, then you readily deserve a place among us.
Come up!” He urged Fionvar up the two stepsto stand on equal footing, though across the table from
them. “1 have looked forward to this. Have you cometo stay?’

“I may be needed elsawhere, Y our Mgesty—" Fionvar began.

“Nonsense!” Orie snorted, drawing his eyebrows into aline matching the sternness of the king’s own
brow. Gerrod roared with laughter, and Orie switched to alittle twisted grin. “Y ou’ll not escape our
welcomethat easly. Find aseat.”

“Y our brother shall st by me,” Melisande offered as she stepped up to the table from the back stair.
Though the cloth il covered her hair, asimple gown of subdued green highlighted her auburn brows and
lightly painted lips as she smiled. Faint darkness still haunted her eyes, but her tone was light as she held
out ahand for him. *Y ou find me much better prepared now. do you not?”

Fonvar lightly kissed her hand, dazzled alittle by the chased gold band of her marriage bracelet. “ Y our
Highness has never looked so lovey.”

At this, Orie remarked, “ Do not make any designs upon my wife, Fion, or it'll be my dungeon you're
trying to escape from.”

A hint of color rising in her cheeks, Melisande dipped her hand from Fionvar’s.
“I would not make such designs, Orie, nor would your wife entertain them.”

“Of course not!” Gerrod put in. “Do take your seats, both of you. Let usfeast!” So saying, theking
thrust himsdlf into hisown tall chair and was pushed closer to the table by quick servants. Orie and
Melisande sat to either side, and Fionvar waked awkwardly around the table to Sit beside the princess.
Pairs of servants emerged bearing great platters of food, which they paraded before the high table. An
enormous boar, decked out with herbs and staring with eyes made from berries, formed the centerpiece
of this parade. Asthe servants brought it forward, Gerrod raised hisflagon. “He fought well and died a
hero!” A cheer went up around the room.

Fionvar sampled a pheasant pie, and grinned at the cinnamon scent of baked apples. He' d done that for
hisfamily once, after trading agood laying hen for theright to pick their neighbor’ s appletree. It had
been afeast, indeed, to have spiced fruits after their meager bread and porridge. Orie had looked up at
himwith that lightning grin. “When | amking,” he'd said, “1 will have apples for dinner every night.”
Fonvar nearly choked, thumping down his mug.

Méelisande glanced over a him. “Orietold us you introduced him to this.” She gestured with aforkful of



apple.

“I had forgotten that until just now. Highness. At thetime, | couldn’t even get him to help pick the
aoples”

“Tell me about when he was achild. Was hevery different?’

“Hewanted to be good at everything, and he would keep at it until he was. Vaulting, riding, dancing,
when he got older. Thevillage girlsfollowed him everywhere.”

Méelisande slaughter rang. “Oh, the ladies here are just the same. At the marriage ball, we had only two
dancestogether.”

“Asit should be,” Gerrod put in firmly. “Orie hasto meet al the members of the court. A prince cannot
gpend dl histime on romance. Not that Orie would have done. He has aready made himself invaluable
to me. Melisande' s choice was clearly for the best.” He raised hisdrink to his new son and took adeep
swallow.

Méelisande smiled and looked away. “Isthere no music tonight? She turned to Fionvar, placing ahand
on hisarm. “Y ou've not brought your violin, have you?’

He shook his head. “1 took a difficult road to come here. Highness, and that was left behind.”
“Then you did not come from Gamel’ s Grove?’” sheinquired, poking the last diver of gpple on her plate.
“Not directly.”

“And neither could you bring ahorse. It must have been difficult indeed.” Her gaze rested on him.
Something in her tone and the set of her jaw brought her brother ingtantly to mind, with hisway of
seeking knowledge without asking.

Fionvar opened his mouth to remark upon it. then recalled himsdf with alittle shake of the head.

A sudden rapping brought their attention back to the floor. Three musicians arrived there, with astriking
dark woman, evidently asinger.

“Excdlent! My daughter requires song.”

The smdl group bowed and began asprightly air. The woman’ s voice flew lightly up and down the scales
of the song, though it grated alittle at the high end and faded at the low. They concluded to asmattering
of applause, which Mdisande did not join in as she clutched her goblet in her hands. The woman
frowned alittle toward the princess, but started abalad, and her drummer managed to keep up with the
dower song. At the end of this, Fionvar gently touched the princess s hand. “ They arelooking for your

gpprova, Mgjesty.”
“Oh, yes.” She put down the glass and applauded loudly. Heartened, the entertainers went on.

Orie suddenly announced, “Gerrod, did | tell you that my brother plays upon thefiddle? Heis part of the
consort for dancing a my own keep.”

“Excdlent. Y ou entertain usthen; thisgirl isnot to my liking.” He fluttered a bg eweled hand toward the
singer, who had fatered to astop.

“I do not have my instrument, Y our Mgesty.”



“Here, fiddler!” Orie cried to the musician. “Lend usyour fiddle.”
“Y ou flatter me, brother, but | would rather not.”

Orie swung away from him, calling out to the dinner guests, “ Thisismy brother, to whom | owe my
sanity, if not my life. Would you like to hear him play for you?’

Gerrod roared assent, raising hisflagon, and the cheer echoed around the room.

Clapping his brother on the shoulder, Orie leaned across the table to take the fiddle from the glowering
musician. Fionvar rose dowly, bowed his head to the princess, and took the instrument down the back
dairs. He breathed softly for amoment, hearing the shouts of the crowd, who were well plied with de.
Coming around to the center floor, he set the fiddle on his shoulder and began. He picked out the tune so
carefully that some of the audience winced. “In Bernhalt hillsthey’ Il find me, lying with my lady / dancing
inthe sarlight, and laughing in therain.” He paused, and afew people grimly clapped.

Oriewaved hishands, however. “Hush, that is only the beginning. Fion would not embarrass me by
leaving off there. Y ou have not heard the likes of this before. Do play on.” The gleam returned to his
eyes, and he measured hiswords by beating hisfist dowly on thetal back of Melisande schair. The
princess leaned just alittle forward, with one nod of encouragement.

Fonvar started again at afaster pace, his agile fingers dancing upon the strings. Faster he played, and
fagter, hiseyes never leaving his brother’ sface. There was no other sound whilethe violin legpt into the
lamplight. Hisfingers sprang from note to note, and he was sure he must miss them, must send the bow
dashing off into the audience or catch hisfingers among the strings and foul them, but till he played, and
in hismind he heard the song and the singer who had claimed it. The brilliant voice anticipated his speed
and urged him on. Ori€' sstony grin told him his brother heard it, too. Ori€’ s hands clenched the back of
the chair.

Fonvar played even fagter, breathing in quick gasps. The fabric of the shirt tore softly acrosshis
shoulder, letting in the touch of acool breeze, like ahand upon hisarm, and he at last fell sllent with a
find stroke upon the strings. The audience let out their breath around him. then applauded, not needing
their royalty to show them how. Their sound thundered upon his ears as he bowed once and again
approached the high table. Mdisande did not applaud. Her hands were raised to her bright cheeks, and
onefinger smeared awvay what might have been atear.

“Heiscoming, is't he” said Oriein aharsh whisper.

“Yes” Fonvar replied. “Yesheis”



Chapter 35

Melisande wore a gown of brilliant green, with flowing sleeves cut like oak leaves and lined with
gold. She turned from her companions to look upon him, and said nothing as he approached.
Kattanan saw that he carried a marriage bracelet, a narrow silver band etched with lines like
music. He held it out to her. A smile spread across her lips, then she burst into laughter. She
patted his head, as she might pat a dog, and walked away. The bracelet wriggled in his hands,
now a silver serpent that twitched from his grasp and writhed across the floor toward the throne.
He knew he must catch it, and ran after it, but stopped short. Wolfram |eaned against the throne
with his face in his hands, weeping. Kattanan tried to speak, but the words were a song. The
smooth, sibilant tones flowed from his lips, forming verses he did not understand. Bewildered, he
clapped a hand over his own mouth, but the song went on, and suddenly he knew the voice.

Kattanan awoke abruptly, but did not move. Faedre’ s voice whispered ever so softly around him. and
the feeble glow of a candle came from behind him. Leather rubbed as she moved, followed by aquiet
crunching of dried herbs. A dight scent of evergreen drifted toward him. Cautioudy, he dipped his hand
beneath his pillow, finding the hilt of his dagger. How had she gotten in? Where were his guards? Faedre
crept around the bedding, sheltering something in her hands. As she leaned in. Kattanan sprang up,
dapping her hands aside. The incense pot flew across the tent, scattering its scent over his blankets and
furs

Faedre gasped, snatching for ashort blade a her side.

“Jordan!” Kattanan caught her arm, pressing her back as he scrambled out of bed. “Guards! Bury it,” he
cursed as she twisted away.

Now her knife was out, and she tried to sidle away from the corner.
The door flap flew open and three men burst through.

“Oh, Your Mgesty,” Faedre cried, dropping the weapon asif it burned her. “1 thought,” she ssammered,
“I mean, | was sent for, have | come to the wrong place?’ She wore dark riding legthers, cut for aman,
and her hair was bound back with asmpletie. One hand trailed up her thigh and hip to settle just above
the roundness of her breast. Her expression fatered into ady smile, and she let her eyeswander over the
guards. Three stern faces met her gaze, and their swords did not waver.

“Magesy, areyou dl right?’
“Y es. Whatever she meant to do, she hasfailed.”

“Only to make you fed good, Mgesty. Don't you think | could?” She pulled the tie from her hair, letting
the rich black tresses swirl down onto her shoulder.

One of the guards cleared histhroat.

“Thiswoman isno friend of mine, nor ever shdl be.” Kattanan took afew stepstoward her, chilled by
the breeze from anew gap at the back of the tent. He gripped the dagger and met her dark eyes. “Why
areyou here? Who sent you?’

“I was sent for, Mgesty,” she purred. “Just to give you alittle pleasure.”

“What isthat incense?’ He gestured toward the fallen pot with hisfree hand.



One of the guards bent over, retrieved it, and brought it to his nose. The man sniffed deeply, then shook
hishead. “1 think it’ sjust—" He swayed and toppled loudly to the ground. The second guard knelt
beside him, while the third advanced to stand by Kattanan.

“Seeping” wasthe terse report as the knedling guard scooped up the pot and as much incense as he
could and dumped thelot into a pitcher of water.

“Bind thiswoman, take her back to Lochdale, and throw her in the dungeon,” Kattanan snapped.
“l amalady, Your Mgesty, and | have done nothing wrong.”

He gestured toward the unconscious guard. “| take that as evidence of your intent.”

“To ease your dumber, nothing more.” She reached a pleading hand toward him.

“Orieisbehind this, ishe not?’

Withdrawing the hand, Faedre threw back her head and laughed. “Y ou know nothing of Orie.”
Helistened to her fading chuckle. “I am going to vist him very soon. Shdl | return you to him?’
Her dark featuresfell suddenly dack. “ Of course, take me back to him.”

Kattanan took a step closer despite his guards warning noises. “Perhaps | will,” he breathed. “What are
you afraid of Faedre?’

“l am not afraid.” Shetossed back her hair.

“Have you betrayed him aswell? Or perhaps he cooled toward you, now that he and Mdisande—" His
throat caught on the words, and Faedre flashed a smile at the guard. “It'sMéelisande. isn't it? You' ve
done something to offend her, or worse.”

Her eyes came back to his, and her bresthing was quick. “What does it matter what you think I've
done?’

“If you have hurt her, I'll—"

“You'll what, Mgesty?’ she sneered. “You'll ridein like a hero of legend and avenge her wounded
pride? She would laugh in your face, eunuch. She knowswhat you are! Everyone knows.”

The guard dammed his sword into its shesth and grabbed her, pulling her away from theking. “The
dungeon, Y our Mgesty?’

Faedre struggled, baring her teeth. “ Ayel and Jonsha avenge me!” she howled.

“Get her out of here.” Kattanan did not turn around as the other man gathered Faedre s kicking legs, and
they bundled her off. He stood staring at hisfeet. Melisande would laugh at him. Of course she would.

“Your Mgesty.” agruff voice caled out. “We ve cometo take him—"

Kattanan waved them about their business and heard the scuffling of feet as severa men hefted their
falen companion and shuffled out the door.

Bresthless. Jordan pushed insde. “Areyou hurt?| came asquickly as| could.”

“Given that you were not here’—he gestured at Jordan’ s untouched bedding laid out beside his own—"1



supposeyou did.”

Jordan carefully did the end of hisbelt into the buckle and pulled it snug about hiswaist. “1 did not know
| was forbidden to leave your sde.” He hooked his gloved hands over the belt. “ Better to ask your
guardswhy they left their pogt.”

“I will ask them, but now I’ m asking you. | thought you swore not to leave me.”
“I was gone less than an hour. Kattanan. and | am here now.”
“Only afew minuteslate.” Kattanan dropped the dagger by his pillow and poured a draught of wine.

“But you had already disarmed thevillain,” Jordan pointed out. Kattanan took along swallow. Jordan
added, abit softer. “1 am sorry | wasn't here. It will not happen again. Does that help?’

“Youwerewith Lyssa”

“Yes, | was. | intend to marry her. and | think she will have me.”

“Of course shewill. Who wouldn’t?’

Jordan let out addighted laugh. “Y ou're not afraid of being done, you' rejust jealous.”
“What?’ Kattanan spunto facehim. “I amnot! It'sjust...” He shut hismouth into agrim line.

Stll grinning. Jordan nodded quickly, running his good hand through hisruffled hair. “I never thought I'd
see the day when you' d be jealous of me.”

“Fine. Sowhat if | an? Don’t | have aright to be?’

“Wadl, you have awoman who loves you—wait, don’t interrupt—and one whom you love. The problem
isthey aretwo different people. Part of the reason for thistrip isto narrow that number, to seeif
Melisande might love you aswel. Then there sjust her husband to ded with.”

“And her father.” Kattanan swirled the last Sp of winein hisgoblet. “ And then thereis Brianna.”
“Indeed thereis. She hasalot to offer you.”

Kattanan shook his head.  She offers only one thing that might sway meto her, Jordan, that someone
might cal me* Father.’”

“Wdll | never...” Jordan murmured. “1 had no ideayou wanted a child.”

Now it was Kattanan' s turn to chuckle. “How could I, Kattanan duRhys, castrated singer, ever say |
wanted a child? What would have been the point?’

“But King Rhys of Lochayn would want children, would need them, in fact.”
“And thereis Briannawho believesit is her duty to serve.” The two studied each other inthe dim light.

“Andthereheis”

Sitting on the edge of theroyd dais. Fionvar sghed to himsdf. Histhird evening at the palace seemed
destined to end as the other two, without a private word with One. The entire drunken court had



adjourned to the main hall, complete with the bested musicians of thefirst evening, to dance the night
away. Fionvar himsdlf, after winning acclaim as afiddler, sat unnoticed. If hisown brother could not see
fit to speak to him, why should the other nobles? As he contemplated this, Melisande breezed up to
perch beside him.

“Perhaps| have a last had enough dancing,” she said, flapping a painted paper fan.

“You don't mindif | joinyou?’

“Certainly not, Y our Highness. | had been wanting company.”

“Thomasl” Mdisande cdled out. “Do you need adrink, Fionvar?’

“I'mfine. Y our Highness. I’ ve not been wearing my shoes through asyou have.”

The page trotted up and gave alittle bow. “Y es, Highness?’

“I'll have some water, if you please. Master Thomas. Then perhapsyou' |l dance with me?’
The boy ducked hishead with agiggle. “He d not likeit.”

“Who wouldn’t likeit?” Meisande stopped smiling.

“Y our—your husband, Highness.”

She gently lifted his chin so that helooked into her eyes. “My husband isthe prince, and you must call
him that.”

Thomastook alittle sniffle. “Yes, Y our Highness. I'll bring water.”

Melisande turned back to Fionvar with atiny smile. “He' s only seven, and so much has changed here that
he doesn't understand.”

“Neither do 1, Your Highness.”

The smile vanished and her eyes narrowed. “ The king has recovered, and we are il celebrating thet, as
well asmy marriage. We are at peace and we are happy. | even have new puppiesto tend. What dseis
there to concern us?’

Fonvar regarded the princess. The king above them was deeply involved in adiscussion with one of his
sewards. Fonvar lowered hisvoice. “If there were more, Highness. | might be willing to talk about
things otherwise left Slent.”

Her eyesflared, and she swallowed deeply. Thomas gppeared at her elbow with ajug and two goblets,
which he placed on the dais beside her and gave alittle bow, then disappeared back to his place.

Melisande dowly poured hersdlf adrink. “1 should have asked for wine.”
“Shdl | cdl him back?’

She shook her head quickly. “For now, sllenceis best.”

“Asyou wish.” Fionvar watched the dancers, and they spoke of other things.

Oriefindly left hislatest partner to weave toward them. He planted a kiss on Mdisande sbrow. “It’s not
likeyou to St out so long. Are you well? Or ismy brother entreating your company?’



“All my fault,” Fionvar said. “I asked for news of the princess s ssters abroad, and she was obliging me.”
“Obliging, wasshe”

“Do you need some water?’” Mdisande held up her goblet to him, but he straightened away from her.

“Y ou are not dancing, either, Fion. Isthis some sort of conspiracy?’

Fonvar rose, inches away from hisbrother. “Nothing of the kind.”

“There sno call to act asif you are protecting my wife.”

“I’'mnot.” Fonvar held up both hands. “I am protecting you.”

“You arewhat?’ Orielaughed adoud. “Y ou are protecting me? From what?’

“From embarrassing yoursalf and your wifein public.” Fionvar murmured.

Orie sfigt relaxed, and he took a step back. “ Always my big brother!” He clapped Fionvar on the back.
“Let’sgo someplace and get reacquainted, shal we?’ He steered them away from the dais, calling over
his shoulder, “Farewdl, my sweet.”

They left by aback door and took anarrow flight of Stairsinto a servant’s corridor. The passages grew
quickly darker asthey left behind the public rooms and Orie grabbed atorch from the wall to light their

way.
“Where are we going? Are your quarters not toward the garden?’

“Thisisaspecid place, aplace | have never taken anyone, but | do not think you will betray my secrets.”
He turned suddenly, holding the torch low to cast his huge shadow upon thewall. “Y ou never have
before”

“They do not know you are a—"
“Of course not. Y ou haven't tried to tell anyone, have you?’
“| see no reason to sharethat if you don’t.”

Orie frowned. “Y ou have been awfully close to that eunuch, and to the Liren-sha. Perhaps | should not
be so freewith you.”

Fonvar dlowed himsdf alittle grin. “Y ou’ ve hardly spoken to mesince | got here. | hoped for awarmer
welcome after walking under an entire mountain range.”

“Y ou never had a sense of humor before, Fion. I’'m not sure | likeit.”

“Y ou need to see it from my point of view. My lady is going to marry acastrated king and take my child
with her. | admire him agreat ded, but this does ater my plans. | was assigned to guard one man, just
one, and hegot killed. So | cameto you after al.” Fionvar tilted his head and added, “I thought you
might have need of me.”

“Indeed | do, brother.” Orie grabbed hisarm again, and they were off. “ She cut me off too soon, the
wizard did. Now it isup to meto find out the rest.”

“Tofind out what?" Fionvar stumbled as Orie stopped short and motioned him to silence. He quickly



pushed open adoor that had been nearly lost in shadows. Still silent, Orie pulled Fionvar after him, then
shut the door again.

He placed thetorch in abrace on thewadll, reveding asmal room with avery high celling, asif it werea
tower with no interior floors. A staircase wound about the ingde wall, twining up into the darkness past
empty gdleries. A workbench dominated the floor, swept clean of any clutter. Smdler tablesheld afew
books, bottles, and knives, intermingled with preserved animals. At least Fionvar thought they were
preserved, until the smdl hit him. Hereded against the wall, clapping ahand over his mouth.

“It' sbeentoo long,” One muttered. He gathered the putrefying animasinto hisarms, heedless of his
brocade tunic, and toted them beyond a curtained arch.

“What isthisplace?’ choked Fionvar.

Lighting fireto abundle of twigs, Orie said, “It ismy workroom. Once, it was the queen’slibrary.
Gerrod, in afit of sentimentality, forbade anyone to come here. It is distant from the main quarters and
suitsmy needswell.” He waked dowly around the room, wafting the smoking twigs. Making severd
circles of smoke about Fionvar's head, he noted, “ The scent hardly bothers me anymore.”

“Perhaps |’ d rather not know what you do here.” The smoke, which smelled faintly of pine and
mushrooms, eased his breething.

“But | have worked donelong enough. | should find mysdf an gpprentice.”
Fonvar retreated afew step. “No. Absolutely not.”

“Not you,” Orie snorted. “Though you will be useful to mein other respects. Y ou won't even participate
directly inmy spells”

Ducking Ori€ s gaze. Fionvar walked afew steps away from the door. Deep red stained the workbench
and tables. One of Ori€ svictims—atiny, pale puppy—Iay entangled in acloth. He spun back toward
the door. “1 cannot do this, Orie. | cannot be apart of this.”

“Melisande might, if properly motivated.” Orie mused.
“No. Great Lady, what have you become?’

“Ah, it swhat | will become, with your help and my wife's. Y ou have logt your cause. Fionvar, and
begun to care about something beyond your greet idedl. | am letting you glimpse acause so much
greater. A mage-king, Fion,” Orie murmured, hishands held out. “Think of al those who could benefit
from my power, yoursdf not least of al. Think of the people | could heal with these hands. Our father,
Fion, our mother could have been saved. Could still be saved.”

Fonvar shook his head dowly. “They’re dead, Orie. Thereis nothing to save.”

“Y ou have aways been so0 shortsighted. Think of the Lirensha, then, how he was returned to life. Or
better, think of the prince, your king' s preciousfriend.”

“It'stoo late, Orie, you killed him!”
“But | would not be averse to bringing him back.”
“It cannot be done. Thewizard said so hersdlf!”

“Even she did not know everything.”



“Andyou do.”
“What if | could hed your king, Fionvar? What would you do then?’

A chill flickered the flames and shivered down Fionvar’ s neck. His dark eyes met Orie' s—the younger
brother who had more than once been called histwin. He took adeep breath. “What are you asking me
to do, brother?’



Chapter 36

Jordan watched the first messengers from Bernholt in quick retregt as Kattanan caled for water. “On the
whole,” Jordan commented, “that went well.” Kattanan stared, and Jordan’ s face broke into his ready
grin. “King Gerrod does not believe you are Rhys, he did not know of the succession, he has put a
bounty on Wolfram'’ s death and banned the prince' s name. Thistrip beginsto look exciting.”

“Exciting! | just hope | have not made trouble for the messenger.” Hetook asip of water. “Hewill
accept that | am Rhys. | think, having few other options. And he probably has heard of the succession a
least asarumor from Orie. | wonder why he did not broadcast the news of Wolfram's desth since he
must have heard that aso.”

“Not necessarily. Orie may not wish to reved hisinvolvement, especialy since Wolfram and Melisande
had been close. We ill don’'t know Mdisande’ s thoughts about her brother.”

“True.” He drained the goblet and got up. “There snothing for it but to wait. | suppose. Shdl we have
lunch?’

Two hours passed in dining and arranging the camp, in particular the king’ s sumptuous pavilion. The
duchess had ingsted he should travel asaking, sincethiswas aroyd vigt to another court, and had sent
him off with agrest many banners and official sedls. So it was a his reception tent that he next met the
roya messenger. If thelittle man had |ooked strained before, he now fairly crept into Kattanan's
presence. Bright redness spotted his cheeks, and his hands trembled. Kattanan glanced down to hisown
hands, surprised to find them till.

“| gather from your demeanor that the messages you carry are not atogether pleasant ones.” Kattanan
sad, schoaling hisvoiceto gentleness.

“Y our Mgesty may not be pleased to hear them. King Gerrod again sends his greetingsto hisroya
cousin, Rhysof Lochayn. Hefindsthat he may have been lied to and betrayed by the usurper of your
throne. However, heiswilling to accept that you are the rightful heir. In this capacity, you will be received
by the court as soon as proper arrangements can be made.”

“That iswdl enough, if not an gpology.”

“Your Mgesty and hisknights are also offered free access to the city, provided there be no wizards
among you.” The man’s eyes peered up through his brows.

“And to the other matter we spoke of 7’

“Tothat. Gerrod. High and Terrible King of Bernholt by Right of Blood, sends the following response.”
The man fumbled with a scroll and managed to open it. He cleared histhroat, and took a step to the side
s0 that one of the guards could pass him and set down asmall chest. ‘“Whereas the bounty on the head
of the Traitor was set at five sacks of gold coin should the Traitor’ s remains be brought before the king,
and whereas this deed has been done by the hand of one King Rhys yfCaitrin duAlyn of Lochayn, His
Royd Mg esty herewith sends the promised reward ”—Kattanan let out acry of indignation, echoed by
his companions—** and further recommends to the aforementioned King Rhysthat he should dispose of
sadremains.’” he cringed as hefinished, “* as he would the corpse of any foul beast.”” He clutched the
scroll with both hands.

Kattanan legpt to his feet, seething, then stopped himsalf. He took a moment to steady his breathing.



“If you will not tell Gerrod to bury himself.” Lyssaburst out. “then | will. I will march up there and—"

Kattanan whirled to face her. “No. you will not. And neither will I. | have taken it upon mysdf to do this
thing, he has chosen to both accept and insult me. So beit.”

“Won't you at least face this, ded with this?” She waved a hand toward the messenger, who backed off
afew steps.

“Give meamoment to think.” Kattanan walked dowly back and forth, then stopped, training hiseyesto
look toward the city. “We have free passage in Bernholt City. | will petition the priestess of the principa
templeto use her funera ground and her prayers at the service. If sheisafraid of reprisas, then | will
bring Wolfram to the temple square and send him to the stars with the hel p of our own priestess.”

The messenger gasped.
“What about that?’ Lyssaindicated the chest of gold.

Kattanan stared down at it. “ Send it back.” He raised an eyebrow to the messenger. “Tdll HisMagjesty
that if he wishesto commemorate his son’ s desth with money, he will be better served to build a school.”

“Then you do not answer the insult,” Jordan observed.

“That was never Wolfram’sway. and it will not be mine. Further inform His Mgesty that we regret that
hewill not offer the Royal Temple for the services, but that they shall be held two days from now. at
sundown, and that all are welcome to attend the rites and join mein celebrating thelife of Prince
Wolfram.”

“I much doubt. Your Mgesty,” the man whispered, “that anyone would be dlowed.”

Kattanan consdered thisfor amoment, then said, “ Jordan, take afew of the knights and go into the city
to every cloth merchant you can find and pay for red hoods to be made. These will be brought to every
templein the city and any man or woman who fearsto openly attend the funera may therefore come
disguised. King Gerrod may say what he likes about hisson; | believe that heisaonein saying it. Oh.”

K attanan added to the messenger, “dso thank him for his salutation and inform him that we shdl await his
welcome here. That isdl.”

Bowing low, the man replied, “ Goddess grant you favor, Y our Mgesty.” He turned and | eft, followed by
the guards, who once again took up the chest.

The wizard, disguised as asquire, sauntered up and made a casua bow. “ There’ s a death ban on
wizards, aswell. Your Mgesty. | thought you' d like to know.”

“There sno need for you to go to the castle, anyhow, and you should be able to passin the city.”

She shook her head. “1 did not wish to speak of this before. Y our Mgesty, but thereisacertain book |
must find here, beforeit isfound by our enemies. | have reason to believe that it isinsde the castle. After
thefuneral. | may not be ableto avait Gerrod' sleisurein entertaining you.”

“Y ou may take care of your own business.” Kattanan replied, “but be careful.”
“Asbest | can, Mgesty.”
“I'll comewith you.” said Jordan, “if | can, if you think that would help.”

She nodded abruptly. “It may. Thank you.” A dender smile.



Lyssaglowered. “ Shouldn't we be off to town to order those hoods?’
“Coming,” hesad.
“| shdl go to thetemple mysdlf,” said Kattanan. “It has been too long.”

“Y ou should not go anywhere alone, Kattanan,” Jordan murmured. “Gerrod does not trust you, and we
should be ready for trouble.”

“Then Rolf can go with me. He skept vigil long enough.”

“Ralf! The king has no moreliking for him than for you, perhgpsless.”

“ThenI’ll ask thewizard aswell.”

Jordan rolled his eyes. “ Are you trying to provoke Gerrod or me?’

“Nether. | smply would like some privacy.”

“Do what you like. | suppose you will in any case.” Jordan crossed his arms, looking down at Kattanan.

Kattanan raised his head to return the look, giving way to alittle smirk when he redlized he did not have
to look up so far as before. “We may yet see eyeto eye.”

Lyssa, who had gone on afew paces, hovered there, frowning at them and scuffing her feet loudly.
Jordan glanced to her and back to hisking. “Y ou will take care of yourself 7’
“I will. Don’'t keep her waiting!”

Grinning, Jordan replied, “ One day, | hopeto say the sameto you.” Then he turned and trotted to catch
up with Lyssa

“Build aschoal!” King Gerrod thundered. He surged to hisfeet, pacing the dais. “ That King Rhysis
indeed an insolent dog and the son of cowards! | will never seehim.”

Méelisandeto hisright, and Orie to hers, watched the king' stirade. Fionvar, standing behind his brother,
watched Mdisande for sign of her fedings. She had borne the news of Wolfram's death in stony silence;
now her face, aready pae with lack of deep, grew ever more pinched as she clutched the arms of her
throne. The two guards stood at attention behind the cowering messenger, with the bold chest between
them.

“Wadl,” said Orie at length, “I suppose someone shdl haveto seehim.”
“Why?" sngpped the king. “He s done nothing worthy of our welcome.”
“Heisaking now, and hasthe power to raise an army againgt usif he chooses.”

“We d clobber thelittle runt.” Gerrod’ s blue eyes glinted, and he stopped his pacing to stand firmly at the
center. “Perhaps war would not be such abad thing.”

Melisande jerked her hands from her throne to curl them in her lap. “ Father, crops have grown but
poorly. Our citizenswould not like to give up such afeeble harvest to feed an army.”



“Our honor has been offended, Mdlisande. Any loya man would stand for that cause.” He whirled back
to the messenger. “What manner of king isthis Rhys?’

“Asl sad, Your Mgesty”—the man gulped—"heis quite young, but fierce and proud, too. Hisknights
seem loyd and eager to uphold him.”

“How did you find him? Immeature, naive? Does he wish to provoke us?’

“I would not say s0, Your Mgesty. He agppeared. ..in command of himself. He and hisretainers were
angered, but he had no wish to return angry wordsto Y our Mgesty.” The man ducked his head.

“Father?’ Meisande asked softly. When his face turned toward hers, his manner somewhat more
subdued, shesaid, “1t may be, if you alow thisto escalate into awar, that your righteous anger will be
seen as something different, as awish to suppress what this king says about—about the Traitor. If you
respond with your disdain, if you show him that this Traitor, and he himsdlf, is unworthy of your anger,
your lordswill see how strong isyour resolve that the truth of what the Traitor has done should be
known.”

“Unworthy of my anger,” the king mused.
Médisande shrank alittleinto her cushions.

“There may be wisdom in you yet, daughter. Let him burn his rubbish, thisking will not hear from me.
From now on, you will send himword. Y ou will meet with him and tell him again of the Traitor’ s deeds.
He may be young enough to be tractable.”

Orie shifted uncomfortably. He reached out an imperious hand, and Meisande did hersinto it. “ Darling,”
he murmured, “this seems agood plan to avoid war. Find out al you can from thislittle king, so that we
may exploit hisweaknesses when the time comes.” His eyes searched her face, and she nodded to him.

“It may beided, infact,” King Gerrod said, resuming histhrone and dismissing the messenger with aflick
of hishand. “He may fed he has the advantage over you and revea too much. Wear something attractive
when you meet him. Mdisande.”

“Yes, Father.”

“Youmay go. then. I'll call for you if | need you.” The couple roseto go, but Gerrod stayed Orie. “Let
your brother escort the princess, I’ d like aword with you.”

Fonvar took Meisande s hand upon hisarm as Ori€' s greedy gaze followed. Orie turned back to the
king. “What did you wish to speak of, Gerrod?’

“Y ou have said this eunuch king has lusted for my daughter, asrepulsive asthet is. Do you not fear this
mesting will revivethose fedings?

“Oh, | am counting on that, Y our Mgesty. Rhyswill fed that he can trust her, so he will be more free
with her. But for her part, Melisande was furious when her singer left her. She will fed betrayed by him
because he never tried to contact her and never told her about his past. Believe me, Gerrod, when she
finds out who heis, shewill do anything we wish to cut him down to size” The two men grinned.

Once out of earshot, Melisande stopped Fionvar and looked him in the eyes. “There istoo much
happening here, Fionvar. My father is kegping things from me, thingsthat | must know if | amto act for



the best.”
“For whose best, Highness?’ he asked.

“For the people of this palace and this kingdom. | begin to think—" She broke off, looking back, then
urged him on again until they reached alittle chamber where she shut the door. “I begin to see that my
father doesnot tell al. Astheking, thisishisright. It ishisduty, even more than mine, to uphold the laws
and ways of thiskingdom.”

Fonvar nodded, not sure where thiswas going.

“Y ou have said that you would speak of things kept sllent,” she continued more quietly, standing very
near him. “Will you ill?”

“If | am at liberty to do s0.”

At thisanswer, her eyesroved over hisface, so like her husband's. “ Can you assure methat you will not
reved what | say to you here?’

“I am a your service, Y our Highness”

“Itisn't that | don't trust my father, believeme,” she said forcefully, “nor that | mistrust Orie, but | have
to know.” Shetook a deep breath. “How did my brother die?’

Fionvar considered. Mdisande' s cheeks held spots of rosy color, and her raised chin bared adim and
lovely neck. He swallowed, suddenly seeing why his brother guarded her so jedoudy; her very defiance
roused him. “He died as he lived, Highness, with the greatest of honor.”

“Y ou know what | meant.”

Fonvar perched on the window ledge where the sun might warm him. “My lady,” he said, “1 hold your
brother in very high regard, but that regard is treasonous. If | reveal much more, you might just aseasily
betray my treason as | could betray your doubts.” He shook hishead, smiling wryly. “I used to be one
who would speak the truth with no quamsat dl.”

“Y et now you conced it. You do not trust me.”
“How much do you love my brother?’

Taken aback by the change of subject. Melisande crossed her arms and walked to stand face-to-face.
“What sort of question isthat? Orieis my chosen husband and will be the father of my child. Heisyour
brother; how much do you love him?’

“Enough to see how much he's changed and to ache because of it.”

Melisande let her arms dide apart and touched his shoulder. “Then let ussay.” shewhispered, “that |
lovehim at least that much aswell.”

“Then do not ask meto tell you how Wolfram died.”
Her hand dropped, and she narrowed her eyes. “ Orie had apart in his death?’
13 Y$11

The princess nodded. As she did, one hairpin tumbled to the floor, and the vell over her hair dipped.



Quickly, she bent for the pin to replace it, but not before Fionvar saw her hair, or what little remained of
it. He sucked in a startled breath, and she again met his gaze, the vell fixed in place. “1 loved my brother
aswdll, Fionvar. My father has declared him to be atraitor for reasons of hisown. | can't say what
happened between them, but | can say this: Wolfram had no wish to be king. | cannot dispute my father
in hisbdlief that Wolfram was atraitor, but | aso cannot say that it makes senseto me.”

“Inyour pogtion, | would be cautious, too.”

“If you will not tell me how he died, can you not at least tell me how he lived? How did he meet you and
how did he cometo serve with thisKing Rhys, if that istrue?’

“Oh, itistrue. | have beenlong in serviceto the True King of Lochadyn. Wolfram came because he and
Rhyswere...” He hedtated. “They were old friends.”

“How can that be?’

Fonvar shifted hisweight on the stoneledge. “1 think your husband and father do not wish you to know
that now. | can’t say that | agree with them, but it might go badly for us both if | told you.”

“Very wel then. What was his story about hisflight from Bernholt?’

Fonvar told her what he knew, from the prince and from Rolf. He described Wolfram brought before the
king, and Mdlisande let out alittle moan. She turned from him, but indicated that he should go on.
Haltingly, he spoke of hisgradua friendship for the exile. When he reached the scene of the greet battle,
he broke off the narrative. “Here on are things | cannot speak of without endangering both of us.”

Méelisande held her facein her hands. Her shoulders quivered dightly.

Fonvar’s hands reached out to hold and comfort her, but he stopped himself and crossed hisarms. That
was an intimacy he had no right to offer or to take. He waited until her quivering had stilled, and asked,
“Isthereanything ese | may safdy tdl you?’

“Thereisonething.” Her voice had changed now to stedl. “Y ou say you hold Wolfram in high esteem,
and that Orie had some part in his death. If those things are so, why have you come here?’

“Wolfram told me to, when wefirst met. He was concerned for you, and worried about our new king
and how King Gerrod would react”—thiswas most of the truth, anyhow—"so hetold me, if | should
leave Lochayn, that | should cometo my brother.”

“I’'m glad you're here, Fionvar,” Melisande said. “1 know Orieis, too. Since you came he has been...he
has felt better.” She ducked her head.

“I know heisnot well. Highness. That’s another reason | came.”

“Hewasinjured falling down the stairs.” She touched her sdeto indicate theinjury. “1 think he may have
been alittle fevered aswell. How did you know that?’

“Brother’ sintuition,” Fionvar replied weakly.

She dtiffened. “1 once believed everyone told me the truth because they loved me. Now | know how
many are liars, but some are better at it than others.” She shot him afiery glance. “1f you can’t be honest
with me, a least do methe honor of telling me so.”

“You know | can’t be open. Highness.”



Suddenly her eyeswidened. “How can | trust anything you say?’
“My only liesto you have been lies of omisson.”

“So you have given me just enough of the truth to revedl my emotions? Or isit that you claim to love your
brother but ill plan hisharm? Perhaps heis not himself, but he will get better!”

Fonvar rose, shaking hishead. “Please, Highness, what can | tell you? What can | say to help you trust
me?’

“Tell me how my brother died.”

He shut hiseyes. “That would be no help at al.” What trust could there be for an avowed friend of
traitors who would dedl behind his own brother’ s back? Again, he thought of Wolfram and how quickly
the prince had given histrust, even to his enemy’ s brother. Now that Wolfram was gone, Fionvar learned
how much he missed that easy, absolute faith. Instantly, he knew what to do.

Meélisande scowled down at him as she turned to go.

Fonvar snatched her elbow; her body went rigid at histouch. “You wish to go to hisfunerd?’ he
breathed.

“Thereisnoway | can do that, even were |l soinclined. Let me go.”

“Pleaseligten, Highness, | know you miss him, even if you cannot say so. Give me seven ribbons, and |
will tie bundlesfor you. Y our prayerswill be burned with him.”

Sheinched alittle closer. “You can't. If my father found out—or Onel”

“I think | can gain Ori€ sassstance. Give me saven ribbons, Highness, and your brother will know you
have not forgotten him.”

“Seven ribbons, Great Goddess.” She pulled away. “Y ou could bekilled.”
“We cannot afford to fear each other when there are so many other dangers.”

“I do not wish to hear any more treason from you, Sr,” Melisande said lightly. She gathered her skirts
and plunged down the hall.

Fonvar did not follow her. His heart raced, and it took along whileto control his breathing. Still, alittle
smile played about hislips. Impulsively, he had become as foolish and trusting as Wolfram had ever been.
Whét better tribute to the fallen?

A hand gripped his shoulder, and he started violently. “What were you spesking of so closdly, brother?’
Orie hissed. Hiseyes and hair seemed wild in the sunlight, hisgrip wasiron.

Fonvar let out along breath. “If you must know, we fought. | expressed some concerns about her ability
to handle meeting King Rhys. She got upset.”

“Hmm. Y ou did not tell her who heis, did you?’

“No, of course not. | assume you have agood reason for that secret. Do you think the meeting iswise,
Orie, knowing how he fedls about her?’

“Y ou are so innocent in these matters.” Orielaughed, releasing him. “Wise? It' s perfect. She hates



Kattanan because he |eft her, and she can't bear having her playthings taken away. When she seeshim
again, she'll know how deeply she was betrayed. She' Il hate him even more. | hate to say it"—he sighed
indul gently—"but my lovely wiferedly isagpoiled child at heart. Chances are she'll send us even more
surely toward war than her father would.”

“Doesn't that worry you?’

“Oh, I'm exaggerating, brother dear. There will be no war. Y our King Rhysredly doesn’'t have the
somach for it, or he would' ve declared one once we sent him the bounty on Wolfram.”

“Spesking of which...” Fonvar began.
“What isit?’
“Thefunerd’sto bein two days. Do you suppose anyone will go?’

Orie consdered this and shrugged. “Wdll, afew of the former prince s staff might try. perhaps some
townsfolk, snce Rhys has goneto al the bother of providing them with disguises. Just afew fools defying
their king.”

Fonvar looked surprised. *'Y ou mean you haven't thought of it? Thet thisfunerd, thiswhole visit, might
be smply an excuse to foment rebellion againgt Gerrod?’

“Of course |’ ve consdered that.” Orie scoffed, watching his brother closely.

“Now Méelisande staked him out of ahostile response—whichiswise, | agree—we might not even see
what goes on there. How could His Mgesty send anyone to report without seeming to condone it. which
would undermine his own decrees, or condemn it. which might enrage the conspirators? Now, don’t look
a melikethat!”

“No, Fion, you bring up an excellent point. Gerrod can't do anything, shan't do anything, but we should
keep an eye on things. Or rather, you should. If the enemy recognized you, he would hardly be surprised
tofind you there.”

“Behind the king’ s back? Are you mad? Gerrod would bury me!” He backed away, waving hishands. “I
cameto look out for you, but not like that.”

“Of courseyou'll go. Gerrod likes you, Fion. Everything will befine.” Orie turned smartly and went back
ingde.

Fonvar looked after his brother, then in the direction Melisande had gone, and thought of the seven
ribbons. He smiled grimly. One way and another. Wolfram would not be aone.



Chapter 37

Theday of thefunera, at asummonsfrom Orie, Fionvar emerged onto the lower courtyard into a scene
that was almost idyllic wereit not for the clouds. A mess of barking, whimpering, howling dogs gamboled
about the stone yard, tusding with one another, and their master and mistress. Mdlisande wore the
rumpled gray gown he had first seen her in, and Orie wore old hunting clothes. The two played catch
over thedogs headswith acomet bdl, itsbright tail streaming out behind. The frustrated dogs legpt in
thear and galoped in glee when the ball wastossed their way.

“Fon! Good to seeyou at last!” Orie called.

Melisande turned toward him, her white vall fluttering in the breeze over her ruined hair. “ Catch!” she
cried, tossing the ball. Fionvar lunged, and grabbed it by itsribbon tail.

“What amiraculous dive! Y ou should' ve been aretriever,” Orie announced.
“Anything for the honor of the family.” Fionvar offered the comet back to Mdisande, but she refused it.

“Itistime you had aremembrance of me, dear brother. And you performed so well!” Sheturned quickly
to Orie. “You see, he can be taught, it Smply requires awoman’ stouch.”

“I will keep it with reverence, Y our Highness” Fionvar grumbled.

Oriekissed her lightly, then pulled her closer for alonger one.

Fonvar shifted uneasily, watching the scuffling dogs.

Grinning, Orie nuzzled Mdisande sear. “Why don’t you go wait inddefor me? I'll pack up the pets.”

Released from his embrace, Mdisande bit her lip, then smiled, bobbed alittle curtsy, and made for the
gairs. Orieturned to his brother. “ One last game before we go in.” He bounded into action, calling over
his shoulder, “A racel”

A rippling tide of dogs compelled Fionvar to follow, stumbling, acrossthe court until the canine wave
swept up againgt the far wall. Orieleaned there nonchaantly, one arm braced upon an ornate meta gate
st in the base of the tower. “Oh, well done, brother. Y ou might have beaten me. if that brindle brute
hadn’t gotten in theway.”

“Why are you playing with me. Orie?’ Fonvar panted.

Orie pushed alittle on the gate. which swung silently open. “There sabridge aong abit. and apath to
the city. The gate will be unlocked. | do think we' |l have rain, though. Such apity if Wolfram’sfire
wouldn't light; or if there were no star for his soul to aspire toward. Go to! And keep your eyes open.”

“You can trust me. Orie”
“Of course | can.” Oriewinked as he shut the gate behind his brother.

Fonvar paced down the road. Now. Melisande would have no chance to give him the ribbons, even if
she' d wanted to. Of course, judging from her closeness to Orie the previous day, she' d never intended
to. Nervoudy, he tossed the comet ball from hand to hand, then caught the ball again and held it up
before him. The body was a pouch of red wool, somewhat stained, and something crinkled insdeiit,



padding adender weight. For itstail hung seven long ribbons.

Kattanan watched the sky with growing concern. Thunder, rain, even overcast could be taken asasign
that his actions had been rash, that Wolfram wasindeed atraitor and to give him afunera with honor
was sacrilege againgt the Lady. He put down another armload of dry twigs with the growing heap at the
edge of thefunera ground.

“At least we know it’snot magic.” Jordan said, coming up behind.
“Great Lady!” Kattanan glowered. “How can aman so tall move so lightly?’

Arching an eyebrow at him, Jordan dropped his own load. “It’s not like you to be startled by anyone. |
noticed you looking up to the palace.”

“Areyou sure Orie wouldn't be able to summon rain? He was Alswytha s apprentice, after al. and she
can perform her magic.”

Jordan said, “He only hasalittle bit of her blood. There' s <till too much of hisownin hisvens.
Something should be done about that.” He gave afiercegrin.

“If there’ sbloodletting of histo bedone.” Rolf put in, joining them from the makeshift altar where he had
been cutting ribbons, “ye d best gand in line behind me.”

“I'll aamwrestle you for it,” Jordan replied, offering hisleft hand.
Rolf actually laughed at that, just a short chuckle, but the sound brought a smile to Kattanan' sface.

Lyssa, carrying abundle of her own, murmured, “ It strikes me strangely to hear my friendstalk of killing
my brother asif it were alaughing metter.”

“I didn’t redlize how much this hurt you, Lyssa,” Jordan said.

Lyssa shook back her hair and took astep away from him. “No. I’m sure you didn’t mean to hurt me.
But it does. It does.” Shewhirled awvay and strode swiftly from the grounds, losing herself among the
buildings

“Bury it,” Jordan murmured. “I was amonk too long, and now | don’t know the first thing about women.
I’ d better go after her.”

AsKattanan and Rolf finished their bundles, atrickle of peoplein red hoods were likewise taking sticks
from the pile, and ribbons from afew servants who passed among them. Many of those disguised were
Kattanan’s own knights, trying to comfort the townsfolk who might be afraid to come out. Still, the edges
of the cloaks swished to reved bare feet or delicate dippers, and he knew they were coming. Kattanan
carried hisbundlesto lay them beside the bier where Wolfram’ s body, draped in red, lay waiting the
flame. He kndlt again, making the Sign of the Goddess, and recaled for amoment the day he had lft.
Again he saw Wolfram astride aproud horse, shutting his eyes to wish Kattanan a safe return. But the
singer had returned as aking, and the prince rode home on afunera wagon.

Tears gprang to his eyes, and he pressed his hands to them. He rose and turned away, then stopped,
Sunned.

All around him, red-hooded mourners gathered, some wearing rough hoods of their own making. In



defiance of their king' s order, they had come, were still coming, furtively at first, then walking boldly
when they saw how many others waited there. Jordan, Rolf, and Lyssa stood by, faces raised to the sky
in glent prayer. His own priestess walked the sacred circles around the bier, followed by three others, all
hooded, and one ragged crone who met his gaze with her mismatched eyes. He took a step toward her,
but suddenly felt something pressed into his hand.

A tadl maninared hood and cloak leaned toward him, whispering, “ For your eyes, Y our Mgesty, and
for thefire”

“Fonvar,” Kattanan murmured. “How' sthe music at the palace?”’
“Awful,” the other replied, but with atrace of asmile. “Pray for me, and for her.”
1] I dO.”

With the dightest tilt of his head, Fionvar placed two groups of bound bundies at the bier, then faded
back into the crowd. Kattanan longed to follow, but suddenly fdlt asif al the eyes peering out from those
hoods were focused on him. There was some truth to this, of course, since the townsfolk had heard
stories of the new king. They might have come to mourn Prince Wolfram, but they did not waste the
chanceto study the king for themselves. Accordingly, he made alittle show of reaching into his pouch,
then lifting the thing Fionvar had pushed into hishand asif he'd had it dl dong. The circle of red wool
enclosed asmadl square of parchment, and asingle open link of chain. Incised patterns decorated the
link, echoing the tooling on fine book bindings: alibrary chain, meant to protect a precious volume. He
smoothed out the parchment to find asmple blessng in Strelledor: May you rise up in the flames, and
look down from the stars. The chain of earth is broken; you are free. He remembered packing
Méelisande s things for the Goddess Moon, when he had held up to her abook with alibrary chain ill
dangling fromit. Wolfram had held the chisel while Melisande struck the blow. Mdisande! With asudden
leap of hope. Kattanan brought the chain to hislips and kissed it. Then she did not believe Wolfram to be
atraitor. A twinge of guilt touched him through the rush of excitement. Then helet himsdf smilejust a
little. Surely, Wolfram would understand. With aregretful Sgh, Kattanan bound up the little packet once
more and placed it gently on thered cloth. A ray of late sun gilded his hand, and the still form benegth the
cloth. High above, the dark clouds till clustered, but agreat hole gaped through them, and the setting sun
blazed with crimson fire.

High on a garden tower overlooking the city, King Gerrod scowled &t the sky. “Magic,” he snorted, “or
trickery.” When Mélisande and Orie said nothing, Gerrod trained a spyglass on the funerary ground.
“They’ redl wearing those accursed hoods. Of course, it could just be aploy to make us bdlieve that our
people are attending. All those hoods could be worn by this upstart’ s own knights.”

“Many of them are.” Orie put in. “ The guards watching their camp reported that many of the knights put
on red hoods before they |eft there”

“Hal | knew it wouldn't work.” He dapped the spyglass onto the parapet and grinned. “He' s putting on
ashow to impress the townsfolk, but nothing will come of it.”

“May 1?7’ Orie put out ahand for the glass and trained it on the gathering. “ Three of the priestesses are
hooded; it may be timeto investigate the temple. Gerrod.”

“They dwayswereon hissde.”

Turning away. Medisande leaned her back against thewall. A wave of nausea overwhelmed her for a



moment, and she shut her eyes, one hand pressed to her belly. Sowly the wave passed, and she
refocused on thelittle temple in the garden, with its dender bell tower.

“Mdisande.” King Gerrod’s stern voice called back her gaze. “If you are not well, you should be abed.
No reason to risk your hedlth, or my grandchild's”

She shook her head. “No, Father. |, too. should know what happens.” She took two stepsto stand
between them, leaning on the stone.

“King Rhysis standing for family,” Orie reported, his eyes never leaving the scene below. “He sgot the
torch.” Down in the city, atiny flamelicked at the red cloth, then caught. It crept among the sticks,
growing steadily toward the till form at the center. Smoke swirled up and raced along a breeze straight
toward the watchers.

Gerrod coughed sharply, batting the smoke away with his hand.

Melisande, eyes stinging, turned away, taking deep breaths of the cleaner air behind, but the smoke
chased her. eddying about her until her eyeswelled with tears.

Suddenly Orie screamed, and the spyglass fell from his handsto shatter on stone. He clutched his side,
dumping to hisknees behind the parapet. Melisande crouched by him, while Gerrod, determined not to
be afflicted by the smoke, stood erect.

“Orie. what' swrong?’ Melisande touched hisarm. but he screamed again.

Ori€ sright hand reached out for her, and she took it, wincing at the strength of hisgrip. She cradled his
shouldersin her lap. “ Shhh,” she murmured, rocking dowly.

His eyes sprang open, eyebrows pinched together in alook of confusion and sadness. “Médlisande?’ he
whispered.

“I'mhere”

“I'msorry.”

“What for?’

“I didn’t mean to hurt you, Sandy.”

Mélisande started. “ That’ swhat he used to call me.”

He opened his mouth to speak, but abell peded out somewhere close by. and Melisande looked up.
Gerrod crossed the floor in three furious steps. “No bells! | decreed there would be no bells for that
traitor.” he roared.

The bell rang out again, clear and strong, from the temple in their own garden. “Guards! Bring the ringer
tome, and | shdl throw him from thistower!”

The guards crashed back down the gairs.
Weakly, Orie pushed himself up until he sat againgt the wall.
“Areyouwdl?" Melisande asked, not letting go of his hand.

“I'mfine” He struggled to hisfest, clutching the stone. “What' s happening?’



“ Some treacherous bastard has been ringing the bell, but they’ ve caught him,” Gerrod crowed, “and | will
show him what it meansto betray hisking.”

Brushing the tears from her eyes, Mdisande rose, then gasped as the guards reemerged onto the
platform. Y oung Thomas dangled between them, both arms held tight by the armed men.

Gerrod yanked up the boy’ s chin to stare into his tear-streaked face. *Y ou rang the bloody bell,” the
king snarled.

“For the dead, Sire,” the page blurted, his breath coming in ragged gasps.

“Theact of atraitor.” Gerrod snapped, looming over the prisoner. He grabbed the boy’ sarm and jerked
him away from the guards. Thomas cried out as he was hauled to the edge and flung upon the top of the
broad wall, his head hanging over the stone toward the rushing river.

“Father!” Médisande flung hersdf forward, clinging to her father’ sarm. “He sachild, he doesn’t know
what he'sdone!”

He shook her off, alow anima snarl building in histhroat. “I’m hisking; he knows enough to obey.” She
screamed as he thrust Thomas over the edge, but he had not yet released hisiron grip on the boy’ sarm.
Gerrod turned blazing eyesto his daughter.

Melisande knelt on the floor at hisfeet, her handsraised in supplication. “ Father, | am begging you not to
dothis”

“Am | not the king here? And do | not have the right to administer justice to my subjects?” he demanded,
spitting each word like a curse.

“Yes, Father, yes.” Sheforced hersdlf to meet his gaze, hearing the windborne sobs of his prisoner. “But
he' sjust achild; somethings he still does not understand. All he knowsisthe man who was his master is
dead, and he wantsto honor him.”

Gerrod let the growl out again at this, but his eyesremained locked to hers.

“He only knows what he' staught, and we haven’'t—I haven’t taught him enough to understand. | have
faled in teaching him. my lord.” Breathing heavily, she lowered her head. “By the Goddess, Y our
Maesty, do not punish him for my failure.”

A stony slence descended, broken only by Melisande s breathing and the unseen child' s soft whimper.
Gerrod yanked his arm back, throwing Thomas to the floor and turning away.

Melisande let her armsfdl to support herself, and glanced up. Thomas crouched before her, shaking al
over.

“Sire?’ one of the guardsinquired softly, gesturing toward the boy.

Gerrod did not look back. “Throw him in the dungeon. If my daughter wants to teach him, she can do so
there.” He pounded down the stairs.

The guards clanked forward, but Melisande rose to her knees and held up her hand to stop them. “We
have orders, Y our Highness” one mumbled avkwardly.

“Give me one minute before you obey them.” She shot him afurious glance, daring his approach. While
they hesitated, Mdisande inched closer to Thomas and gathered him to her chest, stroking hisruffled hair



until the trembling subsided.

The guard cleared histhroat, and Mdisande pulled back, searching the boy’ s face. She smiled her most
glowing smilefor him, but the large arms descended to pull him to hisfeet. Thomas kept looking back
until he was out of sght down the Sairs.

Melisande sat back, pushing a short clump of hair back under her skewed veil.
“How touching.” Orie murmured.

Tilting her heed. Melisande regarded him quietly.

“How long will helast in the dungeon, Mdisande?’

“I should havelet him die?’

“I'm not saying that.” He put up his handsto deny it, his voice suddenly wavering toward uncertainty as
he looked at her. “ But the consequences. Gerrod may be angry at you for days. | know you don’t want
that,” he said soothingly.

“S0, better Thomasthan me.” She carefully rose to her feet, not bothering to brush the dust from her
skirts. “ Better Thomas be thrown to the wind so that | can avoid afew days discomfort. | don't know
you anymore, Orie. | don’t know who you are.”

“Do you think Gerrod won'’t find ways to punish you? To punish both of us?’ He folded hisarms,
shaking his head. “Maybeit’s him you don’t know anymore.”

“No. My father has dways had these moments, perhaps not so serious, but he did not have the same
concerns back then. | was adways hisfavorite child. I'll get silence for three days, then he' Il command me
out for aride, and we'll both act asif nothing has happened. In aweek or so, I'll convince him that
Thomas haslearned hislesson. | understand my father. Orie, but you—" She gave anironic smile. “You
reminded me of him, evenin your anger. Y ou would get so angry, then come back gpologizing, asking for
my forgiveness.”

“And it saways so niceto make up, isn't it?” Orie murmured, running afinger dong her gown between
her breadts.

Melisande shifted subtly back, refusing to be sidetracked. “It was, Orie. But now you brood, or you
dismiss me without bothering to get angry. And now this.” Sheraised her armsto indicate the tower
platform. “Where were you when | needed you?Y ou keep watching my father, and you aren’t paying
atention to me anymore.”

“Oh, no, Melisande.” Creases of worry tracked hisforehead. “1 love you so much. It'sjust—your father
isso demanding. | need to learn how to live here, with him, how to be aprince. Let me give him some
attention now, then | can be amorefitting husband to you. The Lady knows you deserve so much more
than | giveyou.”

Hewrapped hisarms around her, feding her heat and her breath on his cheek. Looking over her
shoulder, Orielost hisamile asthefirst star gleamed down on the embers of Wolfram' sfire.



Chapter 38

Orie paced the length of the paved yard and returned to where Fionvar stood. All around them, servants
hurried with benches and brooms, readying the garden for the princess. “1 cannot believe he was so
arrogant asto ingst upon changing the meeting place.” Orie grumbled. “1 don't like it. And why did she
agree? Thisis her palace, she can choose where or evenif shewill meet with him.”

Spreading hisarms. Fionvar took in the fruit trees and fragrant roses. “Melisande likes gardens. If it had
been |eft to her, she might have suggested this herself.”

“She doesn't know the firgt thing about statesmanship. She should have asked me, or Gerrod, at the
least, before she agreed to such achange.”

Now Fionvar faced his brother, hishumor gone. “I think the king knows precisely why this particular
delegation will not enter the throne room.”

Orieeyed him quietly. “Are you with me or with my enemy?’
“Why do you congder him an enemy?’

“For Wolfram’'ssake,” hereplied, “and for Melisande's. For his own sake, if it comesto that. He can't
have forgotten my men would have killed him that night. He seemed more important then.” Orie laughed.
“Funny, that he seemed more important when he wasjust a eunuch. | wonder how much he's changed.
He was such a pathetic creature before.”

Fionvar stared rigidly at arosebud bobbing inthewind. “If heis of so little consequence to you, why cal
him your enemy?What are you afraid of 7’

Orie snorted. “Nothing he can do, | assure you,” he snapped. “Heis no match for me.” Orie sface
shifted briefly into a smooth mask, then he shuddered violently and clutched at Fionvar’ sarm. Hiseyes
were suddenly wild and dark.

“What' sthe matter? Orie?’ Ingtinctively, he reached out to steady his brother and thought of what the
wizard had told him of madness. “Orie, what' swrong?’

“Nothing,” Orieingsted, though histeeth chattered. He clamped hisjaw shut and shook off Fionvar's
arm and draightened. “ Thank you, | am fine.”

“That’ s nonsense, Orie. Great Goddess, everyone can see that you are not well.”

Shaking hishead, Orie said, “1 have been. . .different since the battle. Nine Stars seems loath to speak to
me, S0 | must figureit out for mysdlf. | just need afew more nights' study in my workroom, Fion, and I'll
understand what’ s happened.”

Fonvar blanched at the thought of returning to that room, witnessing his brother’ s bloody experiments.
“Perhaps you just need deep. Lady knows| do.”

Orielet out agae of laughter and clapped Fionvar on the shoulder. “1 am closeto knowing it dl. brother,
| fed it. All we need do is—but here comes my wifel” Hetook afew quick steps away to hail Melisande
with awide grin. “Y our father suggested atractive clothing, Mdisande, but you are postively radiant!”

Clad in awdl-fit gown of russet silks, Melisande approached and took hishandsin hers, offering atiny



gmilein return. Her grip was strong and damp with swest.
“Darling, there sno need to be nervous.” Orie rubbed her hands gently.

She ducked her head. “1 know | must set used to these things, but | feel so anxious, Orie. It'snot asif
King Rhysisthefirs I’ ve ever met.”

“Maybe 0, but we are asking you to defuse adifficult Stuation.” Orie stroked her cheek with thumb.
“Y ou stand between Gerrod and this person he despises, yet you must receive this other king with grace
and honor. It cannot be easy for you.”

Melisande nodded and turned to smile at Fionvar. “At least you will bewith me, and dl of my ladies, so |
shdl not fed done.”

“Y our Highnessis both brave and strong. | have no doubt you will be perfect,” Fionvar told her,
mustering himself to sincerity. How would she respond to seeing Kattanan again, and under such
circumstances? Shelittle knew what atrial shefaced.

Oneflicked him aglance. “I will bewatching at adistance, aswell. If you fed the need to bresk off the
meeting, of course you may. If he offends you. smply stand and raise your goblet, and | will be a your
dde. You areavison, my love” Orietold her, “every inch the queen you will be.”

She flushed a pretty pink. “I hope to be much more attractive by then.”

“A difficult goa, Mdisande, considering how beautiful you dready are.” Orie pulled her closeand
nuzzled againg her neck.

Fonvar contemplated the flowers. A sudden blast of horns brought his head up instantly, and he looked
again to hisbrother. “The delegation has arrived.”

Orie nodded once, rleasing Meisande, who had lost her color. Orie murmured, “We shall bein that
tower, should you need us. Just raise your goblet.”

Smoothing her skirts, Melisande stepped back. “I know. | doubt | shal have need, though. | am, after all,
adaughter of kings.” Sheraised her head and smiled.

“Remember that,” Orie admonished her, “whatever thisking ssemsto be, you are a least as much, and
more.” Hewinked at Fionvar as he turned to go.

Sighing, Fionvar watched his brother’ sretreating figure, then faced the princess, offering hisann. “May |
escort you to your throne, Y our Highness?’

“Indeed you may.” She placed a ddlicate hand upon hisarm and let him lead her to the hastily prepared
court. A long purple carpet marked the path from the palace gate, stretching between rows of benches
for the courtiers and King Rhys sfollowers. At the head of the carpet ssood Mdisande stall throne, with
the gilded device of the heir of Bernholt. Her ladies, in dl their finery, assembled behind like an animated
bouquet with abackdrop of the shiny green leaves of orange trees. Off to the right, the marble spire of
the garden chapd gleamed in the sunlight, abrilliant contrast to the red walls of the paace, especidly now
that the stain of the funeral smoke marred the stonework. Guardsmen formed a perimeter around the
meeting place, sunlight limning their hdlmets and breastplates where they stood amongst the flower beds.
From farther into the gardens, the caged birds subdued chatter drifted into the day. along with thetrickle
of thefountains. As Mdisande settled in her throne, Fionvar crossed to stand behind her. The sound of
marching feet gpproached from the courtyard, growing louder.



The herald stepped forward, made a brief bow, and announced, “Rhys yfCaitrin of the House of Rinvien,
duAlyn of the House of Strel Maria, by grace of Finistrel, King of Lochalyn and al of her territories.”

Fonvar sraightened up as his king entered the garden.

Tweve knightsled the procession, gracefully stepping to the Sdes, to form an aide for the delegation.
Jordan, clad againin red, and Lyssa, in gleaming chain mail with her war hammer a her side, marched
along the carpet, then separated at its head, standing at attention. Two more guards, both huge and
fierce, followed behind their king, dropping to one knee when they reached the end of the seating. The
king himself walked tall, hisred shirt of mourning softened by the cream velvet doublet and trailing cloak
embroidered with leaves and crowns. Upon his head, the crown of his parents shone again in the sun,
capping his golden curls. He swept into alow bow as he passed between the last benches, then another
when he stood just afew feet short of Mdisande sthrone.

The princess rose to return his courtesy. Asthe king straightened and stood before her, she froze, lips
parted, and al of her grand words of greeting died away.

Kattanan, eyes a firgt shining, then anxious, searched her face. Her eyebrows arched with atiny shake of
the head, then furrowed down again as she pursed her lips. “Good King Rhys,” she began, then fatered.
Color flared into her cheeks, and her glance shot toward the tower, then returned.

“Y our Royd Highness,” Kattanan said, giving her amoment to absorb the sound of hisnew voice. He
continued more softly, “Y ou do me great honor in once again welcoming me before you. The court of
Bernholt isblessed by the Lady for a paace so grand, aday so bright, and aprincessso fair.”

The dark crease had returned to her brow, and Melisande gestured for a goblet with atiny motion of one
hand. “ Good King Rhys.” she said, her voice strong, near snapping with fire, “I regret that my father and
husband could not be here, but | do hope that we may become acquainted so that our two kingdoms will
stand as allies for many yearsto come.” She said the practiced words with arising edge of bitterness.

A page scurried up, bobbed atiny bow, and offered the bejeweled goblet. Kattanan, hopeful, stared
down at the boy but saw it was not Thomas, and |et his gaze return to the princess. Melisande, too, let
her glance dip to the boy, then back to the man before her. Their eyes met, hers green and flashing, his
honey-hazel, warm and sad. Melisande began to raise her goblet, took a sip, then lowered it again
dowly.

“That ismy hopeaswdl, Your Highness,” Kattanan said. He felt his hands tremble ever so dightly and
tucked them behind him before continuing carefully. “However, thereisahistory between your kingdom
and mine that must be resolved before we can make such dliance.”

At aword from Mdisande, another throne—not so grand as her own, but till finely carved and
gilded—was brought for the king, and she paused amoment in deference to his crown before likewise
seating herself. Kattanan' s retainers stood at ease as he began his story, the story of his parents’ betraya,
and hisown. The courtiers leaned alittle closer, but Kattanan spoke only to the princess, watching her
every gesturefor asign from her. All he saw was coldness and anger suppressed behind her royd air.

For amoment, Kattanan' s gaze rested upon Fionvar, who stood straight and quiet behind Mdisande. His
eyes gleamed, and the set of his shoulders revealed his pride, knowing that he had been among thoseto
right the old injustice.

“Thefriend of my uncle,” Kattanan began again, stronger now, “did indeed take me to the temple, but he
had compassion for me gtill—" Here the king’ s voice wavered alittle, and he held hisgoblet alittle
tighter. “Rather than bring the surgeons, he brought awizard who disguised me so that | could hide



among the boys of the monastery and be taken for one of the Verge duStrdl, the Virgins of the Goddess,
who sing for the glory of Finistrel and no other lady. He gave me anew name, and what | knew of my
former life became ever more distant. | becameasinger in truth.” Briefly hetold the eventsleading up to
the surrender of the city, and finished by saying, “ So my mother and brotherswere finally avenged.” He
took along swalow of wineand let hisgoblet berefilled.

Melisande nodded, absorbing what he had said. She suddenly recaled her childish fascination with the
traitor-queen, and how her singer had lost hislight whenever she spoke of it. “What has become of the
Usurper, Your Mgesty?’ Thetitle felt strange upon her lips.

“Hewill undergo thetrid of lords. Y our Highness. When heisfound guilty, he will be put to death as
mercifully asmay be”

“Mercifully?” For amoment, sheimagined how it must have been for him, how hislife might have been so
very different. “ After dl that you have just told us?’

“My mother wasright; hislove for mewas hisundoing. And | had had enough of killing. Y our Highness.
| have been shown better examples of nobility.” He glanced to her |eft, where her brother’ s throne would
once have stood.

Melisande' s cheeks reddened. “ So there is business yet undone in your own kingdom. May | ask Y our
Maesty why you have come dl thisway when your own ascension isless than secure?’

Kattanan bristled at the changein her. 1 would not say that my crown is not secure, Y our Highness. But
| had ties of friendship before | ever wasaprince again, and | felt it right to do them honor. | cameto
speak the truth about your brother, Prince Wolfram.”

Instantly, she held up ahand to stop him, her voice cracking even as her gaze turned hard. “Now is not
thetime”

Mesting her fiery gaze, Kattanan allowed adight nod.

“I will need to think on dl you have said, King Rhys,” she said, trying to reconcile her memorieswith the
moment. “If you wish, | shdl have ameal laid for you and your retainers here, and you may enjoy the
beauty of these gardens.”

“| shdl indeed enjoy them. Y our Highness,” hereplied. They both rose, Kattanan offering abow and
Mdisande adight curtsy before she made her way down the purple carpet. Her first steps seemed
unsteady, but she stood alittle straighter as her ladies followed her out. Fionvar made alittle bow to
Kattanan, then hurried to follow the princess. Sowly, the benches emptied, with many a gaze till turned
toward the new king, until the party from Lochayn were |eft done with afew guards and servantsto lay
tablesfor the med.

Kattanan turned to Jordan. “ So what do you think?’
“Youtold your tale wdll, Kat; it remainsto be seen what they will make of it.”
“That isn't what | meant,” Kattanan murmured. “What about the princess?’

“Sheisbeautiful, proud, and angry, but she has not dismissed usright away, so that isahopeful sgn.”
Jordan shrugged, then eyed the servants bringing out laden platters. “Which one of us should taste your
food?’

Kattanan let out awounded sigh. “A hopeful sign indeed. If that’ s how you express your hope, then |



tremble to see your warning.”

“Y ou knew!” Melisande shouted the moment the door had closed behind her. “All of you! And yet you
saw fit to keep it from me. Why?" She glared first at her husband, then her father, then whirled to stare at
Fonvar, and he thought her gaze held him an ingtant longer. “ Great Goddess, | fdlt likeafool.” Sheflung
up her hands.

The three men stood quietly, only Fionvar |etting his shoulders droop in mute acknowledgment. It was
certainly not his place to answer her.

“Mdisande, how could we explain—" Orie began patiently, but Gerrod overrode his cam rebuttal by
announcing, “We needed to gauge his reactions, Meisande. How could we watch his honest response if
he wasn't to see any of your emotions? Asit was, you' ve not given us much to work with.”

“I thought you were giving me some responsibility, yet it ssemsyou are dill just using me, not trusting me
to make the judgments. Father, | am no longer achild.”

Gerrod snorted, crossing hisarms. “When you act thisway, that is exactly how you appear. A child.”

This brought her up short, and though the rage flared in her eyes, and her entire body stiffened, she did
not lash out.

“Gerrod,” Orie murmured, shaking his head asif to chide the king. “In fact, we wanted you to be angry.”
Orie placed a soothing hand on Melisande s shoulder. “He agpproached the meeting presuming on your
friendship; now heis off-baance, unsure of how he stands with you. We ve got him right where we want
him, thanksto you.”

“If that was your purpose, | could have served it better had | known what you wanted of me,” she
replied softly, arms crossed. Mdisande turned from her husband and found hersdlf looking at Fionvar.
She blinked, her features hard, and he wondered if Kattanan could be any more off-balance than the
princess.

Orie, too. glanced at Fionvar and smiled, reassured of hisbrother’ s trustworthiness. For himself. Fionvar
doubted Melisande would again come closeto trusting him. Asfar asthe princess was concerned, the
three men were conspiring againgt her, assuming her rolein their plotting was secure. How secure.
Fonvar did not wish to hazard a guess. From where he stood, their decision to keep the secret began to
look like aterrible mistake.

“Y ou knew him best, Melisande,” Orie said. “How did he seem to you?’

Glancing from her father to her husband, Melisande flopped into a chair. Asthey settled to either Sde of
her, Fionvar remained standing, alittle gpart, occasionaly looking out the window to the feast being laid
inthe gardens.

Melisande frowned. “He has the sort of presence he used to have while singing. He projectsthe air of
roydty very well, asif it were anew performance. He dways had away of commanding an audience.”
She paused to mull this over, and Fionvar dlowed alittle smile, recaling his speech to the duchess about
thisvery thing. The princesswent on. “Helets himsdlf show morefeding now, aswell. He got alittle
angry with me, and | imagine he' s made an excellent impression on the courtiers present.”

“| was hoping they would make an impression on him,” Gerrod snorted, “remind him of how many



amies| can summon a amoment’ snotice.”
Médisande shook her head. “| don’t believe that he cares. It seemed asif—"
They waited for her to continue, then Orie prompted, “ Asif what?’

“Asif it didn’'t matter how many nobles or how many guards we brought there. | wasthe only one of
importance.” The furrows of her brow smoothed out alittle as she realized this, and Orie shared alook
with her father over her heed. “Is his story true?’

Gerrod replied dowly. “Thorgir should have been more careful, and his subjects would not have risen
againg him—certainly not to put acastrate on the throne.”

She looked up quickly. “Then heis...? When hetold the story, he said that was adisguise, and hisvoice
iscertainly different.”

“Trickery,” Oriesaid. “What we see now iswhat he wishes usto see” He shrugged. “ Still, we ought to
play dong with this new lie until we decide how to handle him.” Orieleaned forward and took her hands.
“There is another reason, though, why he spoke only to you. | hesitate to bring thisup.” Gerrod nodded
gernly for him to go on, and he did, but hdtingly. “I do not know if you were aware of this, but severa of
your servants and |adies have confirmed that they believe he wasin love with you.”

“With me?’ Her eyesflew wide. “But he' sacadrate, not even—and 1...” Shetrailed off, her face grave.
“It'sabsurd. Impossible.” She shook her head.

“Naturaly, but till hedared.” Orielet that dangle amoment, then continued, “I recal when | firgt arrived
at your ball, and he was so presumptuous as to touch your hair without permission. What would such a
cregture not dare?’

“I remember how quick you wereto legp to my defense,” Mdisande murmured. “To think that he was so
closeto me. If | had suspected how hefelt, things would have been very different.” She lowered her

head alittle. “Y ou told me to wear something attractive because you wanted him to reved hisfedingsfor
rTe”

Orienodded. “And | think he made them very clear. | believe you could have King Rhys polishing your
bootsif you so desire.”

Mdisande smiled alittle at that.

“Hewill want aroya apology,” Gerrod put in abruptly, “for our part in Thorgir’ sactions. | would, in his
postion. If my daughter is correct, he will have no trouble becoming aleader of men. What | hear from
Lochdaleisthat he appeared like amiracle, riding bareheaded into the heart of the battle on amagica
steed. He may be alegend aready, and it is hard to defeat alegend if we should come to war one day,
so—much as 1’ d liketo—I ought not to offend the little king.”

“But aeunuch?’ Orieinquired. “1 find it hard to believe that dl of his people have forgotten that rumor.”

“On the other hand, if we accept his ascension and his overtures of friendship, wewill be subjected to
moretalk about the Traitor,” Gerrod snarled, hisfist clenching.

“Alsotrue. Father,” said Méelisande, “but we could offer the gpology under the condition that he make no
more demands about the Traitor.”

Fonvar held histongue, but his right hand clenched briefly, and he kept his eyes on the princess, trying to



judge how much of her talk wastrue.
“Why not have abal?’ Orie suggested.
Gerrod laughed. “What are we celebrating?’

“Hear meout, Y our Magesty. We shal announce abdl in hishonor, in perhaps two days, if he can wait
solong for dl of the baronsto attend. | mean ahuge Sate affair.” Heflung hisarmswideto indicate the
magnitude of the event. “Y ou will gpologize formally for assisting Thorgir and take hishand in front of dl
the nobles we can muster. He will be completdly overawed by the festivities.”

“| doubt it,” Mdisande remarked.

Orielowered hisvoice to murmur, “If heis seated beside you, my love, | think he will forget he ever
cared about anything ese.”

She squared her shoulders. “Very well then; | shdl return to the garden and offer your invitation.”

Rising, Gerrod patted her hand. “I understand how distasteful this must be to you, considering his
perverseinterest in you. but for the good of the kingdom, you must persevere. I'll seeyou to your ladies
to refresh yourself.” The king and hisdaughter [eft armin arm.

Fonvar moved alittle closer to Orie. “How’ ve you been, brother?’
Criereplied. “I am quite well.”

“I heard what happened on the tower. Do you think that Wolfram’ s—”

“The Traitor,” Orie corrected. “Y ou don’t wish Gerrod to get the wrong idea.”

Refusing to be sdetracked, Fionvar repested, “ Do you think that the traitor’ s’—his voice struggled with
the word—" blood had anything to do with it?’

“How should | know?’ came the harsh response. “ The stupid wizard shielded her knowledge from me.
We had an arrangement, and she brokeit.”

Thispiqued Fionvar’s curiosity, and he asked, “What did she get from this arrangement?’

Orie cast adark sdelong glance a him, consdering. “ Something she wanted. Something | no longer

Fonvar crossed hisarms. “Why don’t you trust me, Orie, even that much?’

The sudden laughter caught Fionvar by surprise, making him take a step back. * Oh, Fion. Someday soon
you'll find out. I hope you think it'sasfunny as| do.” He craned his neck, looking toward the window,
and crossed to lean out of it. “ There goes my beautiful bride.”

“| am surprised you are S0 eager for her to do this. Orie” Fionvar came to stand beside him, watching
the progress of Melisande slittle procession into the garden.

“Shelovesme, Fion.” A shadow of afrown crossed hisfeatures. “ Sheisdso alittle afraid of me, which
serves mewell. It encourages her to obey.”

Fonvar opened his mouth to reply, then thought better of it. He turned to see Mdisande in the distance
curtsy to hisking, and the king' s grave bow in response. Orie was underestimating both of them. Hiswife



was not the child she had been, nor was King Rhys the weskling Orie believed. Orie would be wrong
about this; he must be.



Chapter 39

“Y our men seem to be enjoying thefeast,” Mdisande said after she delivered the king' s message. “Are
you not egting, Your Mgesty?’

Histitle on her lips sounded so wooden that he wondered if she said it that way on purpose. “1 never eat
before a performance. Y our Highness.”

She lowered her chin just atouch. “Isthat what thisisfor you. a performance?’

“Am | not onstage before your court, and before your father?” He gestured toward the palace,
continuing. “And you. Y our Highness. Am | not onstage before you. thistime on my own behalf 7’
Kattanan said thislast a alow pitch, dmost asigh.

Stiffening, she took astep back from him. her tone ingtantly frosty. “1 think not, Y our Mgesty. You are
here on behdf of your kingdom, adiplomatic vist.”

A moment passed, then he saw how she had misunderstood him, recaling the first time they had met
when she was being courted. Kattanan shook his head, and little sparks danced from the gemstones of
his crown. “I meant only that | must somehow convince you of my good intentions. | am to present
myself in the best possible way to show you that what | say istrue.”

At this, sheraised her eyebrows and said nothing.

The expresson reminded him so much of Wolfram that Kattanan felt a shiver run through him, sobering
him. “Y ou are wondering how you can believe anything | say.”

Melisande stroked unseen dust from her skirts. She looked away from him, toward the tableswhere
most of hisknights were being served. “| came only to ddiver my father’ s message, Y our Mgesty. |
have done so. Perhaps on your next visit, the opportunity—"

“Will you walk with me?’ he brokeinto her stream of rega language, bringing her eyes back to him.
“Y our Highness, will you wak with me?’

She glanced wildly back toward the palace, then regained her roya facade. “If it isyour wishtowak in
the garden, | will accompany you, Your Mgesty.” He offered hisarm, but she stepped ahead of him
down the path, her pace quickening as it had when he had been her singer and she had not been heir to a
kingdom. Clasping his hands behind him, he caught up with her.

“Where should wewak. Your Mgesty?’
“Here,” hesad, indicating a path, “toward the songbirds.”
“How fitting,” shereplied, not looking a him.

When they stood before the cage, watching the swirling blue-and-gold birds, Kattanan turned to face
her. With the birdsong rising about them, no other could hear him say, “Y our Highness, you need not try
30 hard to wound me. When last we met, my will was not my own. Finistrel knows, | never meant to
decelveyou.”

“Yet you did, Your Mgesty.” She clutched the bars of the cage, staring at the whirlwind of birds. “You
decaived dl of us. biding your time until you could appear as king and savior of your people. How did



you expect meto receive you?’

“What you seetoday isthelie. Y our Highness. What | wasthen, how | felt—those things weretrue. |
was not born to be aking, and it was never what | wanted.”

Thetilt of her head reveded her sdelong glance. Just as quickly, she looked away. “What did you want,
then? What do you want now?’

Kattanan met that shadowed gaze and did not trust himself to answer.

Even 0. she burst out. “Y ou have no right to speak to melikethis! | am a princess, and you. you are
a—" She stopped hersdlf.

“I amaking, Mdisande,” he replied softly, using her name like a prayer for her understanding. “Against
my conscience and my wishes. | am aking, thelast of my line”

“Do you hold yoursdlf above me now? | know what you are, what you have aways been.” Her body
shook with anger, flushing her cheeks; her beauty flamed.

“A human being! A person, just like you. with dreams and terrors—just like you. | fear. | hope, | hurt,
and yes, | love. Great Goddess, Mdisande, listen to me! Please listen, and hear me as you have never
heard me before.” He took her shoulders and spun her to face him. She tore away but stopped, staring,
her fists clenched and shaking.

“Don’t touch me. Don't ever touch me.”
“There was atime when you were not afraid.”

“Long ago. before you left me; before | knew how much you lied to me! My father, my husband, his
brother—is there not aman dive who tellsthe truth?” Her eyes gleamed and. for amoment, he was
certain she would weep. “ Everything has changed. Y ou don’t know me.”

“I know that you are not the same, Melisande, | never expected that. | only—"

“Oh, no? What did you expect? Now that you are aking, | should fal into your armslike acommon
whore?’ She swept her arms out asif she would push him away with the angry wind. The birds clamored
and screeched, egging her on. “Well, | shal not,” breathed Melisande, then louder. “Whatever it isthat
you want, King Rhys, you shdl never haveit. Sing whatever you wish, | will not hear you.”

Kattanan spoke quietly, hisvoice absolutely clear. “ By virtue of rank aone, Y our Highness, your rank
and mine, | deserve better than how you are tresting me.”

“So now you seek to ingtruct mein, what, protocol ? Deportment? What isit that you want?’ At last she
looked at him, but sidelong, beneath her lashes.

“Respect. If not for me, then for my crown, and for your own, Mdisande. No wonder—" He stopped,
shaking his head. “ Good day, Y our Highness.” He turned to go.

“What ese?” she demanded, not turning after him. “What were you going to say, Y our Mgesty? What
more could you possibly say?’

Breathing dowly. Kattanan turned back to her. “No wonder Wolfram ill treated you asachild.” He
watched her trembling shoulders. “That isal | can possibly say.” Histhroat clenched as he witnessed the
shock that broke across her face. She whirled, gathering her skirts, and fled into the trees with her guards



in pursuit.

Kattanan’ s hands were trembling as she vanished beyond the wall. “What happened?’ Jordan asked,
coming up quitly.

Kattanan shrugged one shoulder, still watching Melisande s wake, where the disturbed flowerslashed
their headsin frenzied approval. The cacophonous laughter of the birds grated &t hisears. “I went too far,
asked too much of her.”

“Go back to camp,” Jordan said quietly. “Y ou need rest, maybe asong.”

“Sing? After that, you think | could sing?’ Helet Jordan’s hand guide him back toward the others.
Kattanan took afew steps down the path, but a voice stopped him.

“Your Mgesty,” said thewizard, still disguised asahulking guard. “Forgive me. You recal | said there
was something | needed to look for in the palace. Now might be agood time; tomorrow, they may not
be so0 careless about checking for wizards at the gate.”

Kattanan nodded, but Jordan asked, “Do you need my assistance?’

“If you are dtill willing, but | don’t need you.” Shetilted her head toward the shaken king, then let her
eyes meet Jordan’s. “Not that | would turn away your help.”

Squaring his shoulders. Kattanan said. “1'll be dl right, once | get some peace.”
Jordan squeezed Kattanan's shoulder and released him. joining the wizard.
Lyssaglowered. “I’ll come, too. A woman is often alowed places neither men nor wizards can go.”

“Very wdl then.” the disguised wizard replied faintly. Thetrio bowed, and Jordan lingered amoment as
the other two dipped into the trees.

“Shewill come round to you, Kat,” Jordan said.

“Sheisamarried woman, with ajea ous husband. She may not even consent to meet with me again.
Certainly not likethis.” He gestured toward the birdcage.

“Give her timeto remember your song.”
Kattanan gave a hdf shrug. “ Catch your ladies, Jordan. Go with the Goddess.”

“Andyou, Your Mgesty.” Jordan caught up with them under the shade of a columned walkway. The
wizard had resumed femae form—an unremarkable servant. “ Just tell me what we' re looking
for"—Lyssa acknowledged Jordan’ s arrival with an imperious nod—"and | can seek out Fionvar, or
even Orie, and ask—don't ook a me like that!” Jordan and the wizard stared, their brows furrowed. “|
won't reveal your secrets; I'm not so stupid asthat, but they know this place better than any of us.”

Thewizard glowered fiercely. “We cannot risk revealing our presence, or that of the book to Orie.
Goddess knowswhat he'd do if he knew it was here.”

“Fonvar would help, though, if he could.” Jordan pointed out. trying to soften the wizard' sanger.
Instead, he found both women glowering at him. “Lyssa, itisan excellent idea. Alswytha whereisthe
book likely to be?’

She glanced from one to the other, then grudgingly replied, “When | sought a place to conced it. |



gathered a number of books and sent them to Prince Wolfram, as awell-known scholar. So the books
are now in the pdacelibrary, or in Wolfram’s collection, if it has been kept.” Thewizard sighed. “Our
quest might be ahopelessone.”

“It'sabook of magic, isn'tit?’ Lyssaasked, some of her bravado fading.

“It isdisguised as Raven duCerulan’s On the Gathering of Herbs and of Their Uses. A smdl volume,
bound in green and remarkably tedious.”

“I will seewhat | can do. I'd like to speak to Fionvar anyhow.” Lyssa started off, but looked back to
Jordan. “What will you do?" she asked pointedly.

Jordan took a breath, noticing the way the color in her cheeks made her face glow with abeauty even
more exquisite. “1'd, ah, I d better stay with the wizard for now. If we're found, they won't suspect who
sheisif we are together.”

“Together,” Lyssaechoed, “of course. We can meet back at the funeral grounds at dusk. There should
be no one about then—unless someone' sdead.” She strode off under the arches. She let the spark of
anger carry her swiftly between apair of guards and into the palace proper, where she paused to glance
about and set toward the main court.

Fonvar nearly ran into her. shocked to see his sister there, but he made an effort to hear what she
needed. He guided her to thelibrary, only to discover Mdisande dready in residence, there. At the Sght
of him, sheleft without aword. He found thelittle lantern she had set aside and turned the shield to dlow
abrighter light to spread into the room. Lyssa dipped in around the door, and it was quickly shut again.

She grinned, her face flushed with excitement. “Was that the princess leaving?’

Fionvar nodded, distracted by Mdisande' s appearance. After Kattanan's entourage had departed,
Melisande retired to the kennels—till wearing her fine gown—and refused to admit anyone. Theking
and Orie had both cornered her there, but she would tell them nothing of the conversation by the
birdcage, and they left to take out their frustrations on a cask of wine and whoever happened by. Fionvar
had been trying to avoid them when Lyssaran into him.

On the carrdl where the princess had been a stack of books teetered, asif hastily piled. They tumbled as
Fionvar approached, and he stared at the cover of the last one, the only one remaining: A History of the
Virgins of the Lady.

Lyssa svoiceinterrupted hiswondering. “How’ sthis place organized?’

“It would help if you could tell mewhat you' relooking for,” Fionvar said pointedly. His patience with this
day was wearing dangeroudy thin.

Lyssaflapped her hand in anegligent gesture. “ Just some herbd thing.”
“Medicind?’
“Generd. | think.” Shefrowned. “It was abook of Wolfram's.”

Her brother nodded, leading the way toward a section in the back. They started to scan thetitles.
Fonvar taking the top shelves while Lyssa crawled aong the bottom. “Isit in Strelledor?’

Lyssa sred hair tossed as shelooked up a him. “1 don’t think s0.” shereplied, but her voice lacked its
usual confidence; Lyssa couldn't read Strelledor.



“Wdll, let’ shope not.” He hefted alarge volume, but before he' d read the title, shetold him. “It would be
gmdl”

Back went the giant tome. They inched dong in slence for amoment.

“If it' sabook of Wolfram's, it may have been destroyed. | don’'t know what happened to histhings
after...” Helet the sentence peter out.

“Let’shope not,” she echoed. She straightened up and looked up toward the windows. “I have to go
soon, to meet them. Who can we ask about Wolfram'’ sthings?’

Fonvar shrugged, and his shoulders sagged as helet out ayawn. * Orie and Mdisande weren't even here
yet. Mogt of the people who would have been loyal to the prince are gone by now.” He pursed hislips.

“Y ou've thought of something,” Lyssa prompted.

“Wolfram had apage. Thomas, who used to be afriend of Kattanan's. Troubleis...” Fionvar scuffed his
foot againgt the carpet. “He sin the dungeon. Remember during the funerd therewas abell ringing?’

“That was him? So how do wetalk to him?”

Fionvar shook his head. “ There are guards and gates between usand him. I’ [l seewhat | can find out and
look for you tomorrow.”

“If only there were away to free Thomas and send him home with Kattanan.” Her mail clinked softly as
she paced toward the door. “We Il think of something.” She hesitated at the door. “Fion? Do you think
Jordan gtill hasfedingsfor me?” She plucked at adiver of wood.

“Yes, last | knew. Areyou considering leaving the Sisterhood?’

“No,” shereplied quickly, then, “Maybe.” She freed the bit of wood and let it fal from her fingers. “I'd
haveto, in order to marry.”

“Isthat what you want?’

“Jordan would beworth it.” Lyssaturned to face her brother, leaning back against the door, arms folded.
“He shandsome, fun; not alustful bore like most men.”

“That isn't what | asked.” Fionvar responded. “ Do you want to marry him?”’
“Who wouldn’t?’

Fionvar flung up hishands. “Why do | bother? I’m going to bed.” he called over hisshoulder. “Do
whatever you will.” Heleft her sanding in the corridor.

“lsn’'t that what I’ d do anyhow?’ she whispered. She glanced both ways, then darted across the hall,
heading for the funeral ground, where Jordan would be waiting.

Mélisande pulled the silver-handled brush through the remains of her hair, avoiding her own eyesin the
looking glass before her. She breathed deeply, glad to be free of the confining gown and the hovering
presence of her ladies. For amoment, she envisioned Kattanan standing at her back, patiently drawing
the brush through the fullness of her hair. She tugged the brush through asnarl asif the sting could remove
the memory of histouch. Her husband and father had lied to her; her singer, once so closeto her, had



lied to her with his every bresth; then he had the effrontery to declare his—hiswhat? She flung the brush
away. What had he declared, really? Now that she sat in her own chamber, under cover of night, she
was no longer certain what had passed between them. Had her own anger colored her memory?

Swiftly she rose and crossed to the tall windows. She cast them open and stepped out into the night. She
had chosen her new quartersfor this bacony, wide enough for her chair and smdll table, with a
half-domed roof supported by delicately carved stone pillars. It overlooked the dark gardens, and out
into the city. On the plain beyond flickered the fires of King Rhys s encampment. King Rhys. Aslong as
he did not stand before her, she could cal him that. She could put that name to adistant face or aring of
fires, asif it belonged to someone long dead. In another world, Lochayn’ s youngest prince might well
have been among her suitors, acirclet on hisgolden head, agift in his hands. But no such gift as his song.
| fear, | hope, | hurt, and yes, | love, he had told her, the words echoing back in hisunfamiliar voice.
He had not said he loved her. Perhapsin her pride and anger, she had added those words of her own
accord, from the remarks Orie had made. A smple pleafor her forgiveness and understanding, that was
dl.

At the blackest part of the Sky, one star shone brightly, refusing to be separated from her. Wasit truly the
same that had appeared over Wolfram'’ sfire? An aching crept across the back of her throat, and her
eyelids seared, but she would not weep. That was what King Rhys meant when he spoke of wanting, that
was dl: that she acknowledge the truth of Wolfram’slife, and of hisdegth. Thelittle king thought his
message would find a receptive audience in her. and he was surprised when it did not. There wasno
moreto it than that. Under the pressure of Orie' swords, she had legpt to the wild conclusion that her old
singer sought to win her love. Liar he may be. but no fool. She crossed her arms, closing her robe against
the rising breeze. She had a husband who loved her. whose baby had begun to grow within her. and she
was heir to akingdom; she had responsibilities—as did he, evidently. Of courseit was not love he
wanted. She had given him no reason under the starsto carefor her, however he might have thought he
felt before winning hiswar. The aching a her throat returned, and the stars dimmed alittle. She must
control hersdlf, now, and in the future. She must not be so easily swayed.

Mélisande considered dipping down the back stairsto the courtyard to visit her dogs. She thought of
their lapping tongues upon her hands, their enthusiasm for the unexpected visit. She wanted to bask in
their uncomplicated adoration. No, Orie would hear from the grooms and be hurt that she rejected him
for apack of hounds. Shedding the robe, Mdisande crossed to her bed. She turned down the lantern’s
hood to cast only a subtle golden glow, like the light of asingle star, and she snuggled into the embrace of
her blankets. At the ball, she would be civility itself None of them—not Orie, nor her father, nor King
Rhys himsdf—would shake her.



Chapter 40

The night of the bal, Kattanan's squires helped him on with the purple tunic he had worn to recapture his
city. His newly polished boots gleamed, as did the hilt of thelittle dagger he now kept in the left one.
When he emerged from the pavilion, Jordan was lounging beforeit. “My King, you look quite dashing
thisevening!”

Kattanan grimaced. “1’ d love to be dashing—tight back into that tent.”
Jordan laughed. “ Only one more night, then we' Il be on our way.”

“I can’t help but fed that this event isadisaster waiting to happen.”
Jordan flung an arm about his shoulders. “How much worse could it get?’

“Not much,” Kattanan was forced to admit. Mdisande would never accept him, and certainly her father
would not; even if Gerrod went through with the gpology, it would be with disdain. And they still didn't
know what to do about Orie—they found and heard no further evidence of treachery. He thought of
Briannawaiting for him on the far sde of the mountains, but resolutely pushed the thought aside. Coming
down therise from his pavilion, they encountered Lyssaand Rolf, deeply involved in adiscussion of how
to hang asword belt properly while wearing agown.

“Y€ Il not bedancing likethat?’ Rolf asked dubioudy.

“Lyssa you'reavison!” Jordan swept her up in hisarmsand twirled her about so that the sword banged
hard against hisleg when he set her down again. “Ouch! Y ou will make for adangerous partner.”

Kattanan glanced away from them, hearing approaching steps. A beautiful young woman paused by one
of thetents, her face, dight as shewalked, falling quickly. Until she began to transform, he did not
recognize her for the wizard. When she finished her gpproach, it wasin the guise of the burly guardsman,
amatch for Rolf. Smiling, Kattanan said, “ It must be nice not to bother with tailors.”

When they reached the castle, the doors of the Great Hall stood open, and asmall consort began to play.
Fonvar stood among them, fiddling avay. Banners hung from the rafters high above, and sweet-scented
herbs were strewn across the floor to make ready for the gathering. At the center of thevast hall,
Kattanan stopped short. Above the throne dais, his father’ s coat of arms hung beside King Gerrod's. It
took amoment to recall that hisfather’ s arms were now his own, and he wondered who had arranged
the banners. Certainly he expected no such civility after his conversations with Melisande.

Kattanan and hisfollowers mounted the broad stairs to the king' sfeast hal. The gathering awaiting them
rose as one—avadt, shimmering shape of velvets, slks, and satins, many in the blue and gold of
Bernholt. For amoment, he blanched, realizing that he might be expected to it next to theking. Thena
new fear swept that away, for Gerrod had once more put Melisande between them, with Orie on hisfar
gde

Meélisande wore a blue-green gown, woven with gold so that the pleats of the deeves and skirts twinkled
when sherose. It featured neither alow bodice nor the provocative front lacing she had favored at their
last meeting. Asareault, his eye was drawvn more to her face—had she but known the effect thiswould
cause, she' d have abandoned seduction for smplicity two days ago. Her smile was bright, not with the
radiance he had known as her singer, but not so cold as he had feared. A golden veil covered her hair,
topped with acirclet of e egant golden dogs with sapphire eyes.



King Gerrod and Orierose last, bowing their heads only, as befit their rank, and Kattanan took the last
few stepsto the daiswith leaden feet. Hisfour guards, including Lyssaand Rolf moved behind the dais
into the shadows, nodding politely to Gerrod' s bodyguards. Jordan accepted a seet at the high table with
aformd bow and dight smile.

Méelisande lifted her goblet as she turned toward Kattanan. “ On behdf of Bernhalt, | welcome King Rhys
of Lochdyn. May Finigrel smile upon hisreign!”

The nobles, with Lochayn’ s knights among them, cheered for King Rhys. When hel d gotten over his
surprise at the courtesy of this greeting, Kattanan lifted his goblet to her. “1 thank you for the honor you
do me, Your Highness. To the glory of Bernholt and her rulers, may thisland prosper and shine beneath
the starsforever.”

The cheer that rose for Gerrod threatened to overwhelm them, but died down again before too long, and
Kattanan and Méelisande each took a sip of wine in honor of the other. Asthe servants offered him the
first dice of aspiced venison roast, King Gerrod' s arm darted around his daughter to spear the meat for
himsdf, disregarding hisroya guest. Kattanan' s ssomach tightened; his fears seemed about to cometrue.

Color rosein Mdisande sface, while Orie laughed loud and bright, accepting aportion for himsalf when
the others had been served.

“| seeyou have aroyd taster, Y our Mgesty,” Jordan murmured, but Kattanan's warning glance stifled
any further jes.

Mélisande' s face burned. She had resolved to be on her best behavior tonight, only to have her own
father take up antagonizing King Rhys, and Orie laughed about it. Bury them both! She Straightened her
back with an effort, and forced asmile.

“Y our cook has outdone himself. Y our Highness,” Kattanan remarked suddenly.
She blinked. “Hetravelswidely to learn al of the best methods, Y our Mgesty.”
“| should send my own to apprentice with him, Y our Highness. I'm afraid our last feast was quite plain.”

Shefdt the corners of her mouth turn up, just alittle more. He, too, played at the game of civility. “I am
not sure he would pass on the knowledge, Y our Mgesty. He is somewhat secretive about his ways.”

“So many of usare,” Orie cut in from hisend of the table, loudly, to be sure he was heard. “What sport
entertains Y our Mgesty, when you aren't ruling your kingdom?”’

Mélisande, clenching her fork, glared down the table a her husband.

Spearing aturnip, Kattanan replied, “I have an interest in music, my lord Prince, and | am reading certain
mystic works about the virtues of the Lady.”

“ She does have many virtues,” Orie agreed, winking at Melisande. The flame that had retreated from her
cheeks returned now. “Asto music, my brother isan excdlent fiddler,” Orie said. “Do you agree?’

“I believe he played for you at the Great Hall, Y our Mgesty,” the princess cut in. “We shdl prevail upon
him to play again later.”

“I would appreciate that, Y our Highness.”
King Gerrod belched and laughed a himself. “ Have you considered what to do about the Woodmen



aong our shared border, King Rhys?’

Kattanan faced his questioner. “I do not believe they will be a problem, my lord King.”
“Redly? During your uncl€ sreign, they were quite a nuisance.”

“I hardly think that ‘reign’ isthe appropriate term, my lord King.”

The words had no expression or inflection, neither the strained courtesy of hislast remark nor the anger
Melisande might have expected. “1 am sure my father is Smply adjusting to the recent changes, Y our
Magesty,” shesad.

“Oh, don't gpologize for me, Melisande.” Gerrod set down his goblet, again empty. Before she could
reply, hecried, “Bringonthede!”

Ordinarily, thiswas a cue for the bard to come out aswell and regale them with some adventurous story,
but the man hesitated, for he had been watching the high table with growing apprehension. Melisande
beckoned him on with relief while she desperately searched for away to rescue the evening. Her father
and husband were determined to amuse themselves at the expense of their guest, and she would not have
it. Suddenly athought sprang to her unbidden: what would Wolfram have done?

Taking advantage of the bard’ s strident voice as he drew the crowd' s attention, Jordan leaned over to
whisper, “1 don't think anyoneisenjoying this party.”

“Except Orie, perhaps,” Kattanan whispered back as Ori€ slaughter again erupted. “1 expected no
warmer welcome from theking.”

To his other sde, Méelisande had been quiet sometime, her eyes on the bard. Her hands gripped each
other tightly before her, though, and Kattanan did not think she heard aword of the story. Would thisbe
the last time he sat beside her? If he remained king in Lochda e, and she were queen in Bernholt, there
would be other occasions, tiff and formd, as carefully polite astheir conversation had been. His heart
ached.

Asif she suddenly noticed his attention, Melisande turned and smiled. “Isthere anything else we may
bring you, Your Mgesty?’

“No, indeed, Y our Highness, but | would thank you on behdf of Thomas.”

Kattanan immediately saw that he' d said the wrong thing. Consternation twisted Melisande sface, and
she separated her fingerswith deliberate care. “I’'m afraid. Y our Mgjesty, that now is not the best timeto
discussit.”

But their words, though quietly spoken, had attracted the notice of her father. “Did you put him up to it
then?” Gerrod demanded.

“I've not seen him lately, my lord King, but I am concerned with hiswefare.”

“Do you aways concern yourself with traitors, Sr?’

Méelisande bowed her head between them.

King Gerrod added, “ Aswell you should be concerned. | think | shal execute the little bastard after al.”

At this, Mdisande s head shot up. “Y ou cannot be serious, Father.”



“Y ou contradict me even now, Mdisande?’ His eyes narrowed.

“Please, let ustak about it another time. | have no wish to bring this up before the barons.” Her voice
was s0ft, soothing, as her spread hand indicated their audience. Many glances flickered back to the bard
when she looked their way.

“Wdll, he' sbrought it up; he wantsto know about hislittle traitor, and he should know how we deal with
traitors.” Gerrod sngpped his ringers to summon hisguards. “Find that boy in the dungeon and kill him.”

They blinked at him, and Mdisande sprang to her feet so quickly that her chair fell back with aclatter.
“Father, thisis madness. If you were sober, you’ d know it.”

“Go,” he snapped to the guards, and they reluctantly turned from him.

Hands clasped, Mdisande fell to her knees before her father. “I am begging you not to do this. Y our
Maesty, sparethelife of thischild. For love of the Lady!” Shelooked up to him, but hisface was stone.

Kattanan turned to Jordan. “ Save him,” he urged. “ Do whatever you have to!”

The Liren-shalegpt to the floor and Kattanan' s friends gave pursuit to Gerrod' sguards. The bard's
strong voice fdtered, and Gerrod said, still looking at Mdisande, “ Perhaps some dancing will lighten the
mood. Go on, dl of you, and my daughter and | shdl join you shortly.” He waved ahand to push the
courtiersfrom the room.

The eegant lords and ladies, in Strained silence, moved toward the stairs, and Kattanan let hisfistsrelax.
Jordan would do what he could, with Lyssaand Rolf to back him up. Just now. he did not want to leave
Melisande done, evenif she never knew it.

“Orig,” the king prompted, “ King Rhys, please go on and amuse yourselves.”

Orie grinned, jJumping easily down from the dai's, but Kattanan did not move. “Come now, Rhys,” Orie
sad, holding the sihilant “s’ like aviper, “this matter is none of our concern.” Hisarm outstretched in
invitation, or threst—Kattanan could not be sure.

Hetook arductant step back, then turned and made for the stairs, flanked by histwo remaining men.
“Don’t keep my partner long, Gerrod,” Orie called back, following close behind.

When they had gone, Melisande rose, but her father’ s words struck her numb.

“Y ou are getting so much like your brother.”

She sucked in aquick breath and felt achill in the pit of her ssomach. Her father continued to gaze down
at her asif he'd never blink. Fury lived in those cold blue eyes.

“Oh, hewould aways defy me, but | did not expect it from you, Melisande.” He reached down apae
hand to touch her temple. “Y ou were dways my favorite.”

“I did hopeyou'd not kill dl your heirs.”

Hiswhite brows pinched together. “ Are you afraid of me? | do not mean to frighten you,” hesaid, “but |
will have order in my palace, do you understand?’

She gared up at him. “What will the baronsthink of this execution?’



“I am astrong king, that’ swhat they will think. Ever snce my recovery, they have doubted my strength.
They think | might ill be under the wizard' s power.” Warmth grew in hiseyes. “1 should have known
you were prompted by concern for me.”

“Surely, Father, with dl that’ s happened, the barons have no doubts about you.”

“If I gavein to your plea, might they not say. ‘It's Mdlisande who rules him, just asthat Traitor once
ruled.” | am as sorry for the boy asyou are, but heisasmall sacrifice to make to keep thiskingdom
together.”

Her equilibrium dowly returned. “1 can see why you would fed that way,” she said, “but | wish—"

“Y ou wish he could be saved? Then | shdl save him, quietly, asagift for you. Come, Princess, walk
down with me?’ He offered her hishand.

After amoment, shetook it, risng to stand before him. She smiled her most radiant. He would save
Thomeas. “| am sorry, Father.”

“Of courseyou are.” With his other arm, he pressed her briefly to his breast, and sighed. “ Y ou will be
queen one day. and dl of thiswill help to guide you.”

“Itwill,” shesaid into his blue velvet coat; and she knew that it would not guide her quite the way he
intended. “Let’ sgo down; | can hear the music.”

He laughed, suddenly aswarm and merry as she remembered him. “Y ou always were one for the music.”
Gerrod tucked her hand over hisarm and lead her to the hall.

Once Kattanan reached the marble floor of the Great Hall, Orie waved and left him. He was tempted to
turn back the way he' d come, but afew guards hovered near the bottom of the stairs, trying to look
casud, so he waked dowly benesth the arch into the Hall. 1t appeared much the way it had the first time
he' d seen it, asamember of Baron Eadmund'’ s retinue, but there was something frantic in the dancing,
and atension to every note the consort played. A few ladies curtsed to him, but they did not seek him
for apartne—his concerns for Thomas and for Melisande etched every line of hisface.

Lacking a better purpose, Kattanan strolled to the throne reserved for him and sat down. After alittle
while, Mdisande and her father appeared at the arch. The king summoned one of his guards over and
sent the man scurrying off in the direction his other guards had disgppeared. Had she convinced him to
try mercy? Hard to tdll at this distance, though Gerrod' s face glowed with fatherly affection, and
Melisande' s smile was hopeful despite the darkness of her eyes.

Across the room, the great door opened for amoment, and afigure dipped inside. Kattanan jerked to
his feet. For amoment, he was asinger again, watching Ori€’ s stedlthy return from the courtyard, and,
with ajolt, heredlized it was Orie.

The dark man caught his eye and bowed his head briefly, then crossed quickly to where Melisande was
gtanding. Smiling, heled her to the floor.

Kattanan stepped down from the dai's and moved through the gathering toward the door. He hesitated
before opening it, however, asthe memories of that other night flooded through him. Resolutely, he raised
the latch and peered into the gloom.

“Your Mgesty.”



He jumped and whirled, |etting the door dam shut behind him.
Fonvar held up hishands. “I didn’t mean to startle you. Are you well?’
“Jugt alittleworried. Orie just came insde—any ideawhat he was up to?’

Fonvar frowned. “ Someone cameto see him, but | didn’t recogni ze the man. It was abundantly clear
that he did not want my attention, though.”

“I don't likeit.”
“Nordol, Your Mgesty. I'll be keeping a sharp eye on him, don’t doubt it.”
“| gppreciate that.”

“I’'m sorry to have missed the feast,” Fionvar said with adight smile. “1 understand it was something to

“Quite.” Kattanan agreed. “For her sake, | held my tongue, but | should dearly loveto give Gerrod the
answer he deserves.”

“Soon.” said Fionvar. and there was an ominous note in hisvoice.



Chapter 41

“Thisway!” Rolf shouted to the others, pounding suddenly toward the guest chambers. “Back door.” he
panted. Rolfs face was amask of determination as he followed the route long which he' d once carried
his prince. Down the back stairs, turn along the winding passage—at |ast they were at the dungeon, a
little-used entrance with only one guard behind the gate.

The man looked up, startled. “What—who goesthere! Stop!” He drew his sword, but Rolfs enormous
hand shot through the bars of the gate to grab his shirt and lift him until they saw eyeto eye. Theguard's
feet kicked the air.

“The keyd” Rolf shouted.

Lyssaquickly cut them from the guard’ s belt and popped open the lock.
“Where sthe boy?’

“Who?’ the guard ssammered. “1—I don’'t know wh—"

Rolf dammed the gate open so that the man was held up between it and the rough-hewn wall. “Bury it,
man, don't make mekill ye!”

“Outsdewadl,” the man gasped, “first door.”
Roalf grinned histhanksto the wheezing guard and let him fall.

They reached the end of the outer corridor in time to see Gerrod’ s men opening adoor at the far end.
Their collective roar asthey sprang forward echoed down the hall astheir pounding boots rattled the

hinges

One of Gerrod's men looked up, his eyesflying open. He got his sword from the scabbard, but found
himsdlf tackled by a huge man built like abull. Rolf, Jordan, and Lyssa stood shoulder to shoulder,
swords at the ready, facing the remaining guard through the open door. The guard’ sworried eyesflicked

from one to the other, then he stepped aside. Thomas barreled across the room to grip Rolfsleg, quaking
with tears.

“There, now,” Rolf mumbled, patting the boy’ s head. “We Il bring ye avay from here. Y€ remother's
got ahousein town, aye?”’

Jordan said, “We had a question for you, Thomeas, if we could.”

At this. Thomas pulled away alittle. “Yes. my lord?” he whispered, tugging at the roya page stunic he
till wore, despite the stains of the dungeon uponit.

“We need to find abook that your prince might have had,” Jordan said gently. “Do you know where we
should look?’

Thomas returned Jordan’ s smile, but tremuloudy. “I took them al away, dl | could carry. They're at
Mamma shouse”

Running footfals echoed into the hall, and another of Gerrod' s guard appeared around the corner.
Lyssa' s blade flew from the scabbard and she stepped forward, but the man flung up his hands. “Wait!



HisMaesty haslifted the order to execute.”
“He scometo hissenses,” Rolf muttered.

“Then hewon’'t mind if we escort Thomasto hismother,” said Jordan. The little party made their way
back to the main corridor, where the guards stood aside, but not without some grumbling. When they
reached the courtyard, Rolf stopped, glancing toward the Great Hall.

“Shouldn’t' veleft theking so long,” he said, frowning.

Lifting Thomas to his shoulders. Jordan said. “ Go back to him. Rolf We' Il return as soon aswecan.” To
Thomas he said, “Did you know Kattanan was aking?’

“I knew he was somebody,” the boy replied.

“Maybe the—maybe you should stay, too.” Lyssatold thewizard. “You'll be more useto himthan |
would.”

“Maybe s0.” The wizard eyed the woman. “ Just you find that book.”
Jordan replied. “What could go wrong, now that we know it’'s safe?’

“I don't know,” the wizard growled, “that’ swhy | worry.”

Grinning, Jordan asked the child on his shoulders, “Which way, captain?

Stretching out hisarm past Jordan’ s ear, Thomas pointed the way, and the three of them set out. Rolf
and the wizard watched them go, with alittle party of castle guards closing rank behind to be sure of their
destination. “That'swell done,” Rolf said, “though Kat' Il be disappointed no' to seethelad.”

But asthey turned to reenter the hall, aquick movement caught the wizard' s attention, and she took a
step away, peering into the darkness. “1 thought | saw someone | knew.” Frowning, the wizard said,
“Yougoon, | want to seefor mysdf.”

“Very well.” Rolf shrugged and set out to find hisking.

Rolf entered the hdl just in time to see Kattanan dipping out to one side. He covered the hdl in afew
long dtrides, and followed, catching up with him just insdethe garden. “ Y er Mgesty!” hecdled out. “We
got him, Yer Mgesty.”

Kattanan spun around with alittle dagger in his hand, then he rdlaxed, diding it back into his boot as Rolf
approached, hands up.

“Yerequick,” he observed.
“Jumpy, morelike,” Kattanan replied. “I should have recognized you sooner.”

“No doubt being around these peopleismakin' yelook over yer shoulder. Tisnot al abad thing,
especidly when yer guards ve up and left ye.”

Kattanan shook hishead. “Was Thomasal right? | wish | could have seen him.”
“Aye, Mgesty, he swdl enough. I think yer princess |ooked out for him.”

“She' snot won any credit from her father for that.”



Rolf scuffed his boot aong the gravel, then said, “I’ m surprised to see ye here, not in there where ye' d be
closeto her.”

“Oh, Rolf, she' sdancing, with Orie mostly, and he’ sbeen saring a me asif | should burst into flame.
What' sworseisthree or four ladies have been hounding mefor adance.”

Suddenly, Rolf laughed aoud, enormous guffaws so that he had to master himsalf with at effort. “Yeare
aking, young, polite—more than I’ d say of some—handsome, too, fer the way these ladies watch.” He
laughed again, and Kattanan flushed.

“I’'m not used to such attention,” he murmured. “ There' savast difference between entertaining a court
and being apart of it.”

“Aye, | supposethere d be.” He grinned down at his young friend. “When we go back in, I’ll fend off the
ladiesfor ye”

“Thank you, Rolf, but | think I'd like to stay out for alittlewhile. It' s suffocating in there.” He held his
hands behind him, gazing up at thetwinkling Sars.

Insde the Great Hall, Melisande finished a set with one of the barons and returned to her throne,
summoning a page to bring her wine. She searched the crowd as the dancing began again, but did not see
her husband there. She did not see King Rhys, either, thank the Lady. Fionvar led the musiciansina
complicated tune. The lines of concern on hisface relaxed when he was playing; it made him look less
like hisbrother.

Her father sprawled in his grest throne alittle above hers, with alittle cask of ale at hissde. Sincethe
illness, he had laughed louder, drunk more, and hunted with areckless air that made her frightened to
think of it. He was determined to prove himself as able as ever he had been, but who was he redly

fooling?

The dance ended with aflourish, and the dancers bowed to one another before applauding their
musicians. Acrossthe hall, she suddenly spotted King Rhys standing to one side, hands behind him, as
he' d dways done. A few ladies converged upon him, and. to her surprise, one of them led the king to the
dance floor. He watched her feet carefully, then began to dance. A long time ago, forever it seemed, she
had thought he must be graceful, and, indeed, he was. It must have been something he had learned since
he d |ft there, for he never had agreed to dance with her.

That strange sensation spread again across the back of her throat until she thought she must choke oniit.
Gathering up her skirts, Mdisande descended the few stepsto the floor and fled the room.

Standing in shadows, gazing down theill-lit corridor, the wizard caught another glimpse of her quarry. As
sheran, she transformed into the maid’ s guise—swifter, and more sllent than the hulking guard. She saw
no one esein the halls as she passed, for the nobles would be dancing, the servants watching and tending
to their needs, so she was free to speed her steps as she would. How did the other manage to keep
ahead of her? Shewould spy hisrobeflickering around a corner, or catch sight of him ducking past an
archway. Still, she wasn't sure whom she pursued. Surdly, with the ban on wizards, he couldn’t be there.

Coming to the top of the Stair, she paused, listening, then started forward more dowly. A tal, peaked
door cut into the wall at theright, and the air around it eddied with some disturbance. A strange odor



wafted on that breeze, and Alswytha froze. From the depths of her memory, she recaled the smell—that
of flesh decayed, and of the herbs meant to conced it that only accentuated the putrid air. She redled and
gagged, the memory flooding through her. She and nine other orphans, raising lambs which they brought
to their master’ sroom. She remembered the day the first of her friends went into that room, and did not
return.

Some other odor teased at her memory, something added to the scents of childhood, but that did not
bel ong to them. She frowned, trying to push away the memories and concentrate. Her mind would not
obey. Her legs refused to move to the sairs. Her fingers, reaching toward the door, seemed duggish. If
she could have, she would have laughed aloud. She was the Wizard of Nine Stars, both revered and
feared asthe greatest wizard of her time—but memories and herbs had her stlanding like a statue, too
paralyzed dready to speak the words that might free her. She might have laughed, or she might have
cried.

The door opened, and light silhouetted a stout figure. He reached out a hand and drew her unresisting
body toward him. “Oh, my little darling, I’ ve been waiting for you.” The Wizard of Broken Shdll, clad in
his monk’ srobe, assisted his former ward into Orie’ sworkshop. He shut the door behind her and shot
the bolt with aterrible sound of findity.

Kattanan breathed in the scent of oranges and sighed. He must go back in sometime; he would be missed
by hisguards, if nothing else. They’ d not been happy when heinsisted on walking out done. Rolf stood

patiently by him, not speaking.

A movement across the orange grove caught his eye. and he squinted to make out the hurrying figure. A
lady, evidently coming from the ball, hurried among the trees. Silver glinted upon her heed as she
emerged onto a pathway, heading for thelittle chapd. “Mdisande,” he breathed into the perfumed air.
Kattanan turned to Rolf. “I’ m going after her.”

“IStwise, Yer Mgesty? She'll not be lookin' fer you,” he added gently.
“No, but | would ill liketo apologize. ..for everything.”

“Asyewish.” Rolf shrugged, sarting after him, but Kattanan stopped again.
Helooked up a the guard, lips pursed. “Wait here, would you?’

Frowning, Rolf sghed, then repeated, “Asyewish.”

Straightening histunic, Kattanan set out with a purposeful stride. He came quickly to the chapel and
found the door standing open, its hingesloose. Inside, alittle flame sprang to life, and he saw Méelisande
on thefar 9de of the dtar. She bent to light another candle. The chapel had the same layout asalarger
temple, with smdl niches representing the caves and ahole over thelittle dtar. The difference wasthe
ceailing. AsMdisande s candles sparkled into life, the celling twinkled with warm light like aroomful of
gars. Tiny mirrors caught the candles’ flame and sent it dancing about the little room. Kattanan caught his
breath, and she spun around, hands to her cheeks. Her eyes gleamed, too. asif with tears.

“Forgiveme, Y our Highness.” He stepped inside. “1 didn’t mean to frighten you.”

“I'm not frightened. Y our Mgesty. | juss—" She set down the candle she was holding, but the trembling
of itslight had aready given her away. “I did not expect to see anyone here.”



“I am as surprised to see you. Y our Highness, what with the dance going on.” He inclined his head
toward the candles, taking a step toward the dtar, and Mdisande. “ The Cave of Death. Y our Highness.”

She studied the stone dltar. “1 never lit acandle for my brother,” she murmured.

Kattanan walked the few paces until only the dtar separated them. “I wanted to apologize for what | said
to you in the garden. It was cruel and stupid, and I’ m sorry.”

A brief smileflitted across her face. “ It wastrue, though, Your Mgesty. | have ways acted asachild,
never asthe her to akingdom.”

“Bethat asit may, | had noright to say it.”
Shelifted her head. “1 accept your apology, Your Magesty.”

Nodding, he watched how the gold of her gown gleamed and receded with her quiet breaths. The
warmth of the candles glowed upon her cheeks, and her dightly parted lips. “1 wish that things could have
been different.” Kattanan sghed.

She met his gaze and did not answer.

Slowly hereached up and lifted the crown from hishead, setting it down upon the dtar. He fdt alittle
taller, relieved of that weight. “We have been to each other as master and servant,” he said. He reached
out and lifted the circlet from her golden vall.

Hefingered the chased dogs as he set the circlet down to the other side. Brushing them gently, he went
on, “We have been aking, and aprincess.” He looked back up at her, and his heart quivered within him.

Still, she did not speak, but neither did she move away.
“Until now, we have never faced each other as man and woman.”

At this, she nodded once, and ahairpin dipped loose. The golden veil sighed about her face, diding
gracefully down her shoulder to reveal her hair. Thethick, auburn locks had been trimmed about her
ears, smoothing the ragged edges | eft by Faedre sknife.

“Oh, your hair,” he whispered, reaching out to her.

“Don't touch me,” Mdlisande said suddenly, turning her face from him. Again, he caught the glint of tears
in her eyes, and the sound of them in her shaky voice.

One hand stroked the hair from her temple, ever so gently.
She shivered, clutching her ebows asif suddenly chilled.
“I will never bewhole.” Kattanan said, “but with al that | am. | loveyou.”

The flames danced upon the mirrored walls like a thousand stars. And those stars danced in her eyes as
she turned back to face him. His hand still cupped her cheek, fegling the curve of her warm skin as she
gmiled.

“Which of usisever whole. Kattanan?’ Her tentative fingerstouched alock of hisgolden hair, following
its curl. Mdisande leaned over their crowns and kissed him.

Unwillingly, he withdrew from her, mereinches. “But you are married.”



“Yes” Shekissed him again.
“And | am,” hefdtered, looking down, but she laughed, just alittle.

“Doesit matter?’ she asked, both her hands now lifting hisface toward hers, so that he must meet her
eyes.

Tears shonein them, and spilled down, sparkling.

“Doesit matter what you are, what you have ever been? Can't you see—" Mdisande laughed again, a
sad and gentle sound, more for herself than for him. “No,” she said, “can you not hear how much | love
you?’

Listening to his princess, Kattanan felt the warmth of atear upon hisface, and the warmth of her lipsas
shekissed it away.



Chapter 42

Standing in the light pouring from the open door, Lyssafidgeted. Thomas's mother knelt on the doorstep,
her arms about her son, her sobsfindly quieting. Jordan dipped an arm around Lyssa swais, smiling
down at the reunion, and Lyssawatched her betrothed' s face. It suddenly occurred to her that he would
want children. A shiver ran through her as she thought of this, and Jordan’ s hand pulled her alittle closer.

At last the woman drew back from her son and rose. “I can never thank you enough, my lord, my lady.
Won't you come in? My houseis not grand, but you are wel come to whatever hospitdity | can offer.
I’ve got astew on,” she offered.

“Thank you, my lady, but we ve not much time. We re with King Rhys of Lochayn, and he may have
need of us”

“Oh, gracious! Of course. Then isthere nothing | can do for you?’
“We arelooking for abook, my lady, one that belonged to Prince Wolfram.”

She made the sign of the Goddess. “ Thomas sent some of histhings here. | hardly dared accept the
cases. Here. I'll show you.” Sheled them through the front room and kitchen past the bubbling stewpot,
to alittle shed off the back of the house.

“What book?’ Thomas piped up. moving to the dim pile of boxes.
“A small herbal book, bound in green.”
Thomas tapped acase. “ Thisisthe plant books, but they aren’t very interesting.”

With Lyssa s help, Jordan shifted the indicated box out into the back aley and pried up thelid. They
shuffled through the contents for amoment, and Lyssa s hand emerged with the prize. She grinned.
“This || makeyour friend happy.”

“You'resurel can do nothing elsefor you, my lord?’ the mother asked again as she trailed them back to
the front door.

“Only take good care of your son.” Jordan ruffled the boy’ s hair, then opened the door, till smiling.
Thomas screamed and ducked behind his mother.

Whirling around, Jordan found himsdlf facing aman on the doorstep, hishand raised asif to knock, a
sword in hisgrip. Jordan nearly shrieked himsdif.

Squire Montgomery grinned. “They said you weredlive, Liren-sha, and | didn’t believeit. I'll just haveto
kill youagan.”

Recovering himself. Jordan took a quick step forward, forcing the other to retreat from the house. Once
in the street, he drew his own sword, |eft-handed.

Montgomery laughed. “What happened. Wizard’ s Bane? Lost asword?’

His crushed hand throbbed suddenly, asif the ruined fingersitched for blood. In the back of histhroat.
Jordan growled, then he sprang to the attack.



The way stood clear, and Lyssatook it, pulling the door closed behind her, then she gasped asrough
hands spun her about. Two men, no, three, grabbed her—snatching the sword from her waist as she
struggled. One of her attackers|et out anasty chuckle. “Bury it,” Montgomery snapped, easily parrying
Jordan’ sthrust. “ Get the book!”

Lyssa suffered the groping hands of his henchmen, wandering somewhat far afield in search of their godl.
Shedilled, craning her neck to see Jordan. He wasfighting for hislife, and losing. Vile Montgomery
might be, but he was an excellent swordsman. His blade drank blood at Jordan’ s thigh, then hisbad arm,
flung up to protect him.

Stll, Jordan had lived asthe Liren-shatoo long not to have learned something from it. He flourished his
wild grin, spinning and dodging. Lyssanearly laughed as she recognized his quick footwork asthe steps
of adance. But the dud was no laughing matter.

“Found it!” One of her searchers crowed, holding up the book.
“Disarm the bitch.” Montgomery ordered.
“We're not supid.” another called back, her sword in hisgrip.

Lyssasuddenly let hersdf flop back into the arms of the man holding her. Ashe shifted hisgrip, thinking
that she' d fainted, Lyssadipped sideways. The handle of her hammer did perfectly into her hand, and its
head dammed into her warden’s skull.

Laughing, she whirled to the other two. “Come on, men, dissrm me!” Lyssaripped the skirt from her
waist to reved tight lesther fighting trousers. She swung the weighted fabric to foul one man’s blade and
amed ablow at hiscompanion.

Digtracted, Montgomery fell back a moment, and Jordan pressed his advantage. His blade dashed the
air, then his opponent’ stunic, at last drawing blood.

Lyssa s hammer caught ashoulder with asickening crunch, and the man yelped. The other man got aleg
behind her, cagting her to the ground. Sherolled, taking him down with her, the hammer aimed for his
knee. He cursed, crawling away and staggering to hisfeet.

“Coward!” she howled. She shook free of the skirt, grasping the hilt of her fallen sword, and brought it
up into the starlight. She pushed hersalf up and tossed back her bloody hair. “Come to me, you son of
wormd”

Her hair was wrenched back, and shefell, shouting.
The sound whirled Jordan around. “Lyssal”
Pain shot up hisright arm as it was twisted behind him. and his knees shook.

Montgomery squeezed his hand again, forcing him down. “Drop your sword.” he snarled to Lyssa. His
grinflared. “ The hammer, too, or thisman diesasecond time.”

High above the dancefloor, in the musician’ s gallery, Fionvar took abreak from his playing for adraught
of sweet water. Up here, he could watch all that happened below. Just now, he wondered where Orie
and Melisande had gone off to. They had not Ieft together, but had probably met outside. 1t would not be
thefirst time. His heart ached for Kattanan. Fionvar watched hisking bow to his partner and move



toward the dais. He had not known Kattanan was such adancer. Perhapsthat had been in hislessons
since Fionvar had |eft; surely he had danced at the bal to celebrate his victory.

King Rhys bowed to his partner, then waked deliberately toward King Gerrod.

Fionvar's browsrose. Could he be so bold, after what had happened at dinner? Gerrod was no less
surprised, for he moved back in histhrone. King Rhys persisted in whatever he was saying, though.
Gerrod snapped for a page, who brought up his customary cordia. Both sniffed the drink, then
swallowed.

Fonvar's eyes narrowed. Kattanan had no taste for strong liquor. Fionvar shot to hisfeet and dashed for
the stairs, barely managing to keep hisfooting. “He san impostor!” He did thelast few gairs, catching
his feet and ssumbling like adrunk before he regained himsalf. Dancers scattered out of hisway asheran
for the dais. Breathless, he repeated, “He' s an impostor. Y our Mgesty!”

Caught off guard. King Rhys paed, then frowned. “What are you talking about, Fion?’
“You see? He caled me Fion!*” he gasped.
“That isyour name, isit not?’ King Gerrod drawled. “What are you on about?’

Helooked from one to the other, suddenly aware of how ridiculous he must look. “Heis an impostor,”
he sad patiently.

At this King Rhyssmiled alittle. “King Gerrod ismost certainly not an impostor.”
“Not him, Your Mgesty, you,” Fionvar said. “Y ou are an impostor.”

“Wdl,” Gerrod said, “ Orie did mention that his brother hadn’t gotten much deep lately. Go on, there' sa
good man.” He patted Fionvar’ sarm, but Fionvar shook him off.

“You don’t understand, Y our Mgesty.” Hetried to sound cam and rationdl.

At this, King Rhys motioned over histwo guards. “Would you please escort Fionvar to his quartersand
seethat he gets somerest?’

“Maybeit’ sdrink,” Gerrod durred.

The guards gestured politely for Fionvar to precede them, but he held hisground. “I am not mad, | am
not drunk. Tell them!” He swung around, searching the crowd, and suddenly realized that al of hisfriends
were gone—L yssa and Jordan had never even cometo the ball. Could the wizard have done this? Was
she so desperate to revenge hersalf upon Gerrod? Goddess' s Tears, where was Rolf ? Even his brother
was gone—he spun back to face the kings. “No,” he breathed, staring at hisking.

“Please,” King Rhysrepeated, his eyes gone hard.

The guardstook Fionvar’ sarms. “Bury it, Gerrod, you must listen!” They siwung him off hisfedt, ill
screaming, “He Il kill you, Gerrod! Ligten!”

“And give him adesping draught, | think,” King Rhysadded. “I’m sorry.”

Four of Gerrod’ s men joined the struggle, and they carried Fionvar from the hall. He willed himself to
dtillness, but his mind raced. They took him to hisroom, where three of them restrained him on his bed,
despite the fact that he was no longer struggling. One of the three was a man he knew from Lochdale.
“Great Lady! You can't dothisl Go after the king, Matthias,” he urged, in hismost rational tone.



“I’ll goonce I’ve seento you, Sir.”

The pity in the other man’s face made Fionvar madder than ever, but he held hisanger in check. “The
king isnot the king, he sawizard.”

“Just don't listen to him.” one of Gerrod' s men advised.

Matthias said. “1 can’t think what’ s come over him. Look, Captain, there's aban on wizards here, you
don’t suppose one' s got past, do you?’

“Thewizard was dready here,” he sobbed in frustration. “He s my brother.”

Matthias laughed. “Y our brother’ s a prince, now, what can he possibly have against King Gerrod?
Ah—heré sthe suff.”

Fonvar clamped hislips shut, twisting his head, but they pried hisjaws apart. Asthe bitter liquid passed
down histhroat, Fionvar sobbed.

Méelisande lay watching the stars, especially the one she thought of as Wolfram’'s. Her head nestled
agang Kattanan' s shoulder, her arm stroking the bare skin of his chest. The hairsthere werefineand
pale. She knew from her reading that he would never have the forest of hair that Orie had and that her
kisses could be placed, with no interference, just over his heart. Her petticoat formed the pallet where
they lay, and hisvelvet tunic pillowed his head. Her discarded corset lay to one Side, itslaces cut. She
shivered, and K attanan drew her closer.

“We should get dressed,” he murmured into her hair. “We have to set an example for the court.”

“I can't go back inthere,” she said, rising to one elbow to gaze down at hisface. Her features suddenly
clouded. “What if hefinds out?’

“I don’t know.” hesaid. “1 had not thought beyond this moment.” Then he laughed, hisjoy filling up the
little chapel. “I had never thought even so far asthis moment. | wasn't surethat | could doit.”

“What, make love to awoman?’ Her smile returned, but flegtingly. “Haven't you read any books on the
subject?’

“There are books?’

“Not about that, Silly.” She poked him gently with her finger. “The higtory of the Virginsof the Lady. |
found acopy inthelibrary. It svery interesting, very detailed.”

“Wait aminute,” he protested, risng up on hiselbow aswell. “Y ou’ ve been studying books? | thought
you never wanted to see me again.”

“After | met you as King Rhys, my father told me to know my enemy.”
“And do you know me?’ he asked.

“A little. Every timel seeyou, | think thereismoreto learn about you. | could hardly believe when | saw
you dancing.” Shefdtered, giving awry amile. “1 thought of how you' d never dance with me.”

Kattanan frowned, stting up. “When wasthis?’



“Whenyou first came.” sheexplained, rolling her eyesalittle. “Y ou sang so beautifully—I wanted to love
you then—but you couldn’t dance at all.”

“No, | know. | «ill don’t.”

She sat up, folding her arms. “1 saw you, with that lady in the purple dress, cut to here.” She pointed
emphatically between her breagts. “ That’ swhen | finaly knew.”

Shaking his head, Kattanan reached for hisshirt. “It wasn't me; | was't there.” He pulled the shirt over
his head.

“How could it not be you?’ Then she gasped. “A wizard?’

“Anillusonigt,” he confirmed, pulling on his hose asfast as he could. Hisfingers poked through the seam,
leaving anaked hole over hisknee.

Mélisande caught his urgency, jerking on her chemise. “Nine Starscould do it.”
“Or her apprentice.” Hetossed her one of her dippers.
“She has an apprentice?’

Kattanan bowed his head, shoulders dumped. “I don’t know how to say it, Mdlisande, so that you don’'t
think I'm saying it in spite”

“One.” She stopped till. “You think Orieisposing asyou at the bal.”

“It'ssome plot to discredit me, for you, or for Lochayn, I’ ve no idea, but we must hurry. Bury it | knew
he was up to something!” He shoved hisfoot into a boot.

“Tdl me. Kattanan. Tell me everything.”
“Thereign'ttime!”
Méelisande placed ahand on hisarm. “Then tdll it quickly.”

“I don’'t know when he apprenticed, years ago, | guess. He' s on his own now”—he took a deep
breath—"he killed Wolfram, and used hisblood to heal himsdlf.”

“Hissde?Hetold me hefdl.” Her hands clenched together in her Iap.

“He called himsdf the Wizard of the Prince’ s Blood.”

All color drained from Medisande sface. “Oh, Holy Mother,” shewhispered. “I married him.”
Hetook her facein hishands. “ Médlisande, you couldn’t have known.”

“Yes,” shewhispered, “Yes, | could. That day we had supper, when Wolfram kept treating him asa
wizard. | was so angry with him, | couldn’t think clearly. | would have married him just to spite Wolfram,
just to prove him wrong. When we walked thefirst circle, | started crying. Brides do, | guess, but |
passed the place where Wolfram should have been, and | thought, what if he were right?”

“But you accepted his bracelet,” Kattanan whispered, his voice shaky.

The gold bracelet felt cold and hard beneath her fingers. “ Because heloved me. | thought that would
make everything al right, that my love would grow, intime.”



Kattanan jammed hisfoot into the other boot and stood abruptly. He scanned the floor for hislittle
dagger. Then Médisande' s hand came around his shoulders. She pressed herself againgt his back. “I
thought it would grow, but it dwindled. Smadler and smaller, until | clung to him because—" She broke
off, and tears seeped into the silk of hisshirt. “Because | thought, if | let him go, no onewould ever love
me again. Wolfram was gone, my father was drunk and angry. Orie and the dogswere dl | had.”

He placed agentle kisson her wrist. “I wish | could have come sooner.”

“No,” shewhispered, “you camejust intime.”



Chapter 43

Theingant the guards|eft hisroom, Fionvar dragged himself to hisfeet. He swayed, aready fedling the
effects. Two beds, two chairs, two tables swam in his vision. He reached his doubled hand out to the two
oil lanterns and succeeded in getting hold of one. Crossing unsteadily to the garderobe. he pulled off the
wick assembly and tossed back along swallow of the oil below. His ssomach immediately rebelled, and
he vomited the ail. the potion, and the excellent dinner. The vile taste brought him back to his senses. He
set down the lantern and crept to the windows, grateful for the thick door between himsdlf and the
guards.

His eyesrefused to focus on the latch, so he felt long the casement until he found it and pushed it free.
The window creaked open, and he froze. After amoment, he peered into the torchlit garden. The
distance didn’t seem too great, so he stuck hisfeet out, and jumped down, tumbling when he struck
ground. Hismind reded, and helay ill.

“What'reye doin'?” aharsh voice demanded. “Gave me afright, ye did.”

“Ralf 7" Thelooming figure was weaving around among the stars. Fionvar pushed himself up to his
knees, then rested. “Where' sthe king?’

“Off waking with Melisande. Here, areyewd|?’ Rolf ladd ahand on Fionvar’ s shoulder; it fdt likealead
weight.

“No, not the dightest bit.” He resisted the urge to shake his head. “With Melisande?’
“Aye—I spotted them walking toward the towers.”

Fonvar sraightened up and tried to stand, but he swayed dangeroudy, and Rolf caught him by the
elbow. “Enough drink for the musicians, en?’

“Roalf my brother’ sdisguised astheking, | think he'll kill Gerrod.”
Roalfsgrip tightened. “What' re ye saying?’
“We haveto find theking.” he said, as clearly as he could.

“Comeon, then,” Rolf replied gruffly, “though he'll not thank yefor theinterruption.” He helped Fionvar
down thewalk. A thin sound of voices drifted down from the near tower. Fionvar pulled away, hauling
himsdlf up the stairs dong the rusted railing. When he reached the top, with Rolf lending grudging
support, the two kings turned to stare.

“Youagain,” Gerrod growled. “1 thought you’ d been sent to your room.”
“I'm sorry, Yer Mgesty,” Rolf began, shifting avkwardly on the Sairs.

“Ralf, thank the Lady!” King Rhyscried. “Fionvar’ snot well. I’ d appreciateit if you can take him back
to hisroom and see that he doesn’t get out thistime.”

“Begging yer pardon, Y er Mgesty, but he clamsthat ye reafraud.” With hisgreat hand on Fionvar's
back, he nudged him aong thewall until Fionvar stood supported by the stone.

King Rhyslaughed, shaking hishead. “He said the samething at the ball, that’ swhy | had him escorted



OUt_”

Rolf rested ahand on his sword hilt, eyeing the kings, then Fionvar. “If ye don't mind my asking, where's
the princess?’

“Dancing, of course” The amilefroze upon Rhys sface as Rolfs eyes narrowed.
Rolf stepped past Fionvar onto the roof. “ She accepted yer words, then, did she?’

“What isthis man referring to?” King Gerrod demanded. “Is't he the one who helped the traitor
escape?’

“He savery loyd man,” King Rhyssaid, but he had gone alittle pale.

There was amoan behind him, and, from the corner of hiseye, Rolf saw Fionvar dideinto aheap at the
foot of thewall. In the same moment, Gerrod cried out, armsflailing as King Rhys easly picked him up
and swung him over thewall. Gerrod struck the top of the wall and rolled. Rolf leapt forward, his
outstretched fingers catching the king' sfoot. Thejerk of the suddenly faling weight flipped him
off-baance, and Rolf crashed into the wall, hisarm wedged into the crendllation. He cursed the pain, but
he did not let go.

“Bury you dlI!” King Rhys snarled, the borrowed face twisted into a grimace of rage.

“Where' smy father?” Mdisande screamed from the top of the stairs. Stumbling up beside her, Kattanan
caught his bresth, staring asif into amirror.

“It' syou.” King Rhyshissed, “or isit me?’
“Great Lady,” Fionvar mumbled, clutching hishead. “Two of everything.”

Rolfslegs kicked above the floor. From somewhere over thewall, Gerrod cursed and howled into the
wind. King Rhysflung himsalf upon the burly guard.

“You'll not kill my father!” Mdisandeflew at him, pulling him away.

“I'll make you queen,” he said, * of Bernholt and Lochayn both, and more.” He faced her, eyesflickering
over every part of her face.

“That form doesn't suit you,” she said, drawing back alittle.

“Ohit doesn't?’ thefaseface asked. “I had the impression that you liked it. And I’ ve made at least one
improvement, which | think you'll approve.” Suddenly his gaze shifted to her uncorseted bressts, her
shorn locks freed from their veil. “Y ou whore, you' ve had him!”

She gtraightened, chin held high. “ And he was better than you ever were.”
Orie pushed off, acry of rage pouring from hislips, his hands reaching for her throat.
Kattanan whirled. “Melisande!”

Thefingersclosed on air as Oriefdl headlong upon the stone, with Fionvar underneath him. Orie
scrambled up. Snatching a handful of Melisande sflying skirt, he wrenched her off her feet and flung
himsalf upon her. His face—Kattanan' s face—froze in horror, and he groaned.

Meélisande gasped as he was pushed aside, with Kattanan’ s jeweled dagger thrust deep between his



shoulder blades.

Kattanan gathered her into hisarms, heedless of the blood on hishands. “You'redl right.” he whispered
franticaly. “You'll bedl right.”

“Oh, no.” Ori€ svoice rang out behind them. “You'll never beal right again.”

He rose up, features shifting back into histrue form. One hand did over his shoulder and he ripped free
the knife. “You can't kill me. eunuch. Not like that.”

Heflung the blade into the air where it became ahawk and flew away. The gash in hisback seded itsdlf,
the blood drawing inward with asound like weeping.

“Eunuch,” he repested, shaking hishead. “Y ou can’t kill me.”

A broken voice from the darkness whispered, “Run.” Fionvar inched hisway backward toward Rolf.
“Kattanan,” he urged, “run.”

Méelisande grabbed his hand, and they ran—tripping down the stairs, with the wizard' slaughter howling
after them.

Knedling in the street, Jordan met Lyssa s eyes. The wounded man held athick knot of her hair wrapped
around his hand. Slowly, shelet the hammer fall from her grip, then the sword clattered down besideit.

“That’ s better,” Montgomery said. “Bind her. Let’sget out of the street.” He tucked his own sword into
hisbdt and fumbled out alength of rope.

Thefirst loop tightened about Jordan’ s imprisoned wrist, and he winced. He heard awindow creak open
somewhere behind him—they had an audience. Then awhooshing sound. Before he could placeit,
Montgomery was screaming, and something hot and wet splashed over Jordan’ s shoulders, stinging.

Lyssawas whooping with laughter, even as she got one foot under her, and threw hersaf over backward
on top of her captor.

Montgomery till shrieked like amadman, clawing at the angry redness spreading over hisface. Lumps of
something dripped from his hair and ears—beef Jordan redlized with a start. From the window above,
Thomas shouted, “ Get him!” as his mother aimed the empty stewpot at the squire’ s head.

Jordan seized Montgomery’ s hand and bit him, the fingers spasmodically dropping the sword. Snatching
it up, the Liren-shaspun agraceful arc, and shoved the blade home between Montgomery’ sribs. The
man’ scries erupted into aterriblewall, then fell silent as he dumped to the ground.

Her man down. Lyssacdled. “ Areyou hurt?
“Not much.” Jordan replied, gingerly feding hisright hand.
“Orie sent them.”

“Must have,” Jordan agreed. He retrieved his own sword and turned to Lyssa. “ Alswytha' sin trouble.”
Then he frowned. “Where sthe book?’

“Oh, bury it!” Lyssapulled hersdf up, pointing where the injured man had hobbled away. “1'll go! Get to
the paace, Jordan.” Shethrust her hammer into itsloop and set off at arun.



Glancing up to the window, Jordan waved to Thomas and his mother. “ Thanks for the hospitdity,” he
cdled. “The stew was excdl lent!”

Kattanan heard the impact when Ori€ sfeet struck the ground. The cackling echoed all around them.
Their feet pounded the stones as Mdisande led the way through the groves. Back to the palace, back to
the ball, where surely someone would help them. The path before them burst into flames, and Melisande
screamed, stopping short. Ori€' s voice behind them chanted dark and terrible words. The stones shook
benesth their feet.

“Comeon!” Kattanan plunged through the narrow band of flames, dragging Melisande dong with him.

Wind rose around them, whipping their hair and tossing the branches. A tree flew through the air.
smashing againgt thewall. Then another aimed for them. Médisande flung them both to the ground. Dirt
from the wild roots |lashed their faces asthey crawled. The stones buckled and rolled benegath their
hurrying hands and feet. They fetched up againgt the wall of the temple. Even as Kattanan exulted inits
safety, amassve trunk soared through the air and smashed the spire. Thelittle building shivered. Ducking
againg thedim shdter of the crumbling wall, he pulled Mdisandeinto hisarms.

“I don’'t want to die,” she whispered.
“Oh, Lady of the highest stars,” Kattanan sang softly, “ Sweet Finistrel set the spheresto singing.”

“Though | stand in darkness now,” Méelisande joined him, her voice shaky, more a breath upon his cheek
than asound a dl, “ shine your light upon me.”

The cackling grew very near, and suddenly light broke in upon them. Orie towered over them, caling
lightning from the Sky. Again, it cracked the chapel, and Kattanan's scalp tingled.

“Stand up!” Ori€ svoice thundered.
To hishorror. Melisande was rising, resisting his hands. Tearsran from her eyes.

Suddenly Kattanan remembered her question. “Where is my father 7’ she had asked, and Orie had not
yet answered.

She broke free of hisembrace, turning toward her husband with terrible downess.
Orieraised his hand, and her chin tilted upward. He leaned down to kiss her.
K attanan screamed, “No!”

A dreadful slencefell—the trees dropped from the sky, raining oranges. Orie pulled back, looking wildly
around him.

The truth dawned on him, and Kattanan rose. “ The Wizard' s Bane, Orie, he' sreturned. You and | are
equd.”

“No, never,” Orie scoffed, but when he reached toward Mdisande, she staggered away .

Kattanan sprang forward, not knowing quite what he’ d do, but Orie stumbled backward over the
downed trees, turned, and ran.



Jordan dashed across the bridge, then hesitated. Something tingled in hisblood, and he shut his eyes,
turning al his sensesinward: he shared the blood of awizard, and she was cdling. Turning, he madefor
aninsde corridor, following itstwists and turns, flying up the sairs. Thetinglein his blood grew stronger.
A corner, an archway, and at last, adoor. Jordan pounded on it with hisfist, but there was no sound
within. He threw himsdlf againgt it, wincing with the force of theimpact, then again. Thethird time, the
door popped open, and he stumbled in, sprawling onto adirty floor.

“Niceof youtojoinus” aman said. “ Unexpected, but nice. Go on, get up.”

Jordan rose dowly, turning until he could see the speaker, around man in amonk’ srobe. He had an arm
about Alswytha s shoulders and aknife at her throat. They stood on alanding of the curved stairsthat
wound up theinside of the chamber.

“Where sthe book? Did you get it?’
“Yes, and no,” Jordan replied.
“Tdl me, Wizard' sBane. | don’t have much patience,” Broken Shell snapped.

“I can seethat,” hereplied. He searched Alswythawith his eyes. Why was she so still? No magic could
hold her, not in his presence. He frowned and blinked. Cometo that, he wasn't feding well himself.

Sowly hebegan turning again.
“Look a me,” Broken Shell shrieked.

Jordan sniffed the air and sneezed. The herbs reminded him of something—the night Faedre had goneto
hisking’ stent. He staggered forward, his body beginning to dow, and caught hold of the brazier in both
hands. He carried the thing to the door and threw it out into the hal, damming the door triumphantly
behind. “ That' s better.” Jordan looked up at the two wizards. “What isthat Stuff?’

“Don’t taunt me with questions. Where' sthe book?’

“Actudly, I’ve no idea. Someplace in the streets of the city. | suppose.” Helounged against one of the
tables, wrinkling his nose at the foul stench of the place. “ Thisis Orie sworkshop? Where' sthe great
men himsdlf, il dancing?”

Her captor dug thetip of the dagger into the woman's neck, just alittle.

Jordan stood up, hands out. “ Please don't. If you do that, I'd have to kill you, and I’d much rather that
she had the pleasure.”

Broken Shdll laughed, a hearty, boisterous sound. “Without her powers, sheiseven lessthan |. And you
couldn’t reach usin time, so why not tell me?’

“It' srather along story,” Jordan observed, “and this stench isredly bothering me. Don't see how you
can stand it.” He crossed to the curtained arch, ignoring the wizard' s protests, and pulled back the
curtain. He opened the tall windowsto alow in the night breeze. “Y ou see, afriend and | went into town,
to the boy’ s house where he' d sent the prince’ s books. Oh, see, I’ ve dready skipped a part—"

“| don't care!” Broken Shell howled. “ Get to the book.”

“My friend and | were set upon, oncewe d got it.” Alswytha s eyelids fluttered at this, and Jordan smiled
alittle as he continued. “ They thought they had us. but we won out, with the hel p of acook with



impeccable timing. Unfortunately, the man with the book got away.” Jordan started pacing around the
tablewithitsgridy remains. A few fresh victimslay puddied in their own blood. He grimaced and
resolutely turned away. “ So my friend went to chase him down, while came back here. We thought
someone might have aplot in storefor Nine Stars.”

“And you were correct. Will your friend bring the book back?’

“Oh. | imagineso.”

Nine Starstwitched her fingers, then they closed into afigt.

“Look”—Jordan spread his arms—"*why not come down and have afair fight?’
“I don't think s0.”

“Wadl, | must say, that if you stay up there, thefight will be over too soon.”
“Toyour loss. Wizard' sBane.”

“I don't think so,” he said softly, for the Wizard of Nine Stars stirred, and spoke.
“Arise,” she said, and stretched out her hand to the room.

Letting out an involuntary cry, Broken Shell stabbed his knife degper, but she bent the knifefrom his
grasp, her blood disappearing as quickly asit had been shed.

“But theWizard' sBanel” he said, pointing.
“We have an understanding not to interfere in each other’ swork.”

A soft clattering and scuffling began behind him. and Jordan shuddered. A dark shadow swept
upward—an eagletrailing bloody feathers. Something whimpered and dropped from the table, shambling
onweak legsup the stairs, one at atime.

“Youcandoit,” Broken Shdl breathed. “Y ou can raise the dead.”

“No,” she said softly. “No one can undo what has been done. What blood remains knows only torment.
Torment and revenge.”

She ducked as the ragged eagle swooped down, dashing for his head.
Broken Shell shrieked and staggered back. “But | didn’t kill them!”

Something smdl and sharp of tooth clamped onto hisleg, and he kicked it free. Another took its place,
and another.

“Nine stars shinein my blood,” she said. “Itisnot | donewho cal the dead.” She turned her back to
walk carefully down the dairs.

A snake passed her by, its eyes gone, but its tongue flickered between itsfangs.

There would be venom enough for one last Strike.



Chapter 44

Skirts gathered in both hands. Melisande stumbled to a halt when she reached the courtyard. Kattanan
came up beside her. “Where?’ he panted. The yapping of dogs reached them, and they knew. Melisande
sprinted for the door, but Kattanan held back, remembering.

“Hurry!” she cdled. “The back door!”

Reuctantly, he pushed himsdlf into the yard, wincing as he passed the place where Baron Eadmund had
met his degth. The barking grew louder.

Meélisande shouted as the door popped open. Furry bodies bounded past her, and from within, One's
voiceydled, “Kill! Kill!”

Kattanan froze, eyeswide.

Thefirst of the dogs|eapt past Mdisande, white teeth gleaming asthey snapped the air. A dozen and
more spilled from the open door, al charging straight for him.

“Stop!” Médlisande shouted above the din of claws on stone and the ferocious barking. She dropped her
voiceto agrowl. “ Stop right there.”

The lead dog fatered and swerved, glancing back to his mistress.
“Down,” she ordered, her eyes besating the animals back.

One by one. they sank down onto their bellies, earslowered, eyes beseeching. The dog nearest Kattanan
reached out a ddlicate tongue and lapped at his boots. He shifted his eyes dowly down toward it, but the
dog made no move. Carefully, he lifted one foot, and set it down. Then the other. Hardly daring to
breathe, he inched hisway among the panting animals. Their dark eyes watched him pass, but they did
not rise.

“Good dogs,” Melisande was saying, her voice low and soothing. “ Good dogs.” She held out her hand to
him. At last hetook it in his own trembling fingers. She smiled, the way she used to—before the
marriage, before Wolfram, before Kattanan had |eft her. “Y ou are not the only onein control of his
voice.” She squeezed his hand.

Together, they stepped through the open door. It dammed behind them, and the bar dropped into place.
Mélisande' s hand was wrenched from his, and she shrieked as she was spun away into darkness. Ori€’'s
raspy breathing echoed in the chamber. All the windows had been sedled, so that not even aglimmer of
garlight reached them.

Somewhere to hisright, Melisande whimpered.
“I'vegot aknife!” Oriecdled. “Don’'t moveamuscle.”

He could find them in the dark, following their sounds, but what then? He had no weapon; he was so
rattled he couldn’'t even tell if Orie waslying. By the time he knew, she might be dead. No good.
Kattanan inched toward the far door. Something rustled in the straw, and he froze, but the sound
continued, and he heard the soft whining of puppiesin the birthing room. Stepping lightly. Kattanan felt
hisway along the wall and found the door. “Let her go, Orie,” he said to the dark. *“1 know you don't
want to hurt her.”



“I might surpriseyou.”
Melisande et out a soft cry, smothered by his hand.

Kattanan fumbled with the latch, calling out, “ Great Goddess, Orie, what do you hopeto gain? Gerrod
knowswhat you' ve done.” The bolt did back, and he gently held the latch.

“What you'vedone,” Oriereturned. “Gerrod thinks you tried to kill him. All his court—and yours, may |
add. saw him leave with you.”

“What about your wife?’ Kattanan asked, and he threw open the door. Outside, light shonefrom a
hundred windows, casting afeeble glow across the room. Orie clamped one hand over Mdisande's
mouth. In the other hand he held the edge of ameta plate to her throat.

Kattanan grinned across the darkness, then Orie flung Mdisande aside. In one ferocious lunge, Orie
bounded across the room. He struck Kattanan full in the chest, knocking the wind out of him. Ashe
struggled for breath. Kattanan skidded across the balcony. Hisarmsflailed, his boots dipped and sought
for purchase, then one foot reached back, and found nothing. He found the breath to scream as he struck
the sairs.

A sickening crack accompanied the scream, followed by the percussion of histerrible descent. With a
thud, the scream ended.

Mélisande staggered to the balcony, her face ashen.
Orieturned from the stairs and grinned. “1 have dways enjoyed silence,” he hissed, “haven't you?”’

Shaking dl over, Mdisande steeled hersdlf to look down. She caught aglimpse of hishair, the dark stain
of blood spirding down the golden curls. Shewailed.

Orie spun hiswifetoward him. He caught her facein his cold hands and stopped the sound with akiss.

On the tower, the violent wind had blasted the last of the deeping draught from Fionvar’ s head. He
heaved himsdlf to the top of the wall and look down the other side.

Rolf had agrip on Gerrod’ s ankle, but the king swung dangeroudy, and the guard’ s massive shoulders
werewedged firmly into the arrow dlit.

“I think we can get him up.” he called down to Ralf.
Rolf grunted.

“WEe |l get you out next, don’'t worry.” He shifted into position, reaching down aongside Rolfs place.
“Pull him up alittle, would you?’

Rolf hauled up the dangling king until Fionvar could amost get hold of him.

“Bury it,” Gerrod gagped, his hair flying in the wind, “I’m not made of wood.” Fionvar grabbed the boot,
and Rolf shifted hisgrip to the king’ s shin, gathering in the other leg.

“Careful!” the king snapped as he bumped againgt the rough wall.
“Y ou son of abitch,” Fionvar snapped back. To Rolf he said, “My head’ s ill foggy. Why are we saving



him?’
“Cursedif | know,” Rolf wheezed. “ Seemed thething t* do.”
“Pull me up, you creting Pull me up, or I'll have your headd!”

Fonvar glared down into the darkness. “ Y ou listen to me, Gerrod, because I’ m the man with your lifein
my hands. Y ou can’'t have my head, you pompous, drunken—"

Far off on the other side of the main bridge, a scream rose into the night, and died away. “ Grest Lady.”
Fonvar bresthed. He nearly let go of Gerrod, but forced himself to concentrate.

From the same direction, akeening wail shivered him clear through.
It ended just as suddenly.

“Mdisande!” Gerrod sobbed. “Where' s my daughter?’

“Where syer son. ye bloody bastard?” Rolf howled back at him.
“Dead by my brother’ shands,” Fionvar said, “both of them.”

“No,” the king shouted, his breathing labored. “ Ask King Rhys! He threw me here, he brought the
traitor’s body—"

“Wrong!” Fionvar answered. “Wolfram died to save my life; Finistrel knowswhy. Orie would vekilled
me,” he whispered, “but Wolfram died instead.”

“Orie hired thewizard who sent yet' yer sickbed, Gerrod,” Rolf chimed in.
“Orielearned how to change his appearance; he talked you up here.”
“Oriethrew ye over, Gerrod.”

“Now he sthrown your daughter,” said Fionvar. “ Just as he murdered your son.”
“It'snot true,” Gerrod sobbed. “ She can’t be dead, not my Sandy.”

Fonvar took amoment to find his breath again, pressing his cheek to the cool stone. The breeze stroked
away histears, and he turned back. “Let’sdoit.” He caught the king's other foot and pulled him up. Rolf
glowered at the king' s face as he passed him dong. Dumping Gerrod onto the floor, Fionvar set to
freeing Rolf from the notch. Both men grunted with the effort, but soon they dumped againgt the wall.
Rolf massaged his aching shoulders, wincing at the scraped skin. Sdelong, he watched Fionvar. “1I'm
thinkin‘ ye' renot so bad.”

Fonvar glanced back at him. “Nor are you, Rolf” A haf smile brightened the darkness of his fegtures.
“I’'m glad to know you.” He stuck out his hand.

Roalf gripped it. “Any friend of Wolfram'sisafriend o' mine”
Gerrod stopped dusting himsdlf off and sighed. “The crownisgone, | guess.”

“Y ou can dways get another crown,” Fonvar said. “Where will you find another prince worthy of the
title?’

Hishead ill bowed, Gerrod did not answer. The king's shoulders drooped and trembled as the old man



weypt for hisson.

Orie pushed hiswife back againgt thewall. With one hand, he tore the gown from her shoulders. She
shivered in her thin chemise, but promised herself she would not cry.

Hewould get nothing from her. As he cupped her breasts, the stone dug into her back, and she turned
her head, gazing at the sky. A cloud drifted acrossthe stars, asif they could not bear to see her. “Oh,
Wolfram,” shewhispered, “I tried.”

“Shut up,” Oriegrowled. “I never want to hear that name again, understood!”
“You killed Wolfram,” she said, gazing into his eyes.

“Of course | did, you stupid whore.” He knotted hishand in her hair. “ Give me cause, and I'll kill you,
too.”

“What, am | not to die?’ The words came out nearer a sob.

“Y our father’ s dead, your brother’ s dead,” he spat at her, “your little castrate king is dead—but I'd like
to keep you, for my baby’ ssake, if nothing else.” He stroked her belly, pressing his hipsinto her.
“Maybe afew more.”

“Kill me, Orie,” she pleaded, “or, so help me, I’ll find away.”

“Maybe I'll beat the sense out of you.” He knocked her head firmly against the wall so that her teeth
dammed together, and she tasted blood. He pressed hislipsto hers, forcing his tongue between to taste
her blood, and he chuckled. Low in her throat, Melisande whimpered. Her hands held to the wall felt
numb. The cold seeped through her body until she felt she' d never be warm again. Mdisande shivered,
and her husband pressed even closer.

“I'll warmyou,” he breathed, and a plaintive note had crept into hisvoice. “Don’'t you know | love you?
Goddess s Tears, Sandy, | never wanted to hurt you.” His hands stroked her face, found their way to her
breasts and hips, encircled her.

Frozen tears did down her cheeks. Mdisande willed hersdf dead.

Far below, in the darkness where only the stars could reach, atiny voice sang, “In the Bernholt Hills
you'll find me.” It broke off, coughing, then gasped another breeth to continue, “ Lying with my lady—"

Orie jerked away, frozen just as shewas.

“Should be, lying with your lady” —atiny laugh—" given the circumstances.” The voice died avay again
with acough.

Orie strode to the wall and looked down. Sprawled at the bottom of the stairs, Kattanan gave agrim half
gmile. “I didn’'t think”—he gasped—*| could doit.” Blood streamed down his forehead, and hisright leg
had a bend below the knee. He cradled one arm across his chest and took a shallow bresth, and
another. “Dancing inthe starlight,” hesang. “Laughingintherain.”

Melisande crept up, her facelit by the brightest smile Kattanan had ever seen.

“You can'tkill me” hetold Orie. “Not that way.”



Theroar grew in Ori€' s breast again. He grabbed Mdisande and thrust her back into the room, where
shetumbled in the straw. Then he pounded down the stairs.

Kattanan's amilefdtered. He couldn’t run—couldn’t even crawl away. In his bruised back hefelt the
vibration of Orie' sgpproach. “Y ou'll dways remember sheloved mefirst.” he murmured to the
darkness. Suddenly Orie was there, quivering with hisfury. He reached down and grabbed a handful of
Kattanan' s shirt to haul him to hisfeet.

Kattanan yelped with pain. The dizziness grew insde his head, but he fought it down. He must give her
time—find help, he urged her—Jordan, Rolf, Fionvar, anyone! Orie shook him back to aertness,
sneering when his eyes creaked open again. “1 can kill you any number of ways,” he snapped, “but | like
thisone.” His hand closed over Kattanan' sthroat. “Bury me, singer, if you ever Sng again.”

Lights danced between Kattanan's ears, and he wondered, fleetingly, if that were what the prophecy
meant—sing with the stars. His mouth gaped desperately, both hands clawing at Ori€ s grip, despite the
spreading numbness. Even then, on the verge of darkness, a drop of sound reached him. Then another.

Hisroar running sllent & last, Orie haf turned from hisvictim.
Méelisande swung, shattering Ori€’ snose with thefirst blow.
Orie stared, frowning through the blood. “ Sandy, you can’t—"

The second blow ruined his handsome features, in a spatter of blood. The third she missed, for his body
was dready collapsing. The heavy ceramic dog bowl shattered againgt the rail, the shards cutting her
hand. She cast them aside and sank to her knees.

“Please, please, please,” she mumbled as she dipped her arms around Kattanan's shoulders. “ Please,
please, please.”

She cradled him close to her chest, trembling fingers smoothing the hair from hisface. “Don’'t die,” she
begged him. “Don’'t leave me now. I’ ve only just found you.” Tears dropped onto his forehead, cleaning
little pathways through the blood. One drop streaked along his eyelid and came to rest, quivering, upon
hislips

Asif he had been waiting for this, hislips parted, and he took atiny bregath. It shuddered through him, but
he coughed, and took another. One eye opened, and alittle smile trembled into life. “ Princess,” he
whispered.

“I'm here, Kattanan.” She clutched him to her breast.
“I thought,” herasped, “1 might Sng with the sars.”
“Not yet,” shecried, haf in prayer.

Listening to the wild beat of her heart, he murmured, “No, love, not for avery long time.”



Chapter 45

By slent consent, Rolf and Fionvar ignored King Gerrod as they made their way to the courtyard in front
of the Great Hall. A richly dressed crowd hovered about the door, unwilling to approach the dogs who
crouched about the yard, whimpering. All of the dog’ s noses were turned toward their door, so the pair
began to pick their way across.

“Fion! Where' sthe king!” Jordan bounded out from the darkness with the wizard at his hegls. Seeing
Fonvar' s expresson, the Liren-shaswallowed his gregting and hurried over.

Fionvar tried the door. “Barred.” He sighed, rubbing his weary head.

“Stand back,” said the wizard. She flung up both hands shouting, “Down and be gonel” in athundering
voice. The door shivered, and fell. Alswythaalowed hersdlf alittle smile asal the onlookers stampeded
back into the Hall, and the great doors dammed.

Gerrod limped up, cdling for his absent guards. “Bury it, where ve they gone?’
Still smiling, Alswythaturned to face him. “ Are you asking me, Y our Mgesty?’
The king stopped short, shutting his mouth with asnap.

Jordan collected atorch and stepped through the dark doorway. “Kattanan?’ From the far Sde, out in
the lower yard, awoman’ s voice answered, “Here! Come quickly!”

On cue, the dogs leapt to their feet and galloped past the little party, streaming down the Stairswith a
flurry of yapping and awaving of talls. “ Great Lady!” Mdisande' svoice cried. “ Off! Get off, al of you.”
Thetorchlight showed aring of dogs surrounding Melisande at the bottom of the sairs, her chemise and
tattered hair spattered with blood. She cradled Kattanan in her lap and did not turn. Jordan skidded the
last few steps, falling on hisknees beside them.

Méelisande |et them take him from her, to lay him on the moreleve floor, and sherose, suddenly feding
the bruises she had earned that evening.

“Mdisande?

Sheturned to find her father on the last step, his head alittle higher than hers, bereft of hiscrown. Theold
king took a deep breath. “1 am sorry,” he said, “for everything. For doubting you.” He sighed, hismouth
twisting at the unaccustomed awkwardness. “Y ou have always been the most faithful of daughters. And
Wolfram was the mogt faithful of sons.” Gerrod took the last step and wrapped hisarms around his
daughter.

Fonvar followed more dowly. Therelief and concern mingled in thewizard' s conversation told him his
king was safe. What stopped him was the facel ess corpse sorawled againgt the rail, pieces of the
shattered bowl sprinkled in his hair. Fionvar’ s knees felt wesk, and he dumped down on the step, head
inhishands.

“Hey! Hello! Somebody tell mewhat’sgoing on.” Lyssademanded from the top of the sairs. “Here's
your accursed book!” She started down, finaly replacing her hammer as she walked. In the darkness,
she nearly tripped over Fionvar, huddled as he was against the wall. She looked from him to the corpse,
and back. “Areyou dl right?’



“Goddess s Tears, Lyssa, leave medonel” Fionvar shouted.

She opened her mouth, then shut it. Instead, she wrapped her powerful arms around him, refusing to be
shaken off. “Fionvar, you did the best you could,” shetold his matted hair, tucking her head againgt his.
“The best that anyone could have.”

“I'mfaling apart,” hewhispered.

Blinking back tears, she nodded. “It' s al right. After al those yearsthat you held ustogether, for thisone
night, let me hold you.”

They stayed at the palace until Kattanan felt ready to take a carriage back over the mountains. His
retinue gathered in the main court to make ready their departure. Alswythafor once rode as hersdlf, for
she, too, had been a guest of the palace, though King Gerrod forbade her to change her shape and was
extremely careful what he said when she was about. The day was bright and clear, but achill of autumn
hung in the air dready, and the farthest peaks glistened white in the distance. Kattanan made hisway
from the Great Hall with the help of a knobbed wooden cane. Hisright arm was dtill in ading across his
chest, and hisleg was held straight by thin dats of wood. Even after the wizard had hedled what she
could of hisflesh and skin, ascar traced itsway from his|eft cheek to histemple. Atop his head, the
crown of hisfamily gleamed. One of the stones had been knocked free in the storm, but it was otherwise
unharmed. When it had occurred to Melisande to send someone for their crowns, the servant returned
with both. Thelittle temple had utterly collapsed, but the holein the ceiling had settled gracefully around
the dtar, leaving their crowns untouched.

Mélisande escorted him from the hall, walking at his Sde at a pace to match hisown dow progress. Her
father walked on her other Sde, steadfastly refusing to look at them. By the door of the carriage, Fionvar
waited, scuffing his boot. He had quietly taken his brother’ s body, and discreetly borneit off. If there had
been afuneral, Kattanan did not know, and King Gerrod, who might have demanded burid in payment
for Ori€ streachery, pursued the matter no further.

Méelisande brushed by Kattanan, accidentally letting her hand stray on his, atop the cane. She managed to
amile. “Lady ridewith you, Your Mgesty,” shetold him.

“I will come back when I can.” he murmured. “1 don't know how long—"
“Hush,” shewhispered, losing her smile. “I know you will.”

Kattanan finaly climbed insde. Fionvar got in, shutting the haf door firmly behind him and taking a seet
opposite hisking. Asthe carriage lurched into motion, Kattanan watched M disande through the window.
She stood shining in the sunlight in a burgundy gown, her hair dlowed to fly free in the gentle breeze.
Sunlight gleamed on asiver streak that suddenly spilled from her eye and down her cheek. Then she
lifted her hand and made the Sign of the Goddess. She raised her hand to her lips, and kissed the fingers
astenderly asif they were hislips. She shut her eyes, seeing only his safe return.

In hismemory, Wolfram rode beside him, seeing him off with the same gesture.

Kattanan watched the road ahead as they |eft the city. In afew short days, he would face the woman
who thought she would marry him. In afew short days, he must know what to do. Just now, he did not
have the dightest idea.

Alswytha came up to ride beside them. She pushed ascroll of parchment through the window. “1 think



you should read this, both of you,” she said, and her face was grim.

Kattanan took it and read the few lines, and the broad signature at the bottom. He passed it wordlessly
to Fionvar, whose frown deepened as he read, then he laughed—a hollow, bitter sound. “He told me he
hoped I" d be amused when | found out.”

“I didn’'t know you.” Alswythasaid. “I didn’t know anyone; dl | thought of wasthat it would be niceto
have someplace to go hometo.”

“Itwould be.” Fionvar agreed.
“It should be yours.” Shethrust the scroll back a him. but he did not takeit.

“Oh. no; it'sdl legd, signed and witnessed. Game’ s Grove was histo bestow ashewished.” Theflare
of anger died away. “Besides. | annot a dl surel want it.”

She stared down at the thing in her hand, the price of Ori€' s gpprenticeship. “ After what he did with his
talent. | am not sure | want to take histitle.”

Fionvar glanced at her, and asort of understanding filled hisvoice when hetold her, “It doesn't haveto
be alegacy of what he was but of what he might have been.” He offered adender smile. “When you take
up residence, I'll go with you. I'll introduce you to everyone as some long-lost cousin. | think you would
dowdll there”

“Thank you,” Alswythasaid. “1 would appreciate that.” She nodded to the king, and urged her horse a
little faster until she passed the carriage.

Something occurred to Kattanan then, aglimmer of anidea. “Fonvar,” he said, “when you and Brianna
met in Game’ s Grove, what was the song you were playing?’

“*A Blacksmith to HisLady,” Fionvar replied, and helooked away.

When they finaly reached the plain before Lochdae days later, horses rode out to meet them.
Outstripping his men by severa paces. Gwythym rode up and reined in by the carriage. “\Welcome back.
Your Mgesty! Am| ever glad to seeyou!”

Kattanan laughed. “Has the duchess been easy to work with, then?”’

“Oh, surdy, Mgesty! Easy aswashing atiger.” Hethrew back his head to laugh heartily. Then his
expression turned sour. “Y ou should know that Lady Faedre’ s vanished. Seems she seduced one of the
guardsto let her go.”

“Just so long as she stays gone,” Kattanan said.

At last the carriage entered the gates of the city and started up the long dope to the castle. Children
waved flags for him, and ladies |eaned down from the windows to blow him kisses asthe carriage
passed. Kattanan blushed. On the steps over the arch, and at the castle gate, ranks of knights awaited
them. Carefully, Kattanan rose and took the few stepsto the ground. Before him, arug woven with the
leaves of the Rinvien crest led the way to the arch. On theright side, Duchess Elyn and Lady Brianna
curtsied, lowering their eyes. They rose as one. Briannd s hair was bound up in braids, accenting her
face. Her gown laced up the front—inviting its remova despite the fact that her pregnancy rounded out
the sky-blue silk below.

Fonvar dismounted and spent along time checking his stirrups while his sister ran up to greet the lady



with awarm embrace.

Duchess Elyn walked forward and offered her hand to be kissed. Still flustered at the sight of Brianna,
Kattanan blinked a her in congternation. His right arm ached, hisleft hand still gripped the cane. Jordan
came up slently beside him. gently dipping free the cane so he could take his grandmother’ s hand.

When he straightened, he saw the pain that creased her fegtures, mirroring hisown. “We are again well
met Grandmother.”

“It isgood to have you home. Rhys, though it pains meto see you in this condition.”
“Theding | may leave off inaweek.” hereplied lightly.

“Excdlent,” she said, some of the darkness ifting from her eyes. She took the cane from Jordan and
returned it to Kattanan. “ Just in time for the wedding.”

That night, after Evening Prayer, Kattanan sent for Briannaand she came quickly, still wearing her gown
and braids asif she had been waiting for him. She curtsed and rose, then smiled a him. “I would liketo
embrace you, cousin. Would you be hurt?’

He had removed the ding, and flexed hisfingers experimentaly. “1 think | would befine, if you hug me
caefully.”

The smile growing, she crossed to him and dipped her arms about him. She fet warm and soft in his
arms, and he shut his eyes amoment, and imagined it was Mdisande he held. Gently he moved away.
“Before |eft, Brianna, you promised me that you would hear me sing. Will you hear me now?’

A hint of trepidation crossed her features, but she nodded. “I promised, if you would hear me speak of
our marriage.”

He offered her achair before thefire. “May | take down your hair?’
A frown pinched her brows, but again she nodded.

With hisleft hand, Kattanan did the pins holding her hair. He untied the ribbons and dowly worked free
the strands. He took up asilver brush from the table and stroked it down the flaxen waves. After a
moment, hefound afragile rhythm, using hisright hand aslittle as possible. Brianna s eyeswere shut, her
face caressed by thefirdight.

Then, he began to Sing. The voice was not hisown, it couldn’t leap and sparkle in quite the same way,
but he had grown used to it and started to find the things it could do.

“A smith should be a hard man,
a man of iron, man of flames.
And yet, for thee, | can but weep,
Forging my own chains, love,

I”’m forging my own chains.”



Her head rose, shoulders stiffening as her eyes fluttered open, but she had promised, and so she stayed
Slent.

“Asmith | am, a simple man

a man of iron, man of flames,

| stand unworthy of your smile
Forging my own chains, love,

I’mforging my own chains.”

Brianna s eyes searched the fire, and she moistened her lips. Her hands came together in her lap. Slowly
onefinger traced aline upon her wrist. Her eyes shut as atear trickled down, then another. To one side,
adoor opened. Kattanan looked, but did not stop his brushing. Fionvar stood there, mouth open to
answer the king's summons. His face burned at the sght.

Holding up afinger to hislips, Kattanan beckoned him forward, to stand by him.

“Lady, Lady hear my plea

A man of iron, man of flames—’

Kattanan reached for Fionvar’ s hand, guiding it onto the handle of the brush. He maintained his steady
rhythm.

“You are sun and lifeto me
Forging my own chains, love,

I’mforging my own chains.”

Still singing, Kattanan let hishand fall away, so that Fionvar stood lovingly brushing hislady’s hair.
Bending his head over her, he, too, was weeping slently.

“Will you yet deny my love?

A man of iron—"



“Rhys,” she whispered through the vell of tears. “I can’t marry you.”
“I know,” he said, ditting carefully on the edge of achair, till out of her Sght.

“I love you both,” she murmured, “but he—" Her voice cracked, and her head dropped into her hands.
She sobbed helplesdly.

“I know,” he repeated tenderly.

The brush dipped from Fionvar’ s numb fingersto fall upon the floor. He knelt behind her. wrapping his
arms about her, pressing his face againgt her neck. Kattanan rose, collected his cane, and left them
quietly together.

Fonvar found him the next morning, sound adeep on abench in his study. When he shut the door.
Kattanan's eyes opened, and he pushed himself up.

Fonvar beamed at him. “1 don’t know how | can ever thank you,” he said. Dark circles rimmed his eyes,
and stubble showed aong hisjaw, but the smile was true enough. It dipped away, though, and he
hesitated before he added, “1 thought, when you asked about the song”—he took a deep breath—"“for a
moment, | doubted you.”

“Y ou should have morefath in your king.”
Fonvar laughed. “For dl you ve done, | certainly should.”

Kattanan grinned up a him. “1 have thanks enough just hearing you laugh again. | can't tell youwhat it's
been like these past weeks.” Then he grew serious. “1 don't want to dishonor Brianna by refusing her.”

Fionvar drew up abench and sat down opposite hisking. “Go on.”
Kattanan shook his head. “Will you trust me, Fionvar?’
“Absolutely.”

“1 need you to stand as the protector of my crown and kingdom.”
“At your wedding.” Fionvar said.

“yes”

“Whereyou will marry my lady.”

“yYes”

Fonvar drew back, letting out along breath.

“Y ou said you would trust me.”

“What are you doing. Your Mgesty?’

“I cannot avoid marrying Brianna, both for her sake and the sake of Lochadyn; there must be an heir. |
know that what I"m asking you will be absolute torture, and | hope you know that | would not ask it of
you lightly or maicioudy. Y ou will stand beside me for every moment of the ceremony. Y ou will hold my
sword and crown.”

After along pause. Fionvar said, “It would be easier if | knew what happened after that.”



“l amsorry. | can't tell you.” Hiseyeshed Fionvar’s. “Will you trust me?’
The silence stretched. Fionvar studied his hands, then he looked up again. “Yes, Y our Mgesty, | will.”

Trueto hisword. Kattanan planned the full ceremony, from prayer at dawn to presentation at dusk, with
adifferent outfit for virtually every part in between. Duchess Elyn appeared from time to time, to gloat
over the preparations, but she otherwise let him aone, giving the court the excuse of hisinjuries. At his
suggestion, Briannasat in at court for him and relayed the proceedings to him as they shared suppers at
his chambers, often joined by Fionvar, Jordan, and Lyssa. Alswytha had made hersdlf scarcelatdly, but
shedid cometo teach him to play chess, and he asked if it might be possible to learn to control hisvoice,
to return it to the way it used to be. Her eyebrowsrose at this, but she nodded noncommittally, and the
subject did not come up again.

The day of the wedding started with clouds, causing the duchessto frown, but by the time the couple had
spoken the Morning Prayer, the sun peeped down onto the dtar. Fionvar, avkward in hisrole, carried
the crown on its velvet pillow, and the sword lay benesth it. While Kattanan stood in prayer, Fionvar
stood beside him, reminder of the secular power of the groom-to-be. Elyn glowered at this arrangement,
but since the king had no brother tofill the role, she grudgingly admitted that he had made an apt choice.
Jordan and Rolf flanked the dtar, but neither Lyssa nor the wizard could be found.

Kattanan had shed both the ding and the cane, though he had to set hisfeet down with grest care at
every step of the three circuits around the temple. It took forever, and his body ached when they findly
stood before the altar.

Briannafaced him and held up agold marriage bracelet. “ The circle unbroken, of our Lady’slove,” she
said, and her eyesflickered to his, then down.

Kattanan held the matching bracelet. “ The circle unbroken, of our earthly love.”

Hands trembling, he did the circle over her hand and stood silent as she did hers onto hiswrist. The cold
thing rested againgt his cuff, winking in the candldlight.

The audience cheered—mogtly. Fionvar’ s eyes were cast upward as they finished the ceremony, his
hands clutched the pillow like aweapon, but he did not strike.

Kattanan took hiswife' s hand and led her forth. He brought her down the winding hals and to the steps
of the tower from which he would present her to his people. Just asthey reached it, the wizard appeared,
looking as disheveled as she ever had. Briannastarted, then smiled. “I’m so sorry to belate,” Alswytha
mumbled. “1 guess| didn’'t hear the bell.”

“You'll seethe most important part,” hetold her. “Won't you stay?’

“I can’t. I'min the middle of something, realy. But | did want to congratulate you.” Awkwardly, she
flung her amsaround him.

A sudden shout behind them made the party turn. A figure hurried up, muffled in along, hooded riding
cloak, breathless. “Blagst!” Lyssa svoice cdled from beneath the hood. “I’ ve missed it. haven't |7

K attanan eased the wizard away from him and again took Brianna s hand. He smiled alittle, and Brianna
smiled back, then they proceeded up the stairs. On the rooftop, Fionvar brought the crown forward, and
Briannakndt at her husband' sfeet. Kattanan raised the crown from its pillow. “I proclaim you my
queen,” hesaid, “toruleasmy equd indl things”

A cheer rose up from those gathered below.



Taking her hand, he helped Briannarise again to her feet and led her to the low wall, where dl could see
them.

Lightly, he kissed her hand. Then, glancing back to Fionvar, he smiled, and stepped over the edge.



Chapter 46

“Your Mgesty!” Fonvar cdled. Heran to the edge but saw only afew swalows darting inthe air. King
Rhys had utterly vanished. Brianna swayed, and Fionvar caught her, steadying the crown on her heed.

“What' s happened to my grandson?’ shrilled Elyn. She, too, peered over the edge, to find the astonished
crowd below gazing up a her in disbdief. “Whereishe?’

Fonvar saw the palor of her face, and wondered if the duchess hersaf would faint. He held close the
warm weight of Briannaand let the tenson drain from his body. Kattanan had doneit! Whatever it was
he had done, Kattanan had won! Fionvar dowly settled to the ground, supporting the queen in hisarms.
She would need a strong protector of crown and kingdom, as would their child.

Elyn paced across to Jordan. “What do you know about this?’

“Nothing!” Hethrew up hishands. “I’ ve hardly seen him.” She whirled away to confront Fionvar, but |eft
Jordan suddenly sure. He sprang to the wall and looked not for hisking, but for alady; she was nowhere
to be seen, but she could not have gotten far. He turned away, and saw Lyssa coming toward him—so
beautiful, so strong. For amoment, he hesitated.

Lyssalaughed, her mouth spread in awild grin, and she flung back her hood. Her bald scalp gleamed
above her red brows. On her skin were traced the intricate paintings of an initiate priestess. “ Go.
Jordan.” shesaid. “Run!”

And run he did. pounding down the stairs, out into the courtyard, caling, “ Alswythal My lady, wait for
m”

Staring at hissgter. Fionvar, too, laughed. Lyssaran ahand over her scalp and revealed the badge of the
Sigters of the Sword emblazoned on her robe.

“Haveyou dl gone mad?’ Elyn demanded, fists clenched at her Sdes. “Whereistheking? Why is
nobody searching? What has he done?’

“He flew on a dappled steed over the heads of the enemy,” Fionvar said.
“Heraised the dead,” Lyssa added.

Brianna opened her eyes and gazed up at the man who held her. “He brought the Usurper from the castle
single-handed, without bloodshed.”

“What are you talking about?’ Elyn asked, with a hint more of awe than anger.

“What they will say.” Fionvar gestured toward the crowd beyond the wall. “ He stepped into the sars,
and they saw him go.”

“He snot alegend,” she snapped. “ He stheking; heismy grandson.”

“Heforced Gerrod of Bernholt back on hisword and brought atraitor home,” Fionvar continued. “He
regained your kingdom. Duchess; he put the House of Rinvien back on thethrone.” He smiled a Brianna.
who sat up. touching the crown on her head.

Sowly Elyn examined each one of them. She nodded once, firmly—asif it had been as she planned it. “If



he ever comes back.” she began, but Fionvar shook his head.

“Heisn’'t coming back. Y our Excellency. He was your dream, but thiswas not his.” 1t was only then that
Fionvar noticed Rolfs absence. At least on thisroad, Kattanan need not travel done. “Goddess walk
with you.” he whispered.

And it wastrue, in Lochdae. that those who had witnessed the disappearance of King Rhys made the
sign of the Goddess when they spoke of it. And those who had met him or served him suddenly recaled
that he had never eaten much, that he was dways kind and patient with them, that he had sung the Lady’s
hours with such fedling. They revered Queen Brianna as his chosen one. the bearer of achild of miracle.
With her grandmother close behind her. and her Protector close beside, she wore this new role with
grace and beauty. She fondly missed her favorite cousin, and sometimes said at prayer that she was sorry
she ever made him mud pies. Her son was born at Finisnez, and he was caled Wolfram duRhys.
Everyone said that he had hisfather’ s eyes.

Mélisande gave birth two months later, surprising her midwife by ddivering twins. Aswasthe custom,
they waited one cycle of the moon before their Naming Day. A new moon alowed the starsto shine
down upon that night and al of the barons came, along with emissaries from foreign courts. King Gerrod
swelled with pride, asif the children were afest of hisdoing.

The princess greeted each and every guest patiently, searching the crowd for the flash of golden hair,
listening, as she dwaysdid, for asong. When rumors had reached Bernholt of King Rhys' s extraordinary
vanishing, the courtiers babbled with excitement about his strange visit among them. Each clamed a
miraclefor himsalf, exaggerating Rhys s presence until he sounded no less than holy. Mdisande kept her
own counsdl, hoping beyond hope that his disappearance meant he would soon cometo her side. But the
snows closed the mountains, and by spring, the mysterious king seemed as distant and untouchable as

legend.

As each noble approached, they laid at her feet giftsfor her children: tiny fur blankets, delicate necklaces,
and slver rattles. When the line was ended, Melisande raised her hand and |et the dancing begin. The
midwife had said she could dance, but her heart was not in it. Instead, she sat upon her throne, sipping
wine, watching her beautiful boy deeping in Laura sarms. Off to one side, intherichly carved cradle, the
girl-child cried for attention, and the midwife gently gathered her into her arms.

The doors opened to admit a party of newcomers, but they took some time to reach the princess, skirting
around the dance floor. Mdisande sat up straighter and smiled, her heart racing as she recognized
Jordan, with thewizard Alswythaat hissde.

“The Countess and Earl of Gamd’s Grove.” aherdd announced, bowing themin.

Jordan swept alow bow. and hislady curtsied, somewhat awkwardly, as Melisande remembered she
hersdf had been afew months ago.

The princess laughed. “ Jordan, will your child be thewizard or the Bane?’

“Don't ask me!” hereplied. “1 must gpologize for our lateness, but | hope you shdl forgive me when you
have received our gift.” Hiswife stepped aside, and he held out ahand to her. “Thisgift isarather specia
one. It was commissioned of me and my cohort”—he gestured toward the musicians gdlery, wherea
familiar fiddler sivept her asdute with hisviolin bow—*by King Rhys, before his miraculous
disappearance, knowing your love of the dance.”



Méelisande gasped and stood, taking the outstretched hand.

“Hewanted it to be dow and easy, s0 that even he might have learned it.” Jordan’ s eyestwinkled. “It's
cdled ‘Heartsand Crowns,” and it beginslike this”

The dance conssted of afew steps forward, then back, then each partner turning away to the outside,
their stlepsforming half of a heart. When they met again, they exchanged places, reverenced, backed
away from each other, then came forward to exchange again. After leading her through it afew times,
and demongtrating for the other dancers up on the dais, Jordan determined they were ready. Heraised a
hand, and Fionvar began his part, alovely, haunting air for violin and harp.

Smiling as ever. Jordan took Melisande’ shand and led her forward, then back. They turned aside to
form the heart, and when she reached the point, the hand that reached out for hers was bare and smooth.
Shelooked up and let out atiny cry.

“Highness” said Kattanan, “I’'m sorry | am late” He wore asimple tunic of light wool—afar cry from
the king of afew months ago—and histied-back hair was light brown. The scar that marked hisface
made him ook older, asif hewerelately returned from battle. “1 had to get married,” hetold her, “and |
hed to die”

Méelisande blinked fiercdly. “1 began to think that you would never come.”

They exchanged places. “I had to learn to dance,” he said. “That wasthe hardest thing of al.” He bowed
to her and backed away, his honey-hazel eyes never leaving her face. Her hair, now past her shoulders,
was crowned by the circlet of playing hounds.

She approached him, lips trembling, and when they should have exchanged, instead she threw her arms
about his neck. “1 have missed you so much,” shewhispered.

“Don't cry,” he murmured, pressing her close. “1 can't bear to see you cry.” But hisvoice shook, and he
broke his own advice. It was along while before they let each other go, even so far asarm’ slength so
she could lead him to the cradle,

“Your Highness. I'm afraid we must go,” said Lady Ethelinda, gpproaching. She curtsied low despite her
girth, and straightened, eyeing the princess s companion. “Do | know you, my lord?’

“I aman old friend of Prince Wolfram’'s, my lady.” He lowered his gaze.
“Hmm. Y ou rather resemble that King Rhys,” Ethelinda remarked.

“I have heard it so, my lady, though | don't see it mysdlf.”

With aregd bow to Melisande, Ethelinda swept by, giving him no more thought.

Sharing asmile, Kattanan and Mdisande kndlt Sde by side at the cradle. Both babieslay quietly, the boy
reaching out for his mother.

“Happy Naming Day,” Kattanan said. “What are their names?’

Mélisande took the boy into her arms and held him out to Kattanan, who accepted him carefully, gazing
into thewarm hazel eyes. “Hisnameis Alyn.” Sheruffled the child' s baby blond locks and whispered,
“He' syours”

Kattanan lifted his eyes from the child. “Y ou know that’ s not possible.”



“Before you found mein the chapel, there was only one child. | cannot explain it, except to say the Lady
willed it 0.”

A tear shimmered at Kattanan'slong lashes, and he blinked it away.
“And her nameisMédody.” The princesstickled her daughter’ s chin.
“They're beautiful.” Kattanan nestled the boy into hisleft arm so the child could hear his heartbest.

Méelisande lifted her tiny daughter into her arms, leaning back into Kattanan’s embrace. The world
danced on around them, asif celebrating life, and Kattanan. ever so softly, sang alullaby.

About the Author

Elaine Isaak turned to writing after working in design and thester. She liveswith her husband and
daughter in New Hampshire.

Vigt www.AuthorTracker.com for exclusveinformation on your favorite HarperCollins authors

Credits
Cover design by Ervin Serrano
Cover illugtration by Aaron Campbell
Copyright

Thisbook isawork of fiction. The characters, incidents, and dialogue are drawn from the author’s
imagination and are not to be construed asreal. Any resemblance to actua events or persons, living or
deed, isentirely coincidental.

THE SINGER'S CROWN. COPYRIGHT © 2005 BY ELAINE ISAAK. All rights reserved under
International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions. By payment of the required fees, you have been
granted the non-exclusive, non-transferable right to access and read the text of this e-book on-screen.
No part of thistext may be reproduced, transmitted, down-loaded, decompiled, reverse engineered, or
gtored in or introduced into any information storage and retrieva system, in any form or by any means,
whether eectronic or mechanical, now known or hereinafter invented, without the express written
permission of PerfectBound™.

PerfectBound™ and the PerfectBound™ logo are trademarks of HarperCollins Publishers, Inc.
M obipocket Reader September 2005

ISBN 0-06-089686-8

Library of Congress Catal oging-in-Publication Data has been applied for.

|SBN-13: 978-0-06-078253-5

ISBN-10: 0-06-078253-6

1098765432 1

Perfectbound



About the Publisher

Audralia

HarperCollins Publishers (Audtrdia) Pry. Ltd.
25 Ryde Road (PO Box 321)

Pymble, NSW 2073, Australia

http:/Aww.perfectbound.com.au

Canada

HarperCollins Publishers Ltd.

55 Avenue Road, Suite 2900
Toronto, ON, M5R, 3L2, Canada

http://mwww.perfectbound.ca

New Zealand

HarperCollinsPublishers (New Zedand)
Limited P.O. Box 1

Auckland. New Zedand

http:/Aww.harpercallins.co.nz

United Kingdom

HarperCollins Publishers Ltd.
77-85 Fulham Palace Road
London. W6 8JB. UK
http:/Amww.uk.perfectbound.com

United States
HarperCollins Publishersinc.
10 East 53rd Street

New York, NY 10022

http://Awww.perfectbound.com



http://www.perfectbound.com.au
http://www.perfectbound.ca
http://www.harpercollins.co.nz
http://www.uk.perfectbound.com
http://www.perfectbound.com
http://www.perfectbound.com.au
http://www.perfectbound.ca
http://www.harpercollins.co.nz
http://www.uk.perfectbound.com
http://www.perfectbound.com




