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CHAPTER ONE

ISTA LEANED FORWARD BETWEEN THE CRENELLATIONS ATOP THE gate tower, the
stone gritty beneeth her pae hands, and watched in numb exhaustion as the final mourning party cleared
the castle gate below. Their horses hooves scraped on the old cobblestones, and their good-byes
echoed in the portal's vaulting. Her earnest brother, the provincar of Baocia, and hisfamily and retinue
were last of the many to leave, two full weeks after the divines had completed the funera ritesand
ceremonies of the interment.

Dy Baociawas still talking soberly to the castle warder, Ser dy Ferrgl, who walked at his stirrup, grave
face upturned, listening to the stream, no doubt, of fina instructions. Faithful dy Ferrej, who had served
the late Dowager Provincarafor al the last two decades of her long residence herein Vadenda. The keys
of the castle and keep glinted from the belt at his stout waist. Her mother's keys, which Istahad collected
and held, then turned over to her older brother dong with al the other papers and inventories and
ingtructionsthat a great lady's death entailed. And that he had handed back for permanent safekeeping
not to hissister, but to good, old, honest dy Ferrgj. Keysto lock out al danger . . . and, if necessary, Ista
in.

It's only habit, you know. I'm not mad anymore, really.

It wasn't as though she wanted her mother's keys, nor her mother'slife that went with them. She scarcely
knew what she wanted. She knew what she feared—to be locked up in some dark, narrow place by
people who loved her. An enemy might drop his guard, weary of histask, turn his back; love would
never fater. Her fingers rubbed restlesdy on the stone.

Dy Baocids cavalcadefiled off down the hill through the town and was soon lost from her view among
the crowded red-tiled roofs. Dy Ferrgj, turning back, walked wesrily in through the gate and out of sight.

The chill spring wind lifted a strand of Istals dun hair and blew it across her face, catching on her lip; she
grimaced and tucked it back into the careful braiding wreathing her head. Itstightness pinched her scalp.

The weather had warmed these last two weeks, too late to ease an old woman bound to her bed by
injury and illness. If her mother had not been so old, the broken bones would have healed more swiftly,
and the inflammation of the lungs might not have anchored itsalf so deeply in her chet. If she had not
been so fragile, perhapsthe fall from the horse would not have broken her bonesin thefirst place. If she
had not been so fiercely willful, perhaps she would not have been onthat horse at dl a her age. . . Ista
looked down to find her fingers bleeding, and hid them hastily in her skirt.

In the funeral ceremonies, the gods had signed that the old lady's soul had been taken up by the Mother
of Summer, aswas expected and proper. Even the gods would not dare violate her views on protocol.
Istaimagined the old Provincara ordering heaven, and smiled alittle grimly.



And so | amalone at last.

| sta considered the empty spaces of that solitude, its fearful cost. Husband, father, son, and mother had
al filed down to the grave ahead of her in their turn. Her daughter was claimed by the royacy of Chdion
in astight an embrace as any grave, and aslittlelikely to return from her high place, five godswilling, as
the othersfrom their low ones.

urely | am done. The duties that had defined her, al accomplished. Once, she had been her parents
daughter. Then great, unlucky lasswife. Her children's mother. At the last, her mother's keeper. Well, |
am none of these things now.

Who am I, when | am not surrounded by the walls of my life? When they have all fallen into dust
and rubble?

Well, shewas dtill Lord dy Lutez's murderer. Thelast of that little, secret company |eft alive, now. That
she had made of hersdlf, and that she remained.

She leaned between the crendllations again, the stone abrading the lavender deeves of her court
mourning dress, catching at its sk threads. Her eye followed the road in the morning light, starting from
the stones below and flowing downhill, through the town, past theriver . . . and where? All roads were
oneroad, they said. A great net acrossthe land, parting and rejoining. All roads ran two ways. They
sad.l want a road that does not come back.

A frightened gasp behind her jerked her head around. One of her lady attendants stood on the
battlement with her hand to her lips, eyeswide, breathing heavily from her climb. She smiled with fase
cheer "My lady. I've been seeking you everywhere. Do ... do come away from that edge, now ..."

Istaslipscurled inirony. "Content you. | do not yearn to meet the gods face-to-face thisday.” Or on
any other. Never again. "Thegodsand | are not on speaking terms.”

She suffered the woman to take her arm and stroll with her asif casudly aong the battlement toward the
inner stairs, careful, Istanoted, to take the outside place, between Ista and the drop. Content you,
woman. | do not desire the stones.

| desire the road.

Theredlization startled, almost shocked her. It was anew thought.A new thought, me? All her old
thoughts seemed as thin and ragged as a piece of knitting made and ripped out and made and ripped out
again until dl the threads were frayed, growing ever more worn, but never larger. But how couldshe gain
the road? Roads were made for young men, not middle-aged women. The poor orphan boy packed his
sack and started off down the road to seek his heart's hope ... athousand tales began that way. Shewas
not poor, she was not aboy, and her heart was surely as stripped of al hope aslife and death could
render it.I am an orphan now, though. Is that not enough to qualify me?

They turned the corner of the baitlement, making toward the round tower containing the narrow, winding
saircase that gave onto the inner garden. Ista cast one last glance out across the scraggly shrubs and
stunted trees that crept up to the curtain wall of the castle. Up the path from the shallow ravine, aservant
towed a donkey loaded with firewood, heading for the postern gate.

In her late mother'sflower garden, Istadowed, resisting her attendant's urgent hand upon her arm, and



mulishly took to abench in the still-bare rose arbor. "I am weary," she announced. "I would rest here for
atime. You may fetch metea"

She could watch her lady attendant turning over the risksin her mind, regarding her high charge
untrustingly. Istafrowned coldly. The woman dropped acurtsey. "Yes, my lady. I'll tell one of the maids.
And I'll beright back."

| expect you will.Istawaited only till the woman had rounded the corner of the keep before she sporang
to her feet and ran for the postern gate.

The guard was just | etting the servant and his donkey through. Ista, head high, sailed out past them
without turning round. Pretending not to hear the guard's uncertain, "My lady . . .?" shewalked briskly
down the steepening path. Her trailing skirts and billowing black velvet vest-cloak snagged on weeds and
brambles as she passed, like clutching hands trying to hold her back. Once out of sight among thefirst
trees, her steps quickened to something close to arun. She had used to run down this path to the river,
when shewas agirl. Before she was anybody's anything.

Shewas no girl now, she had to concede. She was winded and trembling by the timetheriver'sgleam
shone through the vegetation. She turned and strode aong the bank. The path still held its remembered
course to the old footbridge, across the water, and up again to one of the main roads winding around the
hill to—or from—the town of Vaenda

The road was muddy and pocked with hoof prints, perhaps her brother's party had just passed on its
way to his provincid seat of Taryoon. He had spent much of the past two weeks attempting to persuade
her to accompany him there, promising her rooms and attendantsin his paace, under hisbenign and
protective eye, asthough she had not rooms and attendants and prying eyes enough here. Sheturned in
the opposite direction.

Court mourning and silk dippers were no garb for acountry road. Her skirts swished around her legsas
though she were trying to wade through high water. The mud sucked at her light shoes. The sun, climbing
the sky, heated her velvet-clad back, and she broke into an unladylike swesat. She walked on, fedling
increasingly uncomfortable and foolish. Thiswas madness. Thiswasjust the sort of thing that got women
locked up in towerswith lack-witted attendants, and hadn't she had enough of that for one lifetime? She
hadn't a change of clothes, a plan, any money, not so much as acopper vaida. She touched the jewels
around her neck. There's money. Y es, too much value—what country-town moneylender could match
for them? They were not aresource; they were merely atarget, bait for bandits.

The rumble of acart drew her eyes upward from picking her way aong the puddles. A farmer drove a
stout cob, hauling aload of ripe manure for spreading on hisfields. He turned his head to stare
dumfounded at the gpparition of her on hisroad. She returned him aregd nod—after all, what other kind
could she offer? She nearly laughed out loud, but choked back the unseemly noise and walked on. Not
looking back. Not daring to.

She waked for over an hour before her tiring legs, dragging the weight of her dress, sumbled at last to a
halt. She was close to weeping from the frustration of it al. Thisisn't working. | don't know how to do
this. | never had a chance to learn, and now | amtoo old.

Horses again, gdloping, and ashouit. It flashed across her mind that among the other things she had
failed to provison hersaf with was awegpon, even so much asabdt knife, to defend herself from
assault. She pictured hersdf matched againgt aswordsman, any swordsman, with any wegpon she could
possibly pick up and swing, and snorted. It made a short scene, hardly likely to be worth the bother.



She glanced back over her shoulder and sighed. Ser dy Ferrg) and a groom pounded down theroad in
her wake, the mud splashing from their horses hooves. She was not, she thought, quite fool enough or
mad enough to wish for bandits instead. Maybe that was the trouble; maybe she just wasn't crazed
enough. True derangement stopped at no boundaries. Mad enough to wish for what she was not mad
enough to gragp—now therewas asingularly usaless lunacy.

Guilt twinged in her heart at the sight of dy Ferrg'sred, terrified, perspiring face as he drew up by her
sde. "Royina" hecried. "My lady, what are you doing out here?' He dmost tumbled from hissaddle, to
grasp her hands and stareinto her face.

"l grew weary of the sorrows of the cagtle. | decided to take awalk in the spring sunshine to solace
mysdf.”

"My lady, you have come over five miles! Thisroad is quite unfit for you—"
Yes, and | am quite unfit for it.

"No attendants, no guards—five gods, consider your station and your safety! Consider my gray hairs!
Y ou have stood them on end with this start.”

"| do gpologizeto your gray hairs," said Ista, with alittle red contrition. "They do not deservethetoil of
me, nor does the remainder of you either, good dy Ferrg. | just. . . wanted to take awalk.”

"Tdl menext time, and | will arrange—"
"By mydf."

"Y ou are the dowager royinaof al Chdion," stated dy Ferrg firmly. "Y ou are Royinalsdllés own
mother, for thefive gods sake. Y ou cannot go skipping off down the road like a country wench.”

Istasighed at the thought of being a skipping country wench, and not tragic |staanymore. Though she
did not doubt country wenches had their tragedies, too, and much less poetic sympathy for them than did
royinas. But there was nothing to be gained by arguing with him in the middie of the road. He made the
groom give up his horse, and she acquiesced to being loaded aboard it. The skirts of this dresswere not
split for riding, and they bunched uncomfortably around her legs as shefdt for the stirrups. Istafrowned
again asthe groom took the reins from her and made to lead her mount.

Dy Ferrg leaned across his saddle bow to grasp her hand, in consolation for the tears standing in her
eyes. "l know," he murmured kindly. ™Y our lady mother's desth isagrest lossfor usdl.”

| finished weeping for her weeks ago, dy Ferrej. She had sworn once to neither weep nor pray ever
again, but she had forsworn hersalf on both oathsin those last dreadful daysin the sickroom. After that,
neither weeping nor praying had seemed to have any point. She decided not to trouble the castle
warder's mind with the explanation that she wept now for hersalf, and not in sorrow but in a sort of rage.
Let him take her asalittle unhinged by bereavement; bereavement passed.

Dy Ferrg, quite astired out as she by the past weeks of grief and guests, did not trouble her with further
conversation, and the groom did not dare. She sat her plodding horse and let the road roll up again
beneath her like a carpet being put away, denied its use. What was her use now? She chewed her lip and
stared between her horse's bobbing ears.



After atime, itsearsflickered. She followed its snorting glance to see another caval cade approaching
down aconnecting road, some dozen or two riders on horses and mules. Dy Ferrg rosein his stirrups
and squinted, but then eased back in his saddle at the sight of the four outriders clad in the blue tunics and
gray cloaks of soldier-brothers of the Daughter's Order, whose mandate encompassed the safe
conveyance of pilgrimson the road. Asthe party rode closer, it could be seen that its membersincluded
both men and women, al decked out in the colors of their chosen gods, or as close astheir wardrobes
could manage, and that they wore colored ribbons on their deevesin token of their holy destinations.

The two parties reached the joining of the roads s multaneoudy, and dy Ferrg) exchanged reassuring
nods with the soldier-brothers, stolid conscientious fellows like himsalf. The pilgrims stared in speculation
at Istain her fine somber clothes. A stout, red-faced older woman—she's not any older than | am,
surely—offered Ista a cheery smile. After an uncertain moment, Ista'slips curved up in response, and
she returned her nod. Dy Ferre had placed his horse between the pilgrims and Ista, but his shielding
purpose was defeated when the stout woman reined her horse back and kneed it into atrot to come up
around him.

"The gods give you agood day, lady,” the woman puffed. Her fat piebald horse was overburdened with
stuffed saddlebags and yet more bagstied to them with twine and bouncing as precarioudy asitsrider. It
dropped back to awalk, and she caught her breath and straightened her straw hat. She wore Mother's
greensin somewhat mismatched dark hues proper to awidow, but the braided ribbons circling her deeve
marched down in afull rank of five: blue wound with white, green with yellow, red with orange, black
with gray, and white twined with cream.

After amoment's hesitation, |stanodded again. "And you."

"Weare pilgrimsfrom around Baocia," the woman announced invitingly. "Traveling to the shrine of the
miraculous death of Chancellor dy Jrond, in Taryoon. Well, except for the good Ser dy Brauda over
there." She nodded toward an older man in subdued browns wearing a red-and-orange favor marking
alegiance to the Son of Autumn. A more brightly togged young man rode by his side, who leaned
forward to frown quellingly around him at the green-clad woman. "He's taking his boy, over there—isn't
he apretty lad, now, en?'

The boy recoiled and stared straight ahead, growing flushed asif to harmonize with the ribbons on his
deeve; hisfather was not successful in suppressng asmile.

"—up to Cardegoss to be invested in the Son's Order, like his papa before him, to be sure. The
ceremony isto be performed by the holy genera, the Royse-Consort Bergon himsdlf! I'd so liketo see
him. They say he'sahandsome fellow. That Ibran seashore he comes from is supposed to be good for
growing fine young men. | shdl have to find some reason to pray in Cardegoss mysdlf, and give my old
eyesthat treat.”

"Indeed,” said Istaneutrally at this anticipatory, but on the whole accurate, description of her son-in-law.

"l am Cariaof PaAma. | waswife of a saddler there, most lately. Widow, now. And you, good lady?Is
thissurly fellow your husband, then?"

The castle warder, listening with obvious disapprova to such familiarity, made to pull hishorse back and
fend off the tiresome woman, but Ista held up her hand. "Peace, dy Ferrg." He raised hisbrows, but
shrugged and held histongue.



| sta. continued to the pilgrim, "1 am awidow of ... Vadenda."

"Ah, indeed? Why, and so am |," the woman returned brightly. "My first man was of there. Though I've
buried three husbands dtogether.” She announced this as though it were an achievement. "Oh, not al
together, of course. One a atime." She cocked her head in curiosity at 1stas high mourning colors. "Did
you just bury yours, then, lady? Pity. No wonder you look so sad and pale. Well, dear, it'sahard time,
especidly with thefirgt, you know. At the beginning you want to die—I know | did—but that'sjust fear
talking. Thingswill come about again, don't you worry."

Istasmiled briefly and shook her head in faint disagreement, but was not moved to correct the woman's
misapprehension. Dy Ferrg) was clearly itching to depress the creature's forwardness by announcing
Istas rank and gtation, and by implication his own, and perhaps driving her off, but Istaredized with a
little wonder that she found Cariaamusing. The widow's burble did not displease her, and she didn't want
her to stop.

Therewas, apparently, no danger of that. Cariaof PAma pointed out her fellow pilgrims, favoring Ista
with arambling account of their stations, origins, and holy gods, and if they rode sufficiently far out of
earshot, with opinions of their manners and morasthrown in gratis. Besides the amused veteran dedicat
of the Son of Autumn and his blushing boy, the party included four men from aweavers fraternity who
went to pray to the Father of Winter for afavorable outcome of alawsuit; aman wearing the ribbons of
the Mother of Summer, who prayed for the safety of a daughter nearing childbirth; and awoman whose
deeve sported the blue and white of the Daughter of Spring, who prayed for a husband forher daughter.
A thinwoman in finely cut green robes of an acolyte of the Mother's Order, with amaid and two servants
of her own, turned out to be neither midwife nor physician, but acomptroller. A wine merchant rode to
give thanks and redeem his pledge to the Father for his safe return with his caravan, dmost lost the
previous winter in the snowy mountain passesto lbra

The pilgrimswithin hearing, who had evidently been riding with Cariafor some days now, rolled their
eyesvarioudy as she talked on, and on. An exception was an obese young man in the white garb, grimed
from the road, of adivine of the Bastard. He rode along quietly with abook open atop the curve of his
belly, his muddy white mule's reins dack, and glanced up only when he cameto turn apage, blinking
nearsghtedly and smiling muzzily.

The Widow Caria peered at the sun, which had topped the sky. "I can hardly wait to get to Vaenda.
Thereisafamousinn where we are to et that specidizesin the most delicious roast suckling pigs.” She
smacked her lipsin anticipation.

"Thereissuchaninnin Vaenda, yes" said Ista. She had never eaten there, sheredized, notin al her
years of residence.

The Mother's comptroller, who had been one of the widow's more pained involuntary listeners, pursed
her mouth in disgpproval. "'l shdl take no meat," she announced. "1 made avow that no gross flesh would
crossmy lipsupon thisjourney.”

Carialeaned over and muttered to Ista, "If she'd made avow to swalow her pride, instead of her
sdads, it would have been moreto the point for apilgrimage, I'm thinking." She sat up again, grinning; the
Mother's comptroller sniffed and pretended not to have heard.

The merchant with the Father's gray-and-black ribbons on his deeve remarked asif to theair, "I'm sure
the gods have no use for pointless chatter. We should be using our time better—discussing high-minded
thingsto prepare our mindsfor prayer, not our belliesfor dinner.”



Carialeered a him, "Aye, or lower partsfor better things ill? And you ride with the Father's favor on
your deeve, too! For shame.”

The merchant stiffened. "That isnot the aspect of the god to which | intend—or need—to pray, | assure
you, madam!™

Thedivine of the Bastard glanced up from his book and murmured peaceably, "The godsrule dl parts of
us, from top to toe. Thereisagod for everyone, and every part.”

"Your god has notably low tastes," observed the merchant, still stung.

"None who open ther heartsto any one of the Holy Family shdl be excluded. Not even the priggish.”
The divine bowed over hisbelly a the merchant.

Cariagave achearful crack of laughter; the merchant snorted indignation, but desisted. Thedivine
returned to his book.

Cariawhispered to Ista, "l like that fat fellow, | do. Doesn't say much, but when he speeks, it'sto the
point. Bookish men usudly have no patience with me, and | surely don't understandthem. Buit that one
does have lovely manners. Though | do think aman should get him awife, and children, and do the work
that paysfor them, and not go haring off after the gods. Now, | have to admit, my dear second husband
didn't—work, that is—but then, he drank. Drank himself to death eventually, to the relief of al who knew
him, five gods rest his spirit." She signed hersdlf, touching forehead, lip, nave, groin, and heart, spreading
her hand wide over her plump breast. She pursed her lips, raised her chin and her voice, and cdled
curioudy, "But now | think on it, you've never told uswhat you go to pray for, Learned.”

The divine placed hisfinger on his page and glanced up. "No, | don't think | have," he said vaguely.
The merchant said, "All you cdled folk pray to meet your god, don't you?'

"l have often prayed for the goddess to touchmy heart,” said the Mother's comptroller. "It ismy highest
spiritual goal to see Her face-to-face. Indeed, | often think | have fet Her, from timeto time."

Anyone who desires to see the gods face-to-face is a great fool, thought Ista. Although that was not
an impediment, in her experience.

"Y ou don't haveto pray to do that," said the divine. "Y ou just haveto die. It'snot hard." He rubbed his
second chin. "In fact, it'sunavoidable.”

"To be god-touched inlife," corrected the comptroller coolly." That isthe greet blessng weadl long for.”
No,it's not. If you saw the Mother's face right now, woman, you would drop weeping in the mud
of thisroad and not get up for days. Istabecame aware that the divine was squinting at her in arrested

curiogity.

Washe one of the god-touched? | sta possessed some practice at spotting them. The reverse dso held
true, unfortunately. Or perhapsthat calf like stare was just shortsightedness. Discomforted, she frowned
back at him.

He blinked apologeticaly and said to her, "In fact, | travel on businessfor my order. A dedicat in my



charge came by chance across alittle stray demon possessed by aferret. | takeit to Taryoon for the
archdivineto return to the god with proper ceremony.”

Hetwisted around to his capacious saddlebags and rummaged therein, trading the book for asmall
wicker cage. A lithe gray shape turned within it.

"Ah-hal So that'swhat you've been hiding in therel" Cariarode closer, wrinkling her nose. "It looks like
any other ferret to me." The creature stood up against the side of the cage and twitched itswhiskers at
her.

Thefat divineturned in his saddle and held up the cageto Istas view. Theanimd, circling, frozein her
frown; for just amoment, its beady eyes glittered back with something other than animd intelligence. Ista
regarded it dipassionately. The ferret lowered its head and backed away until it could retreat no farther.
Thedivine gave Istaa curious Sdelong |ook.

"Areyou sure the poor thing isn't just Sck?' said Cariadoubtfully.
"What do you think, lady?' the divine asked Ista.

You know very well it has a real demon. Why do you ask me?"Why— | think the good archdivine
will certainly know what it isand what to do with it."

The divine amiled faintly at this guarded reply. "Indeed, it is not much of ademon." He tucked the cage
away again. "l wouldn't nameit more than amere dementa, smal and unformed. It hasn't beenlongin
theworld, I'd guess, and soislittle likely to tempt men to sorcery.”

It did not tempt Ista, certainly, but she understood his need to be discreet. Acquiring ademon made one
asorcerer much as acquiring ahorse made one arider, but whether skilled or poor was amore open
question. Like ahorse, ademon could run away with its master. Unlike a horse, there was no
dismounting. To asoul's peril; hence the Templ€'s concern.

Cariamade to speak again, but the path to the castle split off at that point, and dy Ferrg reined hishorse
aside. The widow of Pama converted whatever she'd been about to say to a cheery farewell wave, and
dy Ferrg escorted Istafirmly off the road.

He glanced back over his shoulder asthey started down the bank into the trees. "V ulgar woman. I'll
wager she has not a pious thought in her head! She uses her pilgrimage only to shield her holiday-making
from the disapprova of her relatives and get hersdlf a cheap armed escort on the road.”

"I believe you are entirely right, dy Ferrg)." Istaglanced back over her shoulder a the party of pilgrims

advancing down the main road. The Widow Cariawas now coaxing the divine of the Bastard to sSing
hymns with her, though the one she was suggesting more resembled a drinking song.

" She had not one man of her own family to support her,” dy Ferrgj continued indignantly. "' suppose she
can't help the lack of ahusband, but you'd think she could scare up abrother or son or at least a
nephew. I'm sorry you had to be exposed to that, Royina."

A not entirely harmonious but thoroughly good-natured duet rose behind them, fading with distance.

"I'mnot," said Ista. A dow smile curved her lips.I'mnot .



CHAPTER TWO

ISTA SAT IN HER MOTHER'SROSE ARBOR, TWISTING A FINE HAND-kerchief in her
fingers. Her lady attendant sat near her, poking at a piece of embroidery with aneedle as narrow as,
though rather sharper than, her mind. 1sta had paced the garden round and round in the cool morning air
till the woman, her voice rising, had begged her to stop. She paused now in her sewing to Stare at Istas
hands, and Ista, irritably, set the tortured scrap of linen aside. Beneath her skirts, safely hidden, one
slk-dippered foot took up a nervous—no, furious—drumming. A gardener bustled about, watering the
flowersin the tubs placed around dl the doorways for the Daughter's Season, just as he had done for
years under the direction of the old Provincara. 1stawondered how long it would be before those drilled
habits died away—or would they continue forever, asif the old lady's meticulous ghost till oversaw each
task? But no, her soul had truly been taken up, and out of the world of men; there were no new ghostsin
the castle, or Isawould have felt them. All the sundered spirits left here were ancient and tired and
fading, amere chill inthewadlsat night.

She breathed out through pursed lips, flexing both curtained feet. She had waited severd daysto spring
to her castle warder the proposal that she go on pilgrimage this season, in hopesthat he would have
forgotten the Widow Caria. A pilgrimage in humility, with only asmall company; few attendants, smple
gear, no royd train ahundred riderslong, as he seemed ingtantly to think would be the minimum required.
Dy Ferrgl had thrown up adozen annoyingly practica objections, and wondered at her sudden piety.
Hed dismissed Igta's hint that she sought penance for her sins, being under the impression that she could
have committed none to speak of under his good guard. Which was, she had to admit, certainly the case
for such gross sins of the flesh asheimagined; dy Ferrg) was not atheologically subtle man. Asigas
arguments had grown more intense, dy Ferrgl had grown more stolid and cautious, till Istahad to bite
back afrantic urge to scream at the man. The more fiercely she pleaded, the worse she made her case
sound in hisears, shewas sure. A galing paradox.

A pagetrotted across the garden, favoring Istawith amost peculiar bow in passing, asort of bending in
mid-bounce. He disappeared into the keep. A few minutes later dy Ferrgl appeared with the page at his
hedls, and trod gravely back acrossthe garden. The castle keys, mark of hisward ship, jingled at his belt.

"Whereaway, dy Ferrg?' Istacdled idly. Sheforced her feet to stillness.

He paused and gave her abow, suitable to her rank and his dignity and girth, and made the page do his
over correctly aswell. "1 am told some riders from Cardegoss have arrived, Royina" He hesitated
briefly. ™Y our argument that I, by my oath to you and yours, owed you obedience aswell as protection
has been much onmy mind."

Ah-ha, s0 that one had struck home.Good . Isasmiled dightly.

He smiled dightly back, the openly relieved expression on his features edged with triumph. "Asmy pleas
did not seem to move you, | wrote to court to ask those to whom youwill listen to add their voices, and
their more august authority, to my own. Old dy Ferrej indeed has no right to thwart you, save for
whatever forbearance he may be owed—no, that you may bestow upon him in charity—for hisyears of
sarvice—"

Istaslipsthinned a hiswords. I cry a foul .

"But Royinalsdle and Royse Bergon are your liege lords now, aswell as having concern for your safety
astheir mother, and | believe Chancellor dy Cazaril isaman whose opinion you do somewhat regard. If



I'm not mistaken, some calming advice arrives with these messengers.” He nodded in satisfaction and
moved off.

Istaclenched her teeth. She declined to call down curseson Isdlle, Bergon, or Cazaril. Or, in truth, on
Old dy Ferrgj, as hewas pleased to style himsalf—a disputant's ploy, he was scarcely more than a
decade older than Ista. But the tension in her body seemed amost to congtrict her bresthing. She half
believed that in their urgency to guard her from old madness, her earnest protectors would drive her mad
anew.

The clack of horses hooves, voices, and the calls of grooms floated around the curve of the keep.
Abruptly, Istarose and paced after dy Ferrg. Her lady attendant disentangled hersalf from her
embroidery, scrambled to her feet, and pattered after her, making little protesting noises through sheer
habit, | sta decided.

In the cobbled entry court, two ridersin the garb of the Daughter's Order were dismounting under dy
Ferrg's benevolent and welcoming eye. They were certainly not loca men from thetemple at Vaenda—
nothing about their clothing or gear was mismatched, crude, or rustic. From their polished boots up
through neat blue trousers and tunics, clean embroidered white wool vest cloaks, and the gray hooded
cloaks of their order, their clothing shouted of Cardegosstailoring. Weapons and their housings were
clean and meticuloudy cared for, the bright-work polished and the leather oil rubbed—but not new. One
officer-dedicat was alittle above middie height, light and wiry. The shorter fellow was deeply muscled,
and the heavy broadsword that hung from his baldric was clearly no courtier's toy.

Asdy Ferrg finished speaking awelcome and directing the servants, |sta stepped up beside him. She
narrowed her eyes. "Gentlemen. Do | not know you?”

Smiling, they handed off their reinsto the cluster of castle grooms and swept her courtly bows. "Roying,”
thetaller murmured. "A pleasureto see you again." Not giving her achance to be discomfited with shaky
memory, he added, "Ferda dy Gura; my brother Foix."

"Ah, yes. Y ou are those young men who rode with Chancellor dy Cazaril on hisgreet Ibran mission,
three years ago. | met you at Bergon'sinvestiture. The chancellor and Royse Bergon praised you highly.”

"Kind of 'em," murmured the stout one, Foix.

"Honored to serve you, lady.” The elder dy Gura came to a species of attention before her, and recited,
"Chancdlor dy Cazaril presents usto you with his compliments, to escort you upon your journey, Royina
He begs you will regard us as your right hand. Hands." Ferdafatered and extemporized, "Or right and
left hand, asthe case may be."

His brother raised an impenitent eyebrow at him, and murmured, "But which iswhich?!

Dy Ferrg's satisfied look gave way to agtartled one. "The chancellorapproves this, this. . . venture?”
Istawondered what less flattering word he had just swallowed.

Ferdaand Foix looked at each other. Foix shrugged and turned to dig in his saddlebag. "M'lord dy
Cazaril gave methis noteto give into your hand, lady." With acheerful flourish, he presented a paper

folded with both alarge red chancellery sedl and dy Cazaril's persona stamp, acrow perched on the
letters CAZ pressed in blue wax.



Istatook it with thanks, and considerable mystification. Dy Ferrgj craned his neck as she broke it open
on the spot, scattering wax on the cobbles. She turned alittle awvay from him to read it.

It was brief, and written in afine chancelery script, addressing her with dl her full forma titles; the
heading was longer than the body of theletter. It read:| give you these two good brothers, Ferda and
Foix dy Gura, to attend you as captains and companions upon your road, wherever it may take
you. | trust they may serve you as well as they have served me. Five gods speed you on your
journey. Your most humble and obedient, and asemicirclewith trailing scrawl, dy Cazaril's Sgnature.

In the same vile handwriting—dy Cazaril's fingers had more strength than delicacy, |starecadled—was
written a postscript: 1selle and Bergon send a purse, in memory of the jewels pawned for another
jaunt, that bought a country. | have entrusted it to Foix. Do not be alarmed by his humor, heis
much less simple than he looks.

Sowly, Isaslipscurled up. "I think that isvery clear.”

She handed off the letter to the hovering dy Ferrg. Hisfacefell as his eyes sped down the lines. Hislips
made an O, but were too well trained, perhaps, to complete the expletive. Ista credited the old
Provincarafor that.

Dy Ferrgl looked up at the brothers. "But—the royina cannot take to the roads with only two outriders,
no matter how excellent.”

"Certainly not, gr." Ferdagave him alittle bow. "We brought our full troop. | left them downintownto
batten upon the temple'slarder, except for the two men | dispatched to another task. They should return
tomorrow, to complete our numbers.”

"Other task?' said dy Ferrg.

"Marshd dy Pdliar seized our going thisway to add a chore. He sent up afine Roknari salion that we
captured in the Gotorget campaign last fdl, to cover the mares a our order's breeding farm at Pama."”
Ferdasface grew animated. "Oh, | wish you'd had a chance to see him, Royinal He bounds from the
earth and trots on air—the most glorious silver coat—silk merchants would swoon in envy. Hooves that
ring like cymbaswhen they strike the ground, tail like abanner flying, mane likeamaden'shair, amarve
of nature—"

Hisbrother cleared histhroat.
"Er," concluded Ferda, "avery fine horse, withal."

"l suppose,” dy Ferrg said, staring into the middle distance with the chancellor's note till in his hand,
"we could write to your brother dy Baociain Taryoon for adetachment of his provincid cavdry, in
addition. And ladies of his household, to wait upon you in full panoply. Y our good sister-in-law,
perhaps—or some of your nieces may be old enough . . . ladies of his court, and your own attendants, of
course, and all the necessary maids and grooms. And we must send down to the temple for asuitable
gpiritua conductor. No, better—we should write to Cardegoss and ask Archdivine Mendenal to
recommend adivine of high scholarship.”

"That would take another ten days," said Istain darm. At least. Her thrill at dy Ferrg'sforced reversal
sank indismay. If he had hisway, so far from escaping, she would be congtrained to crawl over the
countrysidetrailed by averitable army. "I wish no such delay. The wegther and the roads are much



improved now," shethrew in alittle desperately. "I would prefer to take advantage of the clear skies.”

"Well, well, we can discussthat,” he said, glancing up at thefair blue day asif dlowing her the point,
safely minor. "I'll speak with your ladies and write to your brother.” His mouth turned down in thought.
"Isdlle and Bergon plainly mean some message by that purse. Perhaps, Royina, they intend for you to
pray for agrandson on your pilgrimage? That would indeed be agreat blessing to the royacy of Chalion,
and avery befitting purpose for your prayers.” Theidea clearly held more charm for him than it did for
her, asheld been enormoudy pleased recently by the birth of his own first grandson. But since it wasthe
first positive remark hed yet made about her . . . venture, she forbore to wrest it from him.

The dy Gurabrothers and their horses were led off to the hospitdity of the castle and its stables,
respectively, and dy Ferrg hurried about his salf-imposed tasks. Ista's woman promptly began gabbling
about dl the problems of sdlecting clothing for such an arduous journey, for dl theworld asif Ista
proposed an expedition across the mountains to Darthaca or beyond, instead of a pious amble around
Baocia. Ista considered pleading a headache to make her stop her chatter, concluded it would ill serve
her purposes, and set her teeth to endure.

* * *

THE WOMAN WASSTILL PRATTLING AND WORRYING BY LATE afternoon. Trailed by
three maids, she dodged about Ista's roomsin the old keep, sorting and resorting piles of gowns, robes,
cloaks, and shoes, trading off the need for colors appropriate for 1stas high mourning with preparation
for every likely or unlikely contingency. Istasat in awindow seat overlooking the entry court, letting the
endlesswords flow over her like adrip from a gutter spout. Her headache was now quitereal, she
decided.

A clatter and bustle at the castle gate announced, unusually, another visitor. Istasat up and peered
through the casement. A tdl bay horse clopped in through the archway; its rider wore the
castle-and-leopard tabard of the chancellery of Chaion over more faded clothing. The rider swung
down, bouncing on—oh, her toes, the courier was afresh-faced young woman with her hair in ablack
braid down her back. She pulled a bundle from behind her saddle and unrolled it with asnap to reved a
skirt. With decidedly perfunctory modesty, she hitched up her tunic and wrapped the garment around her
trousersat her dim waigt, shaking out the hem around her booted ankles with a cheerful swing of her

hips.

De Ferrg appeared below; the girl unsealed her chancellery pouch and held it upside down to drop out
agngleletter. Dy Ferrg read the direction and tore it open then and there, by which Istadeduced it was
apersona missive from his beloved daughter Lady Betriz, attendant upon the Royinalsdle at court.
Perhapsit contained news of his grandson, for hisface softened. Wasit time yet for first teeth? If so, Ista
would hear of the infant's achievement in due course. She had to smilealittle.

The girl stretched, restored her pouch, checked her horse'slegs and hooves, and turned the anima over
to the castle groom with some string of ingtructions. Istabecame conscious of her own lady-in-waiting
peering over her shoulder.

Istasaid impulsively, "1 would speek to that courier girl. Fetch her tome.”

"My lady, she had only the one letter.”

"Widl, then, I'll haveto hear the news of court from her lips."



Her woman snorted. "Such arude girl isnot likely to be in the confidence of the court ladies at
Cardegoss.”

"Nonethd ess, fetch her.”

It might have been the sharp tone of voice; in any case, the woman moved off.

At length, afirm tread and an aromaof horses and leather announced the girl'sarrival in Istals Sitting
room, even before her woman's dubious, "My lady, hereisthe courier asyou asked." Ista swung round

in the casement seat and stared up, waving her woman out; she departed with a disgpproving frown.

The girl stared back with dightly daunted curiosity. She managed an awkward bob, halfway between a
bow and a curtsey. "Royina. How may | serveyou?'

Istascarcely knew. "What's your name, girl?"

"Liss, my lady." After amoment of rather empty silence she offered, " Short for Anndiss.”
"Where do you come from?"

"Today? | picked up my digpatch case at the sation in—"

"No—dtogether."

"Oh. Um. My father had alittle estate near the town of Teneret, in the province of Labra. Heraised
horses for the Brother's Order, and sheep for the wool market. Still does, asfar as| know."

A man of substance; she was not escaping some dire poverty, then. "How did you become a courier?

"I had not thought about it, till one day my sister and | came to town to ddliver some horsesto the
temple, and | saw agirl gdlop inriding courier for the Daughter's Order." She smiled asif in some happy
memory. "'l was on fire from that moment.”

Perhaps it was the confidence of her calling, or of her youth and strength; the girl, while very polite, was
by no meanstongue-tied in the royina's presence, Ista noted with rdlief. "Aren't you afraid, out there

aone on theroads?'
Shetossed her head, making her braid swing. "I outride al danger. So far, anyway."

Istacould believeit. The girl wastaler than Ista, but still shorter and dighter than the average man, even
the wiry fellowsfavored for couriers. Shewould st her horselightly. "Or ... or uncomfortable? Y ou must
ridein hest, cold, dl westher ..."

"I don't melt in therain. And theriding kegps mewarm in the snow. If | haveto, | can deep wrapped in
my cloak on the ground under atree. Or up it, if the place seems chancy. It'strue the courier station
bunks are warmer and lessbumpy." Her eyes crinkled with humor. "Sightly."

Istasghed infaint awe of such boundless energy. "How long have you been riding for the chancedllery?!

"Threeyears, now. Since | wasfifteen."



What had Ista been doing at age fifteen? Training to be agreat lord'swife, she supposed. When Roya
lass eye had fallen on her, at about the age this girl was now, the schooling had seemed to succeed
beyond her family'swildest dreams—till the dream had melted into the long nightmare of 1ass great
curse. Now broken, thank the gods and Lord dy Cazaril; now broken these three years gone. The
choking fog of it had lifted from her mind that day. The dullness of her life, the stalemate of her soul Snce
then wasjust long habit.

"How came your family to let you leave home so young?'

The girl'sflickering amusement warmed her face like the sun through green leaves. "I believe | forgot to
ask, cometo think onit."

"And the digpatcher dlowed you to sgn on without your father'sword?”

"I believe heforgot to ask, too, being in great need of riders just then. It's amazing how the rules change
inapinch. But with four other daughtersto dower, | didn't expect my father and brothersto run down
the road to drag me back."

"Y ou went that very day?' asked Ista, startled.

The white grin widened—she had hedlthy teeth, too, Ista noted. "Of course. | figured if | had to go home
and spin one more skein of yarn, 1'd scream and fall down in afit. Besdes, my mother never liked my
yarn anyway. She said it wastoo lumpy.”

Istacould sympathize withthat statement. A reluctant answering smilelifted her lips. "My daughter isa
gredt rider.”

"So dl Chdion hasheard, my lady.” Lisss eyes brightened. "From Vaendato Taryoon in one night, and
dodging enemy troops the while—I'venever had such an adventure. Nor won such a prize at the end of
it

"L et us hope the wings of war will not brush VVaenda so close again. Where do you go next?"

Lissshrugged. "Who knows? I'll ride back to my station to await the next pouch my dispatcher handsto
me, and go where it takes me. Swiftly if Ser dy Ferrg writes somereply, or dowly to spare my horseif
he does not.”

"Hewill not writetonight.. .." Ista scarcely wanted to let her go, but the girl looked disheveled and dirty
from the road. Surely she would wish to wash and take refreshment. "Attend on me again, Liss of Labra.
The castle takes dinner in an hour or so. Wait upon me there and dine at my table."

Thegirl'sdark browsrosein brief surprise. She bow-curtseyed again. "At your command, Royina."

* * *

THE OLD PROVINCARASHIGH TABLE WAS SET EXACTLY ASIT HAD beena
thousand—ten thousand—times before, on days when no festival brought relief from the monotony.
Granted it was comfortable, in the smal dining chamber of the newest building within the castlewalls,
with fireplace and glazed windows. The same small company, too: Lady dy Hueltar, who was Istas
mother's aging relative and longtime companion; Ista; her principa lady attendants, solemn dy Ferrg. By
tacit agreement, the old Provincaras chair still stood empty. Istahad not moved to claim the central set,



and perhapsin some misplaced notion of her grief, none had urged her to.

Dy Ferrg arrived, escorting Ferda and Foix, both looking very courtly. And young. The courier girl
entered in their wake and made polite bows. She had faced Royina lsta bravely enough done, but the
amosphere of staid age here was enough to melt the sinews of strong soldiers. Shetook her seat stiffly
and sat asif trying to make herself smaller, though she eyed the two brothers with interest. The aroma of
horses was much fainter now, athough Lady dy Huetar wrinkled her nose. But one more place
setting—not the old Provincaras—still stood empty across from Ista.

"Do we expect aguest?' Istainquired of dy Ferrg. One of the elderly peopl€'s elderly friends, perhaps;
Ista dared not hope for anything more exatic.

Dy Ferrg cleared histhroat and nodded at old Lady dy Hudltar.

Her seamed face amiled. "I asked the Temple of Vaendato send us a suitable divine to be your spiritua
conductor upon your pilgrimage, Royina. If we are not to send to Cardegoss for a court-trained scholar,
| thought we might request Learned Tovia, of the Mother's Order. She may be alesser theologian, but
sheisamost excdlent physician, and knowsyou of old. Such ardief to have someone familiar, should
we be taken with any female complaints upon the road, or ... or if your old troubles should flare up. And
none could possibly be more proper to your sex and status.”

A relief to whom? Divine Tovia had been abosom friend to the old Provincaraand to Lady dy Hudltar;
Ista could quite imagine the trio enjoying a gentle jaunt in the spring sunshine together. Five gods, had

Lady dy Hudtar assumedshe would be going along also? | sta suppressed an unworthy desire to scream,
just like Lissin fear of being cocooned in her endless skeins of wool.

"l knew you would be pleased," Lady dy Hueltar murmured on. "1 thought you might wish to begin
discussing your holy itinerary with her over dinner." Shefrowned. "It'snot like her to be late.”

Her frown vanished, as a servant entered and said, "The divineis here, my lady."

"Oh, good. Show her in a once."

The servant opened his mouth asif to speak, but then bowed and retreated.

The door swung wide again. A puffing figure of totally unexpected familiarity entered, and stopped,
stranded upon awall of stares. It wasthe fat young divine of the Bastard that 1sta had met upon the road
those two weeks or so ago. Hiswhite robes were only somewhat cleaner now, being free of loose

detritus, but mottled with permanent faint stains about the hem and front.

His beginning smile grew uncertain. "Good evening, gentle ladiesand my lords. | wastold to attend here
upon acertain Lady dy Hudtar. Something about a divine being wanted for apilgrimege. . . ?'

Lady dy Hueltar recovered her voice. "I am she. But | had understood the temple was sending the
Mother's physician, Divine Tovia Who areyou?'

That had amost come outWho areyou? Istafelt, but for Lady dy Hudtar's grip on good address.
"Oh..." He bobbed abow. "Learned Chivar dy Cabon, at your service."

He claimed aname of somerank, at least. He eyed Istaand Ser dy Ferrgj; the recognition, Ista thought,



ran two ways, as did the surprise.
"WhereisLearned Tovia?' asked Lady dy Huetar blankly.

"I believe she has ridden out upon amedica cdl of some specid difficulty, at some distance from
Vdenda" Hissmilegrew less certain ill.

"Welcome. Learned dy Cabon,” said Ista pointedly.

Dy Ferrg woketo hisduties. "Indeed. I'm the castle warder, dy Ferrg; thisisthe Dowager Royinalsta

Dy Cabon's eyes narrowed, and he stared sharply at Ista.” Are you, now ..." he breathed.

Dy Ferrg, ignoring or not hearing this, introduced the dy Gura brothers and the other ladiesin order of
rank, and lastly, and abit rluctantly, "Liss, achancedlery courier.”

Dy Cabon bowed to al with indiscriminate good cheer.

"Thisisal wrong—there must be some misteke, Learned dy Cabon,” Lady dy Hueltar went on, with a
beseeching sdeways glance a Igta. "It is the dowager royinaher self who proposes to undertake a
pilgrimage this season, in petition of the gods for agrandson. Y ou are not—thisis not—we do not
know—is adivine of the Bastard's Order, and a man at that,quite the most appropriate, um, person, um
..." Shetrailed off in mute appeal for someone, anyone, to extract her from this quagmire.

Somewhereingde, Istawas beginning to smile.

She said smoothly, "Mistake or no, | fed certain that our dinner isready to be served. Will you please
grace our table this evening with your scholarship, Learned, and lead usin the med'sinvocation to the

gods?'
He brightened vagtly. "1 should be most honored, Royina."

Smiling and blinking, he seated himself in the chair Istaindicated and looked hopeful asthe servant
passed among them with the basin of lavender-scented water for washing hands. He blessed the
impending meal in unexceptionable terms and a good voice; whatever he was, he was no country rustic.
He tucked into the courses presented with an enthusiasm that would have warmed the Provincaras
cook's heart, could he have witnessed it, discouraged as he was by hislong thrall to -elderly, indifferent
appetites. Foix kept pace with him with no apparent effort.

"Areyou of those Cabons related to the present Holy Generd dy Y arrin of the Daughter's Order?' Lady
dy Hudtar inquired politely.

"l believel am some sort of third or fourth cousin to him, lady," the divine replied after swallowing his
bite. "My father was Ser Odlin dy Cabon."

Both dy Gura brothers stirred with interest.
"Oh," sad Istain surprise. "l believe | met him, years ago, at court in Cardegoss.” Our Fat Cabon, ashe

wasjovidly dubbed by the roya; but held died as bravely as any thinner gentleman of the royas service
at the disastrous battle of Daus. She added after amoment, "Y ou have the ook of him."



The divine ducked his head in apparent pleasure. "I am not sorry for it."

Some impulse of mischief prompted Istato ask, because it was certain no one else present would, "And
areyou also ason of Lady dy Cabon?'

The divines eye glinted in response over aforkful of roast. "Alas, no. But my father took somejoy inme
nonetheless, and settled a dower upon me at the Temple when | came of the age for schooling. For
which I—eventualy—came to thank him very much. My calling did not come upon me asalightning bolt,
to be sure, but dowly, asatree grows." Dy Cabon's round face and divine's robes made him look older
than he was, Ista decided. He could not be above thirty, perhaps much less.

For thefirst timein along while, the conversation turned not on various people'silinesses, aches, pains,
and digestive failures, but widened to the whole of Chalion-1bra. The dy Gurabrothers had considerable
witnessto report of last year's successful campaign by the Marsha dy Pdliar to retake the mountain
fortress of Gotorget, commanding the border of the hostile Roknari princedomsto the north,

and young Royse-Consort Bergon's seasoning attendance there upon the field of battle.

Ferdasaid, "Foix heretook abad knock from a Roknari war hammer during the fina assault on the
fortress, and was much abed thiswinter—amess of broken ribs, with inflammation of the lungsto follow.
Chancdllor dy Cazaril took him up asaclerk while hisbonesfinished knitting. Our cousin dy Palliar
thought alittle light riding would help him regain his condition.”

A faint blush colored Foix's broad face, and he ducked his head. Lisss gaze at him sharpened atrifle,
though whether imagining him with sword or with penin hand Istacould not tell.

Lady dy Hudtar did not fail to register her usud criticism of Royinalsdlefor riding to the north to be
near her husband and these stirring events, even though—or perhaps that was, because—she had been
brought safely to bed of agirl theregfter.

"l do not think," said Istadryly, "that Iselle staying sugabed in Cardegoss would have resulted in aboy,
however."

Lady dy Hudtar mumbled something; |stawas reminded of her own mother's sharp critique when she
had borne Iselleto las, those long years ago. Asif anything she might have done would have made it
come out any differently. Asif, when it had come out differently in her second confinement, it was any
better ... her brow wrinkled in old pain. She looked up to intersect dy Cabon's sharp glance.

The divine swiftly turned the subject to lighter matters. Dy Ferrg had the pleasure of trotting out an old
tale or two for anew audience, which Ista could not begrudge him. Dy Cabon told awarm joke, albeit
milder than many Ista had heard over the royastable; the courier girl laughed doud, caught afrown from
Lady dy Hudtar, and held ahand over her mouth.

"Please don't Sop,” said Istato her. "No one has laughed like that in this household for weeks. Months."
Years.

What might her pilgrimage be likeif, instead of dragging alot of tired guardians out on aroad that suited
their old bones so ill, she could travel with people wholaughed Y oung people, not brought low by old sin
and loss? People whobounced People to whom, dare shethink it, she was an elder to be respected and
not afailed child to be corrected?At your command, Royina, not,Now, Lady Ista, you know you



can't. ..

She said abruptly, "Learned dy Cabon, | thank the Temple for taking thought for me, and | shall be
pleased to have your spiritua guidance upon my journey.”

"Y ou honor me, Royina." Dy Cabon, sitting, bowed as deeply as he could over hisbelly. "When do we
leave?'

"Tomorrow," said |sta

A chorus of objection rose around the table: lists of persons and support not assembled,
ladies-in-waiting, their maids, their grooms, of clothing, gear, of transport animals, of dy Baocia's smdl
army not yet arrived.

She amost added weakly,Or as soon as all can be arranged, but then stiffened her resolve. Her eye
fell on Liss, chewing and listening with detached fascination.

"You aredl correct," Istaraised her voice to override the babble, which died in relief. Shewent on, "I
do not have youth, or energy, or courage, or knowledge of how to make my way upon theroad. So
shall commandeer some. | shdl take the courier, Liss, to be my lady-in-waiting and my groomin one.
And none more. That shal save three dozen mulesright there"

Lissnearly spat out the bite she was chewing.

"But shesonly acourier!" gasped Lady dy Hudtar.

"| assure you Chancellor dy Cazaril will not begrudge her to me. Couriers hold themselves ready to ride
wherever they are ordered. What say you, Liss?'

Liss, eyeswide, finished gulping, and managed, "I think 1'd make a better groom than waiting lady,
Royina, but | will try my best for you."

"Good. None could ask more."

"Y ou are the dowager royina" dy Ferrg dmost wailed. ™Y ou cannot go out on the roads with so little
ceremony!”

"l plan apilgrimage in humility, dy Ferrg, not amarchin pride. Still . . . suppose | were not aroyina?
Suppose | were some simple widow of good family. What servants, what reasonable precautions would
| takethen?'

"Trave incognito?' Learned dy Cabon caught theideaingtantly, whilethe rest were still gobbling in
misdirected resstance. "That would certainly remove many distractions from your spiritua study, Royina.
| suppose. . . such awoman would smply ask the Temple to provide her with escort in the usua way,
and they would fill the request from theriders available.”

"Fine. That has been done for me already. Ferda, can your men ride tomorrow?"

The cacophony of protest was overridden by dy Gurassmple, " Certainly. Asyou command, Royina."

The shocked silence that followed was decidedly baffled. And even, possibly, alittle thoughtful, if that



was not too much to hope.
|stasat back, asmileturning her lips.

"I mugt take thought for aname," she said at length. "Neither dy Chaion nor dy Baociawill do, unsmple
asthey are.” Dy Hudtar? Ista shuddered. No. Sheran down amentd list of other minor relatives of the
provincars of Baocia "Dy Ajelo would do." The Ajelo family had scarcely crossed her view, and never
once provided alady-in-waiting to assst in Is4ds.. .. kegping. She borethem noill will. "I shdl till be
Ista, | think. It's not so uncommon aname asto be remarked.”

The divine cleared histhroat. "We need to confer alittle tonight, then. | do not know what route you
desire of me. A pilgrimage should have both aspiritua plan and, in necessary support of it, amateria
one"

And hers had neither. And if she did not assert one, one would surely be foisted upon her. She said
cautioudy, "How have you led the pious before, Learned?"

"Wadl, that depends much upon the purposes of the pious.”

"l have some mapsin my saddlebags that might supply someingpiration. I'll fetch them, if you like,"
Ferda offered.

"Yes" said thedivine gratefully. "That would be most helpful .

Ferda hurried out of the chamber. Outside, the day drew toward sunset, and the servants moved quietly
about the room, lighting the wall sconces. Foix |eaned his ebows comfortably on thetable, smiled
amiably at Liss, and found room for another dice of honey-nut cake while they waited for his brother's
return.

Ferda strode back into the dining chamber in avery few minutes, his hands full of folded papers. "Here.
.. no, hereis Baocia, and the provincesto the west asfar as lbra" He spread a stained and travel worn
paper out on the table between the divine and Ista. Dy Ferrgj peered anxiously over dy Cabon's
shoulder.

The divine frowned at the map for afew minutes, then cleared histhroat and looked across at I1sta. "We
are taught that the route of a pilgrimage should serveits spiritua god. Which may be smple or manifold,
but which will partake of at least one of five ams: service, supplication, gratitude, divination, and
atonement.”

Atonement. Apology to the gods.Dy Lutez, she could not help thinking. The chill memory of that dark
hour still clouded her heart, on this bright evening. Y et who owed Whom the apology for that disaster?
We were all in it together, the gods and dy Lutez and las and |. And if abasing herself on the dtar of
the gods was the cure for that old wound, she had eaten dirt enough aready for adozen dy Lutezes. Yet
the scar till bled, in the deep dark, if pressed.

"l once saw aman pray for mules," Foix remarked agreesbly.

Dy Cabon blinked. After amoment he asked, "Did he get any?"

"Yes, excdlent ones.”



"The gods waysare. . . mysterious, sometimes,” murmured dy Cabon, apparently digesting this. "Ahem.
Y ours—Royina—isapilgrimage of supplication, for agrandson as| understand it. Isit not?' He paused

invitingly.
It isnot.But dy Ferrg and Lady dy Hueltar both made noises of assent, and Istalet it pass.

Dy Cabon ran hisfinger over theintricately drawn chart, thick with place names, seamed with little
rivers, and decorated with rather more trees than actualy stood on Baocias high plains. He pointed out
this or that shrine devoted to the Mother or the Father within striking distance of Vaenda, describing the
merits of each. Istaforced hersdf to look at the map.

To thefar south, beyond the map's margins, lay Cardegoss, and the great castle and fortress of the
Zangre of evil memory. No. To the east lay Taryoon. No. West and north, then. Shetrailed her finger
across the map toward the spine of the Bastard's Teeth, the high range that marked the long north-south
border of Ibra, so recently united with Chalion in her daughter's marriage bed. North aong the
mountains edge, some easy road. "Thisway."

Dy Cabon's brow wrinkled as he squinted at the map. "I'm not just surewhat..."

"About aday's ride west of PAmais atown where the Daughter's Order has amodest hostd, rather
pleasant,” remarked Ferda. "Weve stayed there before.”

Dy Cabon licked hislips. "Hm. | know of aninn near Pamathat we might reach before nightfal, if we
do not tarry on the road. It has amost excellent table. Oh, and a sacred well, very old. A minor holy
place, but as Seralsady Ajelo desresapilgrimage in humility, perhaps asmall start will serve her best.
And the great shrinestend to be crowded, thistime of year."

"Then by dl means, Learned, |et us avoid the crowds and seek humility, and pray at thiswell. Or table,
asthe case may be." Ista'slips twitched.

"l see no need to weigh out prayer by the grain, asthough it were dubious coin," replied dy Cabon
cheerily, encouraged by her fleeting smile. "Let us do both, and return abundance for abundance.” The
divingsthick fingers made calipers of themselves and stepped from Vaendato Palmato the spot Ferda
had tapped. He hesitated, then his hand turned once more. "A day'sride from there, if we arise early
enough, is Casilchas. Sleepy little place, but my order has aschool there. Some of my old teechersare
dill there. And it hasafinelibrary, considering the small size of the place, for many teaching divineswho
have died have |ft it their books. | grant aseminary of the Bastard isnot exactly . . . exactlyapropos to
the purpose of this pilgrimage, but | confess| should like to consult the library.”

Istawondered, alittle dryly, if the school aso had a particularly fine cook. She rested her chin upon her
hand and studied the fat young man across from her. Whateverhad possessed the Temple of Vaendato
send him up to her, anyway? His hadf-aristocratic ancestry? Hardly. Y et experienced pilgrimage
conductors usudly had their charges spiritual baitle plansal drawn out in advance. There were doubtless
books of devotional instruction on the topic. Perhaps that was what dy Cabon wanted from thelibrary, a
manual that would tell him how to go on. Perhaps he had dept through afew too many of those holy
lectures, in Cadilchas.

"Good," sad Ista. "The Daughter's hospitality for the next two nights, the Bastard's theresfter.” That
would put her at least three full days ridefrom Vaenda. A good start.

Dy Cabon looked extremely relieved. "Excdlent, Royina."



Foix was mulling over the maps; held pulled out one of al Chalion, necessarily less detalled than the one
dy Cabon studied. Hisfinger traced the route from Cardegoss north to Gotorget. The fortress guarded
the end of achain of rough, if not especially high, mountainsthat ran partway aong the border between
Chalion and the Roknari princedom of Borasnen. Foix's brows knotted. |stawondered what memories
of pain the name of that fortress evoked in him.

"You'll want to avoid that region, | think," said dy Ferrg), watching Foix's hand pause at Gotorget.

"Indeed, my lord. | believe we should steer clear of al north-centra Chdion. It istill very unsettled from
last year's campaign, and Royinalsdlle and Royse Bergon are aready starting to assemble forcesthere
for thefdl."

Dy Ferrg's brows climbed with interest. "Do they think to strike for Visping dready?

Foix shrugged, letting hisfinger dide up to the north coast and the port city named. "I'm not sure if
Vigaingcan betaken in asingle campaign, but it were good if it could. Cut the Five Princedomsin two,
gan asegport for Chaion that the Ibran fleet might find refugein ..."

Dy Cabon leaned over the table, hisbely pressing its edge, and peered. "The princedom of Jokona, to
the west, would be next after Borasnen, then. Or would we strike toward Brajar? Or both at once?”’

"Two fronts would be foolish, and Brgjar isan uncertain aly. Jokonas new princeisyoung and untried.
First pinch Jokona between Chalion and |bra—pinch it off. Then turn to the northeast.” Foix's eyes
narrowed, and his pleasant mouth firmed, contemplating this strategy.

"Will you join the campaign inthefal, Foix?" Isaasked politely.

He nodded. "Where the Marshal dy Pdliar goes, the dy Gura brotherswill surely follow. Asamaster of
horse, Ferdawill likely be pressed into assembling cavalry mounts by midsummer. And, lest | misshim
and gtart to pine, hell find some hat, dirty job for me. Never any lack of those."

Ferda snickered. Foix's returning grin a his brother seemed entirely without resentment.

Istathought Foix's analysis sound, and had no doubt how hed come by it. Marshal dy Pdliar and Royse
Bergon and Royina lsdlle were none of them fools, and Chancellor dy Cazaril had a deep wit indeed, and
not much love for the Roknari coastal lords who had once sold him to davery on the galeys. Visoing was
aprizeworth playing for.

"We shdl steer west, and away from the excitement, then," she said. Dy Ferrgl nodded approval.

"Very good, Roying," said dy Cabon. Hissigh was only alittle wistful, as he refolded Ferda's maps and
handed them back. Did he fear hisfather's martid fate, or envy it? Therewas no telling.

The party broke off shortly thereafter. The planning and complicated itinerary-listing and complaints from
| stals women went on and on. They would never stop arguing, Ista decided; but she could. She would.
You can't solve problems by running away from them, it was said, and like the good child she had
once been, she had believed this. But it wasn't true. Some problems couldonly be solved by running
away from them. When her lamenting ladies at |ast blew out the candles and |eft her to her rest, her smile
crept back.



CHAPTER THREE

ISTA SPENT THE EARLY MORNING SORTING THROUGH HER wardrobe with Liss, searching
for clothing fit for the road and not merely aroyina. Much that was old lingered in I stals cupboards and
chests, but little that was plain. Any ornate or delicate gown that made Liss wrinkle her nosein doubt
went ingtantly into the discard pile. Istadid manage to assemble ariding costume of leggings, split skirt,
tunic, and vest-cloak that showed not ascrap of Mother's green. Findly, they ruthlesdy raided the
wardrobes of Ista's ladies and maids, to the latter’ s scandd. Thisresulted at thelast in anest pile of
garments—practical, plain, washable, and, above all,few.

Lisswas clearly happier to be sent off to the stables to select the most suitable riding horse and baggage
mule One baggage mule. By midday |sta's feverish single-mindedness resulted in both women dressed for
the road, the horses saddled, and the mule packed. The dy Gura brothers found them standing in the
cobbled courtyard when they rode through the castle gate heading ten mounted men in the garb of the
Daughter's Order, dy Cabon following on hiswhite mule,

The grooms held the royina's horse and ushered her to the mounting block. Lissleapt up lightly on her
tall bay with no such assistance. In the spring of her life Ista had ridden much; hunted al day and danced
till the moon went down, at the roya's glittering court when she'd first come there. She, too, had been too
long abed in this castle of age and grievous memory. A little light duty to regain condition was just what
was wanted.

Learned dy Cabon clambered from his mule long enough to stand up on the mounting block and intone a
mercifully brief prayer and blessing upon the enterprise. Istabowed her head, but did not mouth the
responses.| want nothing of the gods. I've had their gifts before.

Fourteen people and eighteen animalsjust to get her on the road. What about those pilgrimswho
somehow managed this with no more than a staff and a sack?

Lady dy Hueltar and all of Ista's ladies and maids trooped down to the courtyard, not to wish her
farewdll, it transpired, but to weep pointedly at her in one last, decidedly counterproductive, bid to make
her change her mind. In the teeth of al evidence to the contrary, Lady dy Hueltar wailed, "Oh, she's not
serious —stop her, for the Mother's sake, dy Ferrgj!™ Gritting her teeth, 1stalet their cries bounce off her
back like arrows glancing from chain mail. Dy Cabon's white mule led out the archway and down the
road at agentle amble, but even so the voices fell behind at last. The soft spring wind stirred Istas hair.
She did not look back.

* * *

THEY REACHED THE INN AT PALMA BY SUNSET, BARELY. IT HAD BEEN A very long
time, Istareflected as she was helped down from her horse, since she had spent awhole day in the
saddle, hunting or traveling. Liss, plainly bored with the pilgrimage's placid pace, jumped down off her
animal asthough sheld spent the afternoon lounging on a couch. Foix had apparently worked through
whatever stiffnesslingered from hisinjuries earlier in the brothers journey. Even dy Cabon didn't waddle
asthough he hurt. When the divine offered her hisarm, Istatook it gratefully.

Dy Cabon had sent one of the men riding ahead to bespeak beds and ameal for the party, fortunately as
it turned out, for the inn was smdll. Another party, of tinkers, was being turned away asthey arrived. The
place had once been anarrow fortified farmhouse, now made more sprawling with an added wing. The
dy Gura brothers and the divine were given one chamber to share, Istaand Liss another, and the rest of



the guardsmen were assigned pdletsin the stableloft, dthough the mild night made this no discomfort.

The innkeeper and hiswife had set up two tables near the sacred spring, in alittle grove behind the
building, and hung lanterns lavishly in the trees. The thick moss and ferns, the bluebells and the
bloodroots with their starry white blooms, the interlaced boughs, and the gentle gurgle of the water
running over the smooth stones made amore lovely dining chamber, Istathought, than she had sat infor
many ayear. They al washed their handsin spring water brought in a copper basin and blessed by the
divine, and needing no other perfume. The innkeeper's wife was famous for her larder-keeping. A pair of
servants kept busy lugging out heavy trays and jugs. good bread and cheese, roast ducks, mutton,
sausages, dried fruit, new herbs and spring greens, eggs, dark olives and olive ail from the north, apple
nut tarts, new ale and cider—sample fare, but very wholesome. Dy Cabon made flattering inroads upon
these offerings, and even Ista's appetite, numbed for months, bestirred itsalf. When shefindly undressed
and lay down beside Lissin the clean little bed in the chamber under the eaves, shefdll adeep so quickly
she barely remembered it next morning.

* * *

RISING AGAIN, ASTHE EARLY LIGHT FELL THROUGH THE HALF-OPEN casement
window, proved briefly awkward. Through sheer ingrained habit, Istastood il for atime and waited to
be dressed, like adoall, till she realized her new maidservant would require ingtruction. At that point it
became easier to sort out and draw on her garments hersdlf, though she did ask for help with some of the
fastenings. They snagged for amoment upon the problem of Istas hair.

"l don't know how to dressladies hair," Liss confessed when |sta handed her the brush and sat on alow
bench. She stared doubtfully at Istals thick dun mane, hanging to her waist. Ista had, perhaps

ill-advisedly, picked out her former attendant's careful, tight, elaborate braiding before bed. The hair's
own curl had reasserted itself during the night, and it was now beginning to snarl, and perhaps growl and

snap.
"Y ou do your own, presumably. What do you do with it?"
"Well, | putitinabrad.”

"What dse?'

"l put it intwo braids."

| stathought a moment. Do you do the horses?"

"Oh, yes, my lady. Snail braids, and dressed with ribbons, and fringe knots with beads for the Mother's
Day, and for the Son's Day the fountain knots along the crest, with feathers worked in, and—"

"For today, put it in one braid."

Lissbreathed relief. "Yes, my lady." Her hands were quick and clever; much quicker than Istal's former
attendants. The results, well, they suited modest Serady Ajelo becomingly enough.

Thewhole party met in the grove for dawn prayers, for thisthefirst full day of Istals pilgrimage. Dawn
by courtesy, anyway—the sun had been up for some hours before the inn's guests. The innkeeper, his
wife, and dl their children and the servants were also turned out for the ceremony, asthevist of adivine
of notable scholarship was evidently arare event. Besides which, Istathought more cynically, therewas



the possibility that were he flatteringly enough received, the divine might recommend other pilgrimsto this
decidedly minor holy attraction.

Asthiswellspring was sacred to the Daughter, dy Cabon stood on the bank of the rivulet in the
sun-dappled shade and commenced with a short springtime prayer from asmal book of occasiond
devotions he carried in his saddlebag. Exactly why thiswell was sacred to the Lady of Spring wasalittle
unclear. Istafound the innkeeper's assertion thet it was the true secret location of the miracle of the virgin
and the water jar atrifle unconvincing, as she knew of at least three other sitesin Chalion aone that
claimed that legend. But the beauty of the place was surely excuse enough for its holy reputation.

Dy Cabon, his stained robes seeming dmost white in this pure light, pocketed his book and cleared his
throat for the morning lesson. Since the tables behind them stood set and waiting for breskfast to be
served when prayers were done, |stawas confident that the sermon would be succinct.

"Asthisisthe beginning of aspiritud journey, | shal go back to thetae of beginningsweal learned in
our childhoods." The divine closed hiseyes briefly, asif marshaing memory. "Hereisthe story as Ordol
writesit in hisLetters to the Young Royse dy Brajar."

His eyes opened again, and hisvoice took up astoryteller's rhythm. "The world wasfirst and the world
was flame, fluid and fearsome. Asthe flame cooled, matter formed and gained vast strength and
endurance, agreat globe with fire at its heart. From the fire at the heart of the world dowly grew the
World-Soul.

"But the eye cannot seeitsalf, not even the Eye of the World-Soul. So the World-Soul split in two, that it
might so perceiveitsaf; and so the Father and the Mother came into being. And with that sweet
perception, for thefirst time, love became possible in the heart of the World-Soul. Love wasthe first of
the fruitsthat the realm of the spirit gifted back to the realm of matter that was its fountain and foundation.
But not thelast, for song was next, then speech.” Dy Cabon, speaking, grinned briefly and drew another
long breeth.

"And the Father and the Mother between them began to order the world, that existence might not be
ingtantly consumed again by fire and chaos and roiling destruction. In their first love for each other they
bore the Daughter and the Son, and divided the seasons of the world among them, each with its specia
and particular beauty, each to its own lordship and stewardship. And in the harmony and security of this
new composition, the matter of the world grew in boldness and complexity. And from its strivingsto
create beauty, plants and animals and men arose, for love had come into the fiery heart of the world, and
matter sought to return gifts of spirit to the relm of spirit, aslovers exchange tokens.”

Satisfaction flickered across dy Cabon's suety features, and he swayed atrifle with his cadences as he
became absorbed by histale. 1sta suspected they were getting to hisfavorite part.

"But thefire at the heart of the world also held forces of destruction that could not be denied. And from
this chaos rose the demons, who broke out and invaded the world and preyed upon the fragile new souls
growing there as amountain wolf preys upon the lambs of the valleys. It was the Season of Great
Sorcerers. The order of the world was disrupted, and winter and spring and summer and fall upended
oneinto another. Drought and flood, ice and fires threstened the lives of men, and of al the marvelous
plants and artful creaturesthat matter, infected by love, had offered on the dtar of the World-Soul.

"Then one day a powerful demon lord, wise and wicked by the consumption of many souls of men,
came upon aman living donein atiny hermitage in awood. Like acat who thinksto toy with her prey,
he accepted the beggar's hospitality and waited his chance to leap from the worn-out body he presently



possessed to the fresh new one. For the man, though clad in rags, was beautiful: hisglancewaslike a
sword thrust and his breath, perfume.

"But the demon lord was confounded when he accepted alittle earthen bowl of wine, and drank it in one
gulp, and prepared to pounce; for the saint had divided his own soul, and poured it out into the wine, and
givenit to the demon of hisown freewill. And so for thefirst time, ademon gained asoul, and al the
beautiful and bitter gifts of asoul.

"The demon lord fdll to thefloor of the woodland cdll and howled with dl the astonished woe of achild
being born, for he was born in that moment, into the world of both matter and spirit. And taking the
hermit's body that was his free gift, and not stolen nor begrudged, he fled through the woods in terror
back to histerrible sorcerer's palace, and hid.

"For many months he cowered there, trapped in the horror of his saf, but dowly the great-souled saint
began to teach him the beauties of virtue. The saint was a devotee of the Mother, and called down Her
graceto hedl the demon of hissin, for with the gift of freewill had come the possibility of sin, and the
burning shame of it, which tormented the demon as nothing had ever done before. And between thelash
of hissin and the lessons of the saint, the demon’s soul began to grow in probity and power. Asagreat
sorcerer-paladin, with the Mother's favor fluttering upon his mailed deeve, he began to move in the world
of matter, and fight the baleful soulless demons on the gods behdf in the places where They could not
reach.

"The great-souled demon became the M other's champion and captain, and She loved him without limit
for his soul's incandescent splendor. And so began the grest battle to clear the world of demonsrun
rampant and restore the order of the seasons.

"The other demonsfeared him, and attempted to combine againgt him, but could not, for such
cooperation was beyond their nature; till their ondaught was terrible, and the great-souled demon,
beloved of the Mother, was dain on thefina battlefield.

"And so was born the last god, the Bastard, love child of the goddess and the great-souled demon.
Some say He was born on the eve of the last battle, fruit of aunion upon Her great couch, some say the
grieving Mother gathered up the great-souled demon's shattered dear remains from the stricken field and
mixed them with Her blood, and so made the Bastard by Her great art. However so, their Son, of al the
gods, was given agency over both spirit and matter, for He inherited as servants the demons that His
father's great sacrifice had conquered and endaved and so swept out of the world.

"Whdtis certainly alie," dy Cabon continued in asuddenly more prosaic, not to mention irate, tone of
voice, "is the Quadrene heresy that the great-souled demon took the Mother by force and so engendered
the Bastard upon Her against Her great will. A scurrilous and sensdess and blasphemouslie. . " Ista
wasn't sureif he was dtill paraphrasing Ordol, or if that was his own gloss. He cleared histhroat and
finished moreformdly, "Here endsthe tde and tdly of the advent of the five gods."

Istahad heard various versons of the taly of the gods what seemed several hundred times since
childhood, but she had to admit, dy Cabon's delivery of the old story had the € oquence and sincerity to
make it seem amost new again. Granted, most versions did not give the complex story of the Bastard
more space than the rest of the Holy Family put together, but people had to be alowed their favorites.
Despite hersdlf, she was moved.

Dy Cabon returned to ritual and called down the fivefold benison, asking of each god the proper gifts,
leading the respondentsin praisein return. Of the Daughter, growth and learning and love; of the Mother,



children, hedlth, and hedling; of the Son, good comradeship, hunting, and harvest; of the Father, children,
justice, and an easy death initsduetime.

"And the Bastard grant us. . ."—dy Cabon'svoice, fdlen into the soothing singsong of ceremony,
sumbled for thefirst time, dowing— "in our direst need, the smdlest gifts; the nail of the horseshoe, the
pin of the axle, the feather at the pivot point, the pebble at the mountain's peak, the kissin despair, the
oneright word. In darkness, understanding.” He blinked, looking startled.

Ista's chin snapped up; for an ingtant, her spine seemed to freeze. No. No. There is nothing here,
nothing here, nothing here. Nothing, do you hear me? Sheforced her breath out dowly.

It was not the usual wording. Most prayers asked to be spared the fifth god's attention, the master of al
disasters out of season asHe was. The divine hagtily sgned himself, touching forehead, lip, nave, groin,
and heart, hand spread wide upon his chest above his broad paunch, and signed again in the air to call
down blessing upon al assembled there. The company, released, stirred and stretched, some breaking
into low-voiced talk, some strolling away to their day's tasks. Dy Cabon came toward Ista, rubbing his
hands and amiling anxioudly.

"Thank you, Learned,” Istasaid, "for that good beginning.”

Hebowed inrelief a her gpprova. "My very great pleasure, my lady." He brightened still further asthe
inn's servants hurried to bring out what promised to be avery hearty breskfast. Ista, alittle shamed by
the excellence of his effort to have purloined the divine with false pretenses of asham pilgrimage, was
heartened by the reflection that dy Cabon was clearly enjoying hiswork.

* * *

THE COUNTRY WEST OF PALMA WAS FLAT AND BARREN, WITH ONLY A few trees
clustering in the watercourses that broke up the long dull vistas. Grazing, not crop farming, wasthe main
work of the thinly scattered old fortified farmsteads along the sel dom-used road. Boys and dogs tended
sheep and cattle, al dozing together in the distant patches of shade. The warming afternoon seemed to
hold along silence that invited deep, not traveling, but given their late Sart, 1sta's party pushed on through
the soft and somnolent air.

When the road widened for atime, Istafound hersdlf riding with dy Cabon's fine sturdy mule on one side
and Lisssrangy bay on the other.

Asan antidote to dy Cabon'sinfectious yawns, Istainquired of him, "Tell me, Learned, whatever
happened to thet little demon you were carrying when first we met?"

Liss, who'd been riding along with her feet out of the stirrups and her reins dack, turned her head to
ligen.

"Oh, al went well. | gaveit up to the archdivine of Taryoon, and we oversaw itsdisposition. It issafely
out of theworld now. | was actudly returning to my home from there when | spent the night in Vaenda,
and, well." A jerk of hisheed at the tring of riderstrailing them indicated his unexpected new duty with
theroyina.

"A demon?Y ou had ademon?" said Lissin atone of wonder.

"Notl ," corrected the divine fastidioudly. "It was trgpped in aferret. Fortunately, not adifficult animd to



control. Compared to awolf or abull." He grimaced. "Or aman, seeking to plunder the demon's
powers."

Her face screwed up. "How do you send ademon out of the world?
Dy Cabon sghed. "Giveit to someone who'sgoing.”
Shefrowned at her horse's earsfor amoment, then gave up theriddle. "What?'

"If the demon is not grown too strong, the Smplest way to return it to the godsisto giveit into the
keeping of asoul who isgoing to the gods. Who isdying," he added to her blank look.

"Oh," shesaid. Another pause. "So.. . . you dew the ferret?’

"Itis, das, not quite so easy asthat. A free demon whose mount is dying Smply jumpsto another. You
See, an dementd escaped into the world of matter cannot exist without abeing of matter to lend it
intelligence and strength, for by its nature it cannot create such order for itsdlf. It can only gtedl. Inthe
beginning it ismindless, formless, asinnocently destructive asawild animd, at least until it learnsmore
complicated sinsfrom men. It is constrained in turn by the power of the creature or person upon whom it
battens. A didodged demon will always seek to legp to the strongest soul initsvicinity, crestureto larger
cregture, animal to man, man to greater man, for it becomeswhat it... eats, in asense." Dy Cabon drew
bresth and seemed to look into somewdl of memory. "But when adivine of long experienceisfindly
dying in hisor her order's house, the demon can be forced to jump to them. If the demon isweak
enough, and the divine strong of heart and mind even in the last extremity, well, the matter solvesitsdlf.”
He cleared histhroat. " Persons great-souled and grown detached from the world, and longing for their
god. For ademon can tempt aweaker person to sorcery with promisesto extend life.”

"Rare strength,” said Ista after amoment. Had he just come from such an extraordinary deathbed scene?
It seemed s0. She did not wonder at hisair of daunted humility.

Dy Cabon gave awry shrug of acknowledgment. "Yes. | don't know if | will ever . . . Fortunatdly, stray
demons are rare. Except that..."

"Except what?' Liss prodded, when no more of thisrarified theologica discourse seemed to be
forthcoming.

Dy Cabon'slipstwisted. "The archdivine was most disturbed. Mine was the third such fugitive that has
been captured thisyear in Baociaaone.”

"How many do you usudly catch?' asked Liss.

"Not oneayear indl of Chalion, or so it has been for many years. Thelast great outbreak wasin Roya
Fonsasday."

lassfather; Isdll€s grandfather, dead thesefifty years.
Istaconsidered dy Cabon'swords. "What if the demon is not weak enough?”
Dy Cabon said, "Ah. Indeed." He was slent for amoment, staring at his mul€'s limp ears, hanging out to

ether sdeof itshead like oars. "That iswhy my order gives much thought and effort to removing them
when they aredill small.”



The road narrowed then, curving down to asmall sone bridge over agreenish stream, and dy Cabon
gave Istaa polite sdute and pushed his mule ahead.

CHAPTER FOUR

THE NEXT DAY'SRIDING BEGAN EARLY AND RAN LONG, BUT dowly the barrens of
Baociafel away behind them. The country grew morerolling, better watered, and better wooded,
running up toward the mountains just visible on the western horizon. It was fill abony land a heart.

Thetown wall of Casilchas hugged arocky outcrop above astream running clear and chill with spring
runoff from the distant heights. Gray and ochre stone, rough or dressed, formed both walls and buildings,
here and there enlivened with plaster dyed pink or pale green, or with painted wooden doors or shutters,
rich red or blue or green in the angled light of the late-spring afternoon.One might drink thislight like
wine and grow intoxicated on color, Istathought, astheir horses clopped down the narrow streets.

The town'stemple fronted asmall plaza paved with irregular dabs of granite fitted together like apuzzle.
Oppositeit, in what had the look of some loca aristocrat's old mansion bequeathed to the order, Istas
party found the Bastard's seminary.

A smaller hatch in the ironbound dab-planked double doors opened at dy Cabon's pounding, and the
porter came out. He met the divine'sfirst greetings with discouraging headshaking. Dy Cabon
disappeared insde for afew minutes. Then both doors swung wide, and grooms and dedi cats scurried to
ass &t the party with horses and baggage. 1sta's horse was led within. Three stories of ornate wooden

bal conies rose above a cobbled courtyard. A white-gowned acolyte hurried up with amounting block. A
senior divine bowed and offered humble welcome. It was Serady Ajelo's name he spoke, but Ista had
noillusions,; it was Istady Chaion to whom he scraped. Dy Cabon might have been less discreet than
shewished, but there was no doubt it won them better rooms, eager servants, and the best care for their
tired mounts.

Wash water was brought amost on their heel's to the room where Ista and Liss were guided. No rooms
at the seminary were large, | sta suspected, but theirs had space for abed, atruckle bed, and atable and
chairs, with abalcony overlooking the town wall and the stream behind this main building. Medsfor both
women were brought soon thereafter on trays, with hagtily arranged pots of blue and white flowersfor
the season aswell.

After supper Istatook her handmaiden, with Ferdaand Foix for escort, and strolled around the town in
the fading light. The two officer-dedicats made ahandsome pair, in their blue tunics and gray cloaks,
swords carried with circumspection, not swagger; and not afew Casilchas maidens—and
matrons—heads turned as they passed. Lisss stride and height nearly matched that of the dy Gura
brothers, adisplay of youth and health to make silks and jewelslook like tawdry toys. Istafelt herself as
splendidly attended as ever she had been at the royas court.

The temple was of the standard plan, if of smal scae: four domed |obes, one for each member of the
Holy Family, around an open court where the holy fire burned on its centra hearth, with the Bastard's
Tower freestanding behind His Mother's court. The wallswere built of the native gray stone, though the
roof archeswere findy carved wood, withasmall riot of brightly painted demons, saints, holy animals,
and plants appropriate to each god cavorting along the beams. For lack of any better entertainment, they
al atended the evening servicesthere.



Istawas weary of the gods, but she had to admit, the singing was a pleasure; the seminary contributed a
white-robed and enthusiastic choir. The pious effect was only dightly spoiled by the choir leader peeking
periodicdly at Istafor her reaction. Istasighed inwardly and made sure to smile and nod, to assuage the
woman's anxiety.

Three days of riding had tired both people and animals; tomorrow both would rest here. A littledusive
ease seemed to have crept in to |tas spirit—whether its source was sunlight, exercise, cheerful young
company, or distance from Vaenda, she hardly knew, but she was grateful for it. She did her body under
the feather quilt, finding the narrow bed more luxurious than many more ornate but |ess comfortable ones
inroyd castles, and fell adeep before Liss stopped rolling over in her truckle.

* * *

ISTA DREAMED, AND KNEW SHE WAS DREAMING.

She crossed a paved castle courtyard in alate-spring or early-summer noon. A stone-arched walk ran
around the court's edge, the fine dabaster pillars carved with atracery of vinesand flowersin the
Roknari style. The sun shone down high and hot; the shadows were black accent marks at her feet. She
climbed—no, floated—up the stone stairs at the end, leading up over the arched walk to awooden
gdlery, and dong it. At thefar end, aroom: she passed softly into it without opening the carved door,
which seemed to part and close around her skin like water.

The room was dim and cool, but agrid of light fell through the shutters onto the woven rugs, making the
muted colors briefly blaze. In the room, a bed; on the bed, aform. Istadrifted closer, like aghost.

The form was aman, adeep or dead, but very pale and till. Hislong, lean body was dressed in an
undyed linen robe, folded across his chest and bound at the waist with alinen belt. On hisleft breast, a
patch of dark red blood seeped through the cloth.

Despite the wiry length of hisframe the bones of hisface were dmost delicate: brow wide, jaw fine, chin
somewhat pointed. His skin was unmarred by scar or blemish, but faint lines pressed acrossthe
forehead, framed the lips, fanned from the eyes. His dark, straight hair was brushed back from his
forehead, the hairline high, receding; it flowed down over the pillow to his shoulderslike ariver of night,
rippling with tiny gleams of moonlight from the slver threads. His brows were arched, winging; nose

draight; lips parted.

Istas ghostly hands unbound the belt, folded back the linen robe. The hair trailing down his chest was
sparse, until it thickened at his crotch. The bird that nested there was fine and fair, and Ista smiled. But
the wound benesth his | eft breast gaped like asmall, dark mouth. As she watched, blood began to well
fromit.

She pressed her hands over the dark dit to staunch the flow, but the red liquid oozed up between her
white fingers, asudden flood, washing across his chest, spreading in ascarlet tide acrossthe sheets. His
eyes flew open, he saw her, and he gasped.

Istawoke, shot up, pressed her knuckles to her mouth to stifle her cry. She expected to taste blood, hot
and gticky, and was amost shocked not to. Her body was drenched in sweat. Her heart was hammering,
and she was panting as though she had been running.

The room was dark and cool, but moonlight filtered through the shutter dats. On her truckle, Liss
muttered and turned over.



It had been one of those dreams. Thered ones. There was no mistaking them.

Ista clutched her hair, opened her mouth in arictus, screamed silently. Breathed,” Curse You. Whichever
oneof Youthisis. Curse Y ou, oneand five. Get out of my head. Get out of my head!"

Lissmade alittle cat sound and mumbled deepily, "Lady? Y ou dl right?" She sat up on her elbow,
blinking.

Ista swallowed for control and cleared her tight throat. " Just an odd dream. Go back to deep, Liss."
Liss grunted agreeably and rolled back over.

Istalay back, clutching her feather coverlet to her despite her sweat-dampened body.

Weasit garting again?

No. No. | won't have it. She gasped and gulped, and barely kept from breaking into sobs. In afew
minutes, her breathing steadied.

Who had that man been? It was no one she had ever seen in her life, she was certain. She would know
him ingtantly if she ever saw him again, though; the fine shape of hisface fet burned into her mind likea
brand. And . . . and the rest of him. Was he enemy? Friend? Warning? Chalionese, Ibran, Roknari?
Highborn or low? What did the sinister red tide of blood mean? No good thing, of that she was quite
certain.

Whatever You want fromme, | can't do it. I've proved that before. Go away. Go away.

Shelay trembling for along time; the moonlight had turned to gray predawn mist before shefell adeep
agan.

* * *

ISTA WAS AWAKENED NOT BY LISSSLIPPING OUT, BUT BY LISS SLIPPING back in. She
was embarrassed to discover her handmaiden had let her deep through morning prayers, rudeness both
asapilgrim, however false, and asared guest.

"You looked so tired,” Liss excused hersalf when Ista chided her. "Y ou did not seem to deep well last
night.”"

Indeed. I sta had to admit, she was glad for the extrarest. A breakfast was brought to her on atray by a
bowing acolyte, dso not usud for apilgrim so laggard asto missthe morning's sart.

After dressing and having her hair done up in adightly more eaborate braid than usua—not looking too
much like a horse, she hoped—she walked with Liss about the old mansion. They fetched upinthe
now-sunny court. Sitting on abench by thewall, they watched the denizens of the school hurry past on
their tasks, students and teachers and servants. Another thing Istaliked about Liss, she decided, wasthat
the girl didn't chatter. She conversed pleasantly enough when spoken to; the remainder of the time shefell
without resentment into arestful sllence.

Istafelt acool bresth on her neck from the wall she leaned against: one of this place's ghosts. It wove



around her like acat seeking alap, and she dmost raised her hand to shoo it away, but then the
impression faded. Some sad spirit, not taken up by the gods, or refusing them, or lost somehow. New
ghosts kept the form they'd had in life, for awhile, often violent, harsh, outraged, but in time they al came
to thisfaded, shapeless, dow oblivion. For such an old building, the ghosts here seemed few and tranquil.
Fortresses—like the Zangre—were usudly theworst. Istawas resgned to her lingering sengitivity, as
long as no such wasted souls took form before her inner eye. Seeing such a spirit would mean some god
breathed too near, that her second sight was leaking back—and dl that went withiit.

Ista considered the courtyard in her dream. It was no place she'd ever been before, of that she was sure.
Shewas equaly convinced it was ared place. To avoidit ... to certainly avoid it, al she had to do was
crawl back to the castle at Vaenda and stay theretill her body rotted around her.

No.I will not go back .

The thought made her restless, and she rose and prowled the school, Lissdutifully a her heds. Many
acolytes or divines, passing her on the balcony walks or in the corridors, bowed and smiled, by which
she concluded dy Cabon's indiscretion had now been widdly shared. Pretending to be Serady Ajelo was
well enough; having haf ahundred total strangers assduoudy pretend along with her felt oddly irritating.

They looked into asuccession of small rooms crammed with books, packed in shelves and piled on

tables. dy Cabon'sdesired library. To Ista's surprise, Foix dy Gurawas curled up in awindow seat with
his nosein avolume. He looked up, blinked, rose, and made alittle courtesy. "Lady. Liss."

"| did not know you read theology, Foix."

"Oh, | read anything. But it's not al theology. There are hundreds of other things, some very odd. They
never throw anything away here. There'sawhole locked room where they keep the books on sorcery
and demons, and, um, the lewd books. Chained."

Istaraised her brows. "That they may not be opened?’

Foix's grin flashed. "That they may not be carried off, | think." He held out the book in hishand. "There
are more verse romanceslikethis. | could find you one.”

Liss, staring around in wonder at what might have been more books in one place than shed ever seenin
her life, looked hopeful. Istashook her head. "L ater, perhaps.”

Dy Cabon poked his head through the door and said, "Ah. Lady. Good. I've been seeking you." He
heaved his bulk within. Ista hadn't seen him since they'd arrived, she realized, not even at the evening
services. Helooked fatigued, gray and puffy under the eyes. Had he been up late in some forced study?
"l request—beg—some private audience with you, if | may."

Lisslooked up from where sheld been peering over Foix's shoulder. " Should | leave you, Royina?'

"No. The correct thing for alady-in-waiting to do, should her mistress wish private speech with some
gentleman not of her immediate family, isto place herself out of earshot, but within sight or call.”

"Ah." Liss nodded understanding. Istawould never have to repest theingtruction. Liss might be
untutored, but five gods, what ajoy it wasto findly have an attendant with al her wits about her.

"| could read to her, in this chamber or the next,” Foix immediately volunteered.



"Um..." Dy Cabon gestured to atable and chairs visible through an archway in the next room. Ista
nodded and passed in before him. Foix and Liss settled back into the cozy window sest.

More discussion of their holy itinerary was due, she suspected, and tedious | etters to be written
theresfter apprising dy Ferrgj of their planned route. Dy Cabon held her chair, then edged around the
table to seat himsdf. She could hear Foix's voice begin to murmur in the next chamber, too softly to
make out the words from here, but in the cadences of some strong, striding narrative stanzas.

The divine tented his hands on the table before him, stared at them for a moment, then looked her in the
face. Inalevel tone he asked, "Lady, why are youreally onthispilgrimage?’

Istals brows rose at this utterly blunt beginning. She decided to return straight speech for straight speech;
it wasrare enough in aroyinas hearing and ought to be encouraged "To escape my keepers. And
mysdf."

"Y ou have not and had not, then, any red intention to pray for agrandson?’

Istagrimaced. "Not for dl the godsin Chalion would | insult Isdle or my new granddaughter Isara so. |
gtill remember how | was chided and shamed for bearing a daughter to las, these nineteen years ago. The
selfsame brilliant girl who is now the brightest hope the royacy of Chaion has had in four generations”
She controlled her fierce tone, which clearly had taken dy Cabon aback. " Should a grandson come, in
duetime, | shdl of course be very pleased. But | will not beg the gods for any favor.”

Hetook thisin, nodded dowly. "Yes. | had come to suspect something of asort.”

"Itis, | grant, atrifleimpiousto use a pilgrimage so, and abuse the good guards the Daughter's Order
lends me. Though I'm quite sure I'm not the first to make holiday at the gods expense. My purse shall
more than compensate the Temple."

"That does not concern me." Dy Cabon waved away these pecuniary considerations. "Lady. | have
read. | have talked to my superiors. | have taken thought. | have—well, never mind that now.” He drew
abreath. "Are you aware, Royina—do you redize—I have found reason to think, you see, that you may
be extraordinarily spiritualy gifted." His gaze upon her face was deeply searching.

Found reason where? What garbled, secret tales had the man heard? Ista sat back; did not, quite, recoil.
"| am afraid that is not so."

"I believe you underestimate yoursdlf. Serioudy underestimate yoursalf. This sort of thing is, | admit, rare
inawoman of your rank, but | have cometo redlize you are avery unusua woman. But | believe that,
with prayer, guidance, meditation, and instruction, you might reach a pitch of spiritua sengtivity, of
fulfilled calling, that, well, that most of uswho wear our god's colors only dream about and long for.
These are not giftsto belightly cast asde.”

Notlightly, indeed. With great violence. How in five gods names had he come by this sudden
deluson? Dy Cabon's eager face, sheredized, was afire with the look of aman seized by agrand idea.
Was he picturing himsdlf as her proud spiritual mentor? He would not be turned from his conviction that
he was called to aid her to some life of holy service by any vague excuses on her part. He would not be
stopped by anything less than the whole truth. Her ssomach sank. No.

Yes.It was not, after al, as though she had not made full confession before, to another god-gripped man.



Perhaps these things grew easier with practice.

"Y ou are mistaken. Understand, Learned. | have walked down that road aready, to its bitterest end.
Once, | wasasaint."

It was histurn to recail, in astonishment. He gulped.” You were avessdl of the gods?' His face bunched
up with congternation. "That explains. . . something. No, it doesn't.” He grasped his hair, briefly, but let it
go unravaged. "Royina, | donot understand. How came you to be god-touched? When was this
miracle?"

"Long, long ago." She sighed. "Formerly, this story was a state secret. A state crime. | supposeitisno
longer. Whether it will in time become rumor or legend or dead and buried, | know not. Inany case, it is
not to be shared, not even with your superiors. Or, if you seem to have cause to do so, take your
ingruction first from the Chancellor dy Cazaril. He knowsdl the truth of it.”

"They say heisvery wise," said dy Cabon, wide-eyed now.

"For once, they say right." She paused, marshaing her thoughts, her memories, her words. "How old
were you when Royalassgreat courtier, Lord Arvol dy Lutez, was executed for treason?”

Dy Lutez. lass boyhood companion, brother in arms, greatest servant throughout his darkly troubled
thirty-five-year reign. Powerful, intelligent, brave, rich, handsome, courteous. . . there seemed no end to
the gifts that the gods—and the roya—had piled upon the glorious Lord dy L utez. | sta had been eighteen
when shed married las. lasand hisright arm dy Lutez had reached their fifties. Dy Lutez had arranged
the marriage, the aging royas second, for already there were worries about 1as's sole surviving son and
heir, Orico.

"Why, | wasayoung child." He hesitated, cleared histhroat. "Though | heard it talked about, later in my
life. The rumor was ..." He stopped abruptly.

"The rumor you heard wasthat dy L utez had seduced me and died for it a my roya husband's hands,
yes?' she supplied coolly.

"Urn, yes, lady. Wasit—it wasn't—"
"No. It was not true."
He breathed covert relief.

Her lipstwisted. "It was not me heloved in that way, but las. Dy Lutez should have been alay dedicat
ofyour order, | think, instead of holy genera of the Son's."

In addition to bastards, the occasional artist, and other jetsam of the world, the Bastard's Order was the
refuge of those to whom it was not given to conform to the fruitful relations between men and women
overseen by the great Four, but to seek their own sex. At thisdistancein time, space, and sin it was
amost amusing to watch dy Cabon's face as he unraveled her polite description.

"That must have been . . . rather difficult for you, asayoung bride."

"Then, yes," she admitted. "Now . . ." She held out her hand and opened it, asif letting sand pass
through her fingers. "It is besde the point. Far more difficult was my discovery that snce the calamitous



death of lassfather, RoyaFonsa, agreat and strange curse had been laid upon the royal house of
Chdion. And that | had brought my children into it, unknowing. Not told, not warned.”

Dy Cabon'slipsmade an O.

"1 had prophetic dreams. Nightmares. For atime, | thought | was going mad.” For atime, lasand dy
Lutez had |eft her in that terror, alone, uncomforted. It had seemed then, and <till seemed now, agreater
betrayal than any trivial swesty graspings under the sheets could ever be. "I prayed and prayed to the
gods. And my prayers were answered, dy Cabon. | spoke to the Mother face-to-face, ascloseas| am
to you now." She shivered gill in memory of that overwhelming incandescence.

"A great blessing,” he breathed in awe.

She shook her head. "A great woe. Upon the instruction of the gods, as given to me, we—dy L utez, and
las, and I—planned a perilous ritual to break the curse, to send it back to the gods from whom it had
once been spilled. But we—I, in my anxiety and fear, made amistake, agreat and willful mistake, and dy
Lutez died inthe midst of it asadirect result. Sorcery, miracle, call it what you will, theritua faled, the
godswithdrew from me.... lasin his panic put the treason rumor about, to account for the death. That
bright star of his court, his best beloved, murdered, buried—then defamed, which was dl but to be
murdered again, for dy Lutez had loved his high honor better than hislife.”

Dy Cabon's brow wrinkled. "But. . . was not this posthumous dander of Lord dy Lutez by your husband
equaly adander of you, lady?'

Istafatered at this unconsidered view. "las knew the truth. What other opinion mattered? That the world
should think me, falsely, an adulteress, seemed far |ess hideous than that it should know metruly a
murderess. But lasdied of grief thereafter, deserting me, leaving meto wail in the ashes of the disaster,
mind-fogged and accursed ill."

"How old were you?' asked dy Cabon.

"Nineteen when it began. Twenty-two when it ended.” She frowned. When had that begunto seem s0 ...

"Y ou were very young for so great aburden,” he offered, voicing amost her own thought.

Her lipsthinned in denid. "Officerslike Ferdaand Foix are sent to fight and die at no greeter age. | was
older then than Iselleis now, who bears the whole of the royacy of Chalion upon her dim shoulders, not
just thewoman'shaf.”

"But not alone. She has great courtiers, and Royse-Consort Bergon.”

"las had dy Lutez."

"Whomdid you have, lady?"

Istafell slent. She could not remember. Had she truly been so alone? She shook her head, drew bresth.
"Another generation brought another man, humbler and greater than dy L utez, of degper mind, more
equal to the task. The curse was broken, but not by me. Y et not before my son Teidez died of it as
well—of the curse, of my failureto lift it when he was a child, of betrayd by and of those who should

have protected and guided him. Three years ago, by the labor and sacrifice of others, | was released
from my long bondage. Into the silence of my lifein Vaenda Unbearable silence. | am notold —'



Dy Cabon waved his plump handsin protest. "Indeed, no, my lady! Y ou are quite lovely still!"

She made asharp gesture, cutting off his misconstrual. "My mother was forty when | was born, her last
child. I amforty now, in thisill-made spring of her death. One-hdf my lifelies behind me, and haf ofthat
stolen from me by Fonsa's grest curse. One-half liesbefore. Shall it hold only along, dow decay?"

"Surely not, lagy!"
She shrugged. "I have made this confession twice now. Perhaps some third occasion will release me.”
"The gods ... the gods may forgive much, to atruly penitent heart.”

Her smile grew bitter as desert brine. "The gods may forgive Istaall day long. But if Istadoes not forgive
Ista, the gods may go hang themsdves.”

His"Oh" wasvery smdl. But, earnest faithful creature, he had to try again. "But to turn away so—dare |
say it, Royina—you betray your giftd"

She leaned forward, lowered her voice to ahusky growl. "No, Learned. Y ou daren't.”

He sat back and was very quiet for severa moments after that. At length, hisface screwed up again.
"Thenwhat of your pilgrimage, Royina?'

She grimaced, waved ahand. "Pick aroute to the best-laid tables, if you wish. Let us go anywhere, so
long asit does not return to Vaenda." So long as it does not return to Ista dy Chalion.

"Y ou must go home eventualy.”

"I would throw mysdlf off aprecipicefirst, except that | would land in the arms of the gods, Whom | do
not wish to see again. That escapeisblocked. | must go on living. And living. And living ..." She cut off
her rising tones. "The world is ashes and the gods are ahorror. Tell me, Learned, what other placeis
there for meto go?"

He shook his head, eyes very wide. Now she'd terrorized him, and she was sorry for it. She patted his
hand contritely. "In truth, these few days of travel have brought me more ease than the past three years of
idling. My flight from Vdenda may have begun as a gpasm, as adrowning man strikes upward to the air,
but | do believe | gart to breathe, Learned. This pilgrimage may be a medicine despite me.”

"l ...l ... Fivegodsgrant it may be so, lady." He sgned himself. She could tell by the way his hand
hesitated at each holy point that it was not, thistime, agesture of mereritual.

Shewas dmost tempted to tell him about her dream. But no, it would just excite him dl over again. The
poor young man had surely had enough for one day. Hisjowls were quite pale.

"I will take, um, more thought," he assured her, and scraped his chair back from the table. His bow to
her, as he rose, was not that of conductor to charge, nor of courtier to patron. He gave her the deep
obeisance of piety to aliving sant.

Her hand shot out, grabbed his hand halfway through its gesture of boundless respect.”No. Not now.
Not then. Not ever again.”



He swadlowed, shakily converted hisfarewell to anervous bob, and fled.

CHAPTER FIVE

THEY LINGERED TWO MORE DAY SIN CASILCHAS, WAITING OUT A dow spring rain,
wrapped in a hospitaity that Istafound increasingly uncomfortable. She wasinvited to medsin the
seminary'srefectory not of scholarly austerity, but near banquetsin her near honor, with senior divines
and local notables of the town discreetly jostling for aplace a her table. They still addressed her as Sera
dy Ajdo, but she was forced to trade the new ease of her incognito for her old constrained court
manners, learned in too stern aschool, it seemed, ever to be forgotten. She was gracious, she was
attentive to her hosts; she complimented and smiled and gritted her teeth and sent Foix to inform the
elusve dy Cabon that he must finish hisinquiries, whatever they were, immediately. It wastimeto travel
on.

The daysthat followed were much better, a pleasant ramble through the blooming countryside from one
minor shrineto another, nearly the escape |stahad hoped for from her pilgrimage. Moving steadily
northwest, they passed out of Baociainto the neighboring province of Tolnoxo. Long hoursin the saddle
were intergpersed with invigorating tramps about places of historical or theologicd interest— wells, ruins,
groves, shrines, famous graves, commanding heights, formerly embattled fords. The young men of the
party searched the military sitesfor arrowheads, sword shards, and bones, and argued over whether the
blotches upon them were, or were not, heroic bloodstains. Dy Cabon had acquired another book for his
saddlebag'slibrary, of the history and legends of the region, from which he read improving paragraphs as
opportunities presented. Despite the odd succession of humble inns and holy hostels, quite unlike
anything she had ever experienced as aroyinaor even as the youngest daughter of aprovincar, Istadept
better than she had in her own bed for ... aslong as she could remember. The disturbing dream did not
return, to her secret relief.

Dy Cabon'sfirst few morning sermons after Casilchas showed the results of his hasty researches, being
plainly cribbed from some volume of mode lessons. But the next few days brought more daring and
origind materia, heroic tales of Chaionese and | bran saints and god-touched martyrsin the service of
their chosen deities. The divine made contorted connections between each day'stde and the Sitesthey
wereto view, but Istawas not deceived. His stories of the famous miracles that men and women had
performed as vessals of the gods powers made Ferdas and Foix's and even Lisss eyes shinewith a
spirit of emulation, but 1stafound the divine's message, on dl its severd leves, entirdy resstible. He
watched her anxioudy for her responses; she thanked him coolly. He bowed and bit back
disappointment, but also, fortunately, the temptation to reopen the subject more directly.

A break in dy Cabon's oblique campaign occurred as they wound through the foothills of the western
ranges and arrived at the town of Vinyasca, just in time for the mid-spring festival. Thisfeast day fell at
the apogee of the season, exactly midway between the Daughter's Day and the Mother's. In Vinyasca, it
was a0 tied to the renewd of the trade caravans over the snowy passesfrom lbra, bringing new wine
and ail, dried fruit and fish, and a hundred other ddlicacies of that milder land, aswell asexotic fare from
even farther shores.

A fairground had been set up outside the town walls, between the rocky river and apine grove.
Mouthwatering smoke rose up from roasting pits behind tents displaying handicrafts and produce of the
areals maidens, who competed for honors in the goddess's name. Liss shrugged at the tent of
embroidery, sewing, and wool work; dy Cabon and Foix returned disappointed from areconnoiter of the
tent of foodstuffsto report that it did not offer morselsto any but the judges.



Food might be the focus, but youthful energy could not be denied. For al that it was ayoung women's
fedtival, young men vied for their gazesin adozen contests of skill and daring. Istas guard, kindling at the
challenges, begged for their commander's indulgence and dispersed to try their luck, athough Ferda
meticuloudy apportioned pairsinturn to be at her cal at al times. Ferda's sernness eroded abruptly
when he discovered the horse races. Having no one elsg's leave to beg, he sought Ista's, and she hid a
smile and sent him off to ready his mount.

"My courier horse," said Lissin avoice of longing, "could make dl these country nagslook like the plow
horses they undoubtedly are."

"I'm afraid the women'srace was earlier,” said Ista. She'd seen the winner led past, horse and girl
festooned with blue-and-white garlands, surrounded by cheerful relatives.

"Thatwasfor theyoung maidens," said Liss, her voice tinged with scorn. " There are some older women
getting ready for the longer one—I saw them.”

"Areyou sure they were not just grooms, or relatives, or owners?”

"No, for they were tying colors on their deeves. And they had thelook of riders.”

AsLissdid, indeed. Shewas doing her best to keep her face dignified, but she was risng on her toes.
"Well," said Ista, amused, "if Foix at least will undertake not to abandon me—"

Foix, amiling, favored her with aloya bow.

"Oh, thank you, my lady!" cried Liss, and was gone as though racing afoot, back to theinn's stable
where they had stowed their mounts.

Ista strolled about the makeshift grounds on Foix's arm, taking care to observe any contestsin which her
own men competed. A contest to gallop with ajavein picking off small rings set up on posts was won by
one of her guard; amatch that involved legping from ahorse to grapple ayoung steer to the ground was
won by the steer. All brought back their prizesfor their officer Foix to hold, and therefore Istato notice;
shefdt haf courtly, half maternal, and commiserated the dusty, limping steer-wrestler with as many
words as she spared to congratul ate the luckier contestants.

She had accepted her guard troop at first as an unavoidable encumbrance, and ignored them. But over
the days of her journey she had learned names, faces, life stories—most very short. They had begun to
look lesslike blank-faced soldiers, responsible for her, and more like overgrown children. She did not
carefor this oppressive shift in her perceptions. She did not want to be responsible for them.| had no
luck with sons. Y et loyaty must run two ways, or else become betrayd in the egg.

Asthe contenders assembled for the horse race, Foix found Istaa spot on the dope overlooking the
road, above most of the rest of the eager crowd. In agdlant's gesture he spread his vest-cloak, carried
over hisarm in the warmth of the bright afternoon, on the ground for Istato settle upon. They had afine
view of the gart and finish point, which was alarge sump by the roadside. The course ran down the
valey road for about two miles, circled astand of oak trees crowning amound, and returned by the
same route.

Some twenty or so horses and their riders milled about in the wide space on the road. Ferdady Gura,



on his shining black beast, was shortening his stirrups and studying the otherswhen Liss trotted up on her
leggy bay. Heturned to stare a her in surprise, but no ddight. He apparently said something sharp, for
Lisssfacefell. She looked up in amoment and returned arather bitten-out remark. Ferdaleaned toward
her and said something el se, longer. Shejerked her horse away, flushing; the angry color fadedina
moment, to be replaced by athoughtful frown, then atight smile.

"Now, what wasthat all about?' |stawondered aloud.

Foix, dtting at her feet, smirked. "I believe my brother was seeking to display his prowessto Liss, not to
compete with hers. | fear he did not handle his surprise well." He settled back on one ebow with an air
of enjoyableinterest that did not seem entirely due to the colorful excitement of the upcoming race.

"So why aren't you down there?" she asked him. "Do your ribs till trouble you?'

"No, lady. But I'm no great rider." His eyes narrowed with amusement. "I'll choose my ground, when |
do, with more wit." He was not, |sta suspected, referring to contestsin arura festival.

Under the direction of apair of shouting organizers, the riders arranged themsdlvesin an uneven, jostling
line across the road. Vinyasca's town divine, a blue-and-white sash wrapped around hiswaist, stood on
the stump and intoned a short blessing to dedicate the race to the goddess, then held up a blue kerchief.
His hand dropped. With yellsfrom both riders and onlookers, the horses plunged off.

At firdt, the horses clashed for position in a heart-stopping melee— onerider fell—but by the time the
leaders were partway to the turning point, the line was spreading out. Lisss bay and Ferda's black both
ran near the front of the pack. | sta squinted anxioudy into the distance, lips parted, breath coming faster.
When the racers appeared again around the mound of oaks, the two shared a clear and widening lead.
|stals party all broke into cheers.

Hafway back aong the road from the trees, Lissthrew aglance over her shoulder at Ferdaand his
laboring black, then leaned forward low over her horse's neck. Therangy bay seemed to rise and float
over the ground, and the gap between them widened rapidly.

Even Istafound hersdf cheering then: "Yed Go! Hal"

Lisswas two dozen horse lengths ahead as she neared the stcump. But then, suddenly, she sat bolt
upright. Her horse's stride abruptly shortened; in afew more yards the bay was nearly bouncing in place.

Ferda's foam-flecked black flashed past, and Liss eased her reins and let her mount canter demurely
after him. Her animal looked as though it was ready to run another race just like this one, and Istawas
reminded that atypical courier leg wasfifteen or so miles. The cries of the onlookers took on a decidedly
bewildered tone. The rest of the field pelted past the finish point, and the crowd swirled down onto the
road.

Foix, one arm wrapped around his knees as he rocked, held his hand over his mouth and choked back
Spuittering noises.

Ferdawas standing in his stirrups, astonished and red with exertion and fury. He was neverthel ess feted
asthe winner by the dubiousloca's, who shot many looks over their shouldersat Liss. Liss put her nose
inthe air and walked her horse past him toward the town and the waiting stables. Ferdalooked as
though he wanted to fling his blue-and-white garland on the ground in front of her in arage, but couldn't
S0 insult the goddess or his hosts.



"If thisisacourtship,” said Istato Foix, "might you not advise your brother on his, ah, method?"

"Not for al theworld," said Foix, who had gained contral of his breathing again. Little squeaks il
leaked out now and then. "Nor would he thank meif | did. Now, mind you, my lady, | would throw
mysalf between my brother and a Roknari crossbow quarrel without hesitation. In fact, | have. But there
must be limitsto fraternd sdf-sacrifice, | think.”

Istasmiled dryly. "Isthat theway of it?| see”
Foix shrugged. "Well, who knows? Time must tdll.”

"Indeed.” It reminded Ista quite of old court palitics, in miniature. She must advise Liss againgt cresting
untoward dissension in her little troop, whether by accident or design. Foix . . . shewasn't sure Foix
needed anyone's advice,

Foix scrambled to hisfeet, eyesdight. "I must go congratulate my brother on hisvictory. It'snot a
moment to be missed." He turned to help her up from the ground with a panache that would not have
been out of placein Cardegoss.

Later in the afternoon, when Liss had returned to Ista's Side, Foix found awood chopping contest. He
tackled this humble but vigorous exercise with his shirt off, before the ladies eyes. He bore no serious
scars on hismuscular torso, though his flesh was dightly mottled till, Istanoted. She suspected his
broadsword swing would be as handsome as hiswork with an ax. But he was either not quite as
recovered from hisinjuriesashed clamed, or interestingly subtle, for he camein acheerful second. He
clapped the winner on the shoulder, bought the man a congratul atory flagon of ae, and departed
whidling.

* * *

ISTA HAD NO OPPORTUNITY TO SPEAK ALONE WITH HER HANDMAIDEN till
mid-evening. They withdrew after supper to the bacony of her inn room, a choice chamber overlooking
the town square. In the paved space below, afeast had given way to music and dancing, illuminated by
hundreds of beautiful pierced metd lanterns scattered around the square and hung from the treesin front
of thetemple, shedding alacy light. It was not excessively rowdy yet, for the young women were well
chaperoned by their families. Later in the evening, when the maidens had dl gonein, Ista expected more
serious drinking to commence.

Istasettled in achair brought out for her; Lissleaned on the wooden rail and watched the dancers
wigfully.

"S0," sad Isaafter atime, "what had you and Ferdato say to each other that so inflamed you both,
before your race?’

"Oh." Lissgrimaced, turning half around. "Stupid things. He said it was unfair for me to enter because my
courier horse was too fine and fit for this country competition. Asthoughhis horse was not the finest
Cardegoss could yield! And then he said it was not a proper contest for awoman—uwith haf adozen
other women there! A racein the name of the goddess! The menin it only rode on their women's
behdf—he entered inyour honor.”

"A trifleinconsgtent, | grant you," murmured Ista



"Hewas odious. Wdl! | showed him."

"Mm, but you aso showed him haf right. Y our horse did clearly overmatch the humble beasts of
Vinyaca"

"So did his. If | should not have entered for that reason, neither should he."

Istasmiled in sllence, and Liss, after amoment, turned once more to watch the dancers. In the country
dances here, men and women danced sometimes gpart, in hand-clasped circles, and sometimes together,
in complicated patterns sung out above the music by acaler. Most were rather vigorous, with aswirling
of skirtsand petticoats and rhythmic foot samping.

Istatried to decideiif thisflurry between her two principal attendants was a problem, or its opposite. In
truth, she did not even know if her handmaiden, so hastily snatched up into her service,was amaiden.
Theriding girls of the courier cadre presumably took care not to become pregnant, lest they lose their
livelihood, but that did not necessarily mean they were sexudly abstinent, or innocent, or ignorant. Quite
the reverse, ance innocence based in ignorance was unfit to protect itsdlf.

In lass court, Ista could not help having learned some things about how men and women—or other
combinations of participants—could pleasure each other without risking the consequences of children.
Istadidn't know how many of these secrets the riding girls passed around in their dormitories, nor how
much they were taught by the women who supervised them, themsalves former couriers looking out for
their charges. In any case, asafarm girl involved in breeding animas, Liss was doubtless better informed
of the basicsthan Istahad been at alike age. But emotionswere as like to wreak havoc in atightly
confined court as physicdities.

Istawas aso unsureif either dy Gura brother intended honorable courtship, or merely seduction. The
socid gap between landless minor aristocrat and landed yeoman's child might tend to the latter, but it was
not impossibly wide for the former. Especialy given adowry, though that seemed a dubious hopein
Lissscase.

But avery littletimein Lisssinsouciant company had certainly brought both brothersto attention, and no
wonder. The girl was beautiful and bright, the young men were hedlthy and vigorous.... indl, Isasaw
good reason not to rush to repair the breach, lest she replace one problem with amuch lesstractable
one.

Still, she probed: "So what do you think of the dy Guras?'

"Ferdawasdl right at first, but lately he's grown priggish.”

"Hefedshisresponghbilitieskeenly, | think."

Lissshrugged. "Foix, wel, Foix isal right, | suppose.”

Would Foix be crushed to hear thistepid judgment? Perhaps not. Istaventured ahint. "1 trust no men of
my guard have made offensive advancesto you. In order to testify to her lady's honor, a handmaiden

must hersdlf be above reproach.”

"No, they al seem to take their oaths to the goddess most serioudy.” She sniffed. "Or el se Ferda
selected them for like-minded priggishness.” A merry smile brought adimple to the side of her mouith.



"The good divine, now, he wasted no time.He propositioned methat first night in Palma.”

Istablinked in surprise. "Ah," she said cautioudy. "One must remember that not everyonein the
Bastard's Order is of that, urn, preference.” She considered how to phrase her next question. ™Y ou need
not endure affront, regardless of any man'srank or caling. In fact, as my dependent, you should not. It is
quite proper to complain to meif thereis such aproblem.”

Lisstossed her head. "I suppose | ought to have been insulted, but he managed to be quite charming
about it, redlly. Hetook hisrgection in good part and went off to try the chambermaid.”

"| received no complaintsl”

Lisssnickered. "1 don't think she had any. When they came out of her room later, shewas giggling It
made me wonder what 1'd missed.”

Istatried to set agood stern example by not laughing, and failed. "Oh, dear."

Lissgrinned back and returned to gazing envioudy at the dancers. After atime, Ista couldn't bear it
anymore, and gave her leaveto join the party. Lisslooked delighted with the unexpected treat, and
gartled Istaatrifle by popping directly over the balcony to hang one-handed and drop onto the
pavement. She scampered off.

It felt odd to be done. Iadrew afew dightly rude, if not unamiable, callsfrom passing meninthe
street, which she didn't know how to handle and therefore ignored. The men trod off more rudely and
lessamiably Liss had exchanged such banter earlier, with easy cheer, and sent their drunken admirerson
their way chuckling. Thisis not my world. Y et she had ruled it once, supposedly, from a clouded
distance in Cardegoss.

Ferda dy Guraemerged onto the neighboring balcony, found Ista by herself, glared awould-be
serenader into dinking away, and chided her, abet in the politest terms, for dispensing with her
attendant. He vanished again, only to exit the inn below—aby the doorway—and plunge into the crowd to
retrieve Liss. When they camein sight again, they both had their fists clenched. Whatever hot exchange
they were having, however, they muffled before they came back within Istals hearing.

Istaled theway to bed. Thefestival continued noisily for some hours, but did not keep her awake.

* * *

DEEPIN THE NIGHT. SHE OPENED HER DREAMING EYES TO FIND hersdf in the mysterious
cadtle courtyard again. Thistime the scene was dark—this very night? What seemed the same waning
moon that was passing over Vinyasca gave asckly, inadequate light. But the shadows were not
impenetrable, for astrange glow hung in the air, like arope made of whitefire. It ran across the court and
up the stairs, disappearing through the same heavy door at the end of the gdlery. Istals dream-sdlf
scarcely dared to touch it, though it drew her eyes. She followed it again, up the stairs, dong the boards.
Through the door.

The bedchamber was darker than the courtyard, shutters closed, moonless, but illuminated till; the rope
of fire seemed to be risng up from the heart of the man stretched on the bed. The pale flamesflickered
aong hisbody as though he burned, coiling from his chest, flowing away . . . and then Issawondered if

shewaslooking at arope, or aconduit. And where that conduit emptied out. She glanced back aong the
floating line of light and was moved to grasp it, let it tow her dong to its destination as acable might pull a



drowning woman from the water.

Her dream-hand reached, gripped; the line broke, shattering under her fingers, spattering away in bright
ripples.

The man on the bed woke, panted, started half-up. Saw her. Stretched out a burning hand.
"You!" he gasped. "Lady! Help me, in the god's name—"

Which god?Ista could not help thinking, in asort of tilted hysteria. She dared not grasp that terrifying
fiery hand, for dl that it reached for her."Who are you?"

Hiswide eyes devoured the sight of her. " She spesks!" His voice cracked. "My lady, | pray, don't go—"
Her eyes snapped open in the dimness of the little inn chamber in Vinyasca.

Nearly the only sound was Lisss dow, regular breathing on her palet acrossthe room. Thefestiva
dance had evidently ended, the last drunken revelers departed for home, or at least passed out in
doorways aong the route.

Silently, Ista swung her feet out of bed and padded to the locked shutters to the bal cony. She eased up
the latch and dipped out. Theonly lightswere apair of wal lanterns, burning low, flanking the closed
doors of the temple across the plaza. She gazed up into the night sky at the waning moon. She knew it
for the same moon asin her vison. The place, the man, were asreal as she, wherever they were. So did
the strange man dream this night of Ista, aslsta dreamed of him? What did hisdark straining eyes see
that made him reach out so desperately, and was he as bewildered by her as she was by him?

Hisvoice had been rich in timbre, though scraped thin with pain or fear or exhaustion. But he had
spoken in the Ibran tongue shared by Ibraand Chaion and Brgar, not in Roknari or Darthacan—albeit
with anorth Chalionese accent tinged by Roknari cadences.

I cannot help you. Whoever you are, | cannot help. Pray to your god, if you want rescue. Though
| do not recommend it.

Shefled the moonlight, locked the shutter, huddled back into her bed as soundlessly as she could,
careful not to wake Liss. She pulled her feather pillow over her head. 1t blocked dl vision except the very
one shedid not want to see, burning in her mind's eye. When she woke again on the morrow, al the
events of the previous day would seem amore faded dream than this. She clenched her handsin her
sheets and waited for the light.

* * *

ASLISSWASBRAIDING ISTA'SHAIR, SOON AFTER DAWN THE NEXT morning, there came
aknock on their chamber door, and Foix dy Gurasvoice: "My lady? Liss?'

Lisswent to the door and opened it onto the gallery that ran around the inn'sinterior well court. Foix,
fully dressed for the road, gave her anod, adding alittle bow to Ista, who came up behind Lisss
shoulder.

"Good morning, my lady. Learned dy Cabon sends his abject gpologies, but he cannot lead prayersthis
morning. Heisfdlenvey ill."



"Oh, no," said Igta. "Isit serious? Should we send someone to the temple to ask for aphysician?”
Vinyascawas much smaler than Vaenda; was the Mother's Order here large enough to support a

physician of good learning?

Foix rubbed hislips, which kept trying to quirk upinasmile. "Ah, | think not quite yet, my lady. It may
just be something he ate yesterday. Or, er . . . wine-sickness.”

"Hewas not drunk when | last saw him," said Istadoubtfully.

"Mm, that was earlier. Later, he went off with aparty from the local temple, and, well, they brought him
back quite late. Not that one can diagnose with certainty through a closed door, but his groans and
noises sounded quite like wine-sickness to me. Horribly familiar, brought back memories. Mercifully
blurred memories, but till."

Lisssmothered alaugh.

Istagave her aquelling frown, and said, "Very wdll. Tell your men to stand down and leave their horses
to their hay. We shadl attend the morning service at the temple instead, and decide whether to take to the
road again . . . later. Thereisno hurry, after al."

"Very good, my lady.” Foix gave her anod and alittle salute, and turned away.

Early servicesfilled an hour, dthough it seemed to Ita that they were curtailed, and not well attended;
thelocd divine wasrather pale and wan himself. Afterward, she and Liss and Foix idled about the quiet
town. Thefestival tents were being taken down and folded away. They walked aong the river over the
racecourse, and Foix encouraged Liss to give a blow-by-blow account of her ride, details of horses and
ridersthat Istahad scarcely registered. Liss explained that her remarkable burst of speed, latein therace,
was partly illusory; it had merely been that the other horses were starting to flag at that stage. Iawas
pleased to note that her five-mile walk did not exhaust her asit had that day when sheld fled the castlein
Vaenda, and she didn't think it was wholly due to wearing more suitable clothing and shoes.

Learned dy Cabon emerged from his room around noon, his face the color of dough. Istatook one look
a him, canceled the day'stravel plans, and sent him back to bed. He crept away mumbling pitifully
grateful thanks. Shewasrelieved to see he was not feverish. Foix's diagnosis of wine-sickness seemed
sound, confirmed when the divine dunk out again, shamefaced, in the evening and took a supper of toast
and tea, turning down with loathing an offer of watered wine.

* * *

BY THE NEXT MORNING DY CABON SEEMED FULLY RECOVERED, athough hissunrise
sermon again reverted to amodel from hisbook. Ista's party took to the road while the air was yet cool,
fording the rocky river and climbing the hill road out of Vinyasca, heading north.

The country they rode through, on the dry side of the mountains, was sparsely wooded: stands of pine
and evergreen oak with scrub between, gray rocks poking up through the yellow weeds. The soil wasfar
too poor for much farming, except in patches and terrace gardens grubbed out and hand-tended, and the
thinly populated areaaround Vinyasca soon gave way to utter wilderness. The road led up and down,
onelittle valley looking much like the next. Sometimes old bridges or culverts, not in the best repair,
crossed the streams tumbling down from the distant heights on their |eftward side, but more often their
horses and mules had to pick their way across boulder-studded fords. They stopped in the early



afternoon to picnic by such astream; the water wasthisland's onerich gift, clear and pure and cold.

The evening'sgod was areputed holy site tucked highin the hills, the village birthplace of asaintly
woman hedler, devotee of the Mother, whose miracleshad al taken place far from here. Or dse, Ida
reflected as she rode along, they would have been far more obscure. The scampering golden rock
gophersthat popped up and chittered inhospitably as they passed would not have written them down and
passed them around to attract foreign travel ersin after-generations. After the vist, their route would
descend to the easier roads in the Chalionese plains. And swing south again toward Baocia and home?

She did not want to go back. Y et how long could she go on like this, trailing these young men around the
countryside on random roads? They would be wanted soon for harsher services, asthe lords of Chalion
prepared for the autumn campaign in the north.Well, then, let us all dodge our duties a little longer.
The weather was mild, the season was right; the warm afternoon breathed a scent of mountain thyme and
sage. The smell of blood and sweat and iron would overtake them all soon enough.

The track widened, curving around awooded dope and then descending. Ferdaand dy Cabon rode
ahead, followed by one of the young guards and Foix. Lissrode close behind Ista, and the rest trailed
after.

Istafdt it first asawave of emotion: hot, confused menace; pain and desperation; aterrible shortness of
breath. A moment later, her horse planted al four feet and came to an abrupt, trembling halt. 1ts head
came up sharply, and it snorted.

From the shadows of the trees, the bear charged. Its head was |owered, its great shoulder crest stood
up, itsbronze fur rippled like water in the danting afternoon light. It moved incredibly fast for such a
bulky, low-dung creature, and its snarl split theair like a saw.

Every horse and mule in the party tried to whed and bolt. The young guard ahead of Ista, Pgar, svung
left as his panicked mount shied right, and they parted company. Istadidn't see him hit the ground, for her
own horse reared then, squealing. Too late, shetried to shorten her reins, grab mane. Her saddle pommel
hit her hard in the ssomach, her saddle jerked away from under her, and then the ground cameup ina
whirl, knocking her wind half out. Dizzied, sherolled to her feet, missing her lungefor aflgpping rein.

Horseswere gdloping avay in dl directions, their furiousriders sawing at their reinsin an effort to regain
control. Pgjar's horse, its saddle empty, was far down the track already, Ista's horse bucking and kicking
initswake. The young man, flat on the ground, was taring up in terror asthe drooling bear loomed over
him. Was the anima mad, to so attack? Ordinarily these mountain bears were dusive, shy; and thiswas
no mother defending cubs, but alarge mae.

It's not a bear.Or—not only abear. Gasping, fascinated, |sta Staggered nearer. Despite theinitial
impression of terrifying energy, it wasn't awel| beear, either. Itsfur, now that she saw it more closdly, was
mangy, faling out in patches, and despiteitslarge frame, itsflesh wasthin. Itslegstrembled. It stared up
a Istaasif asfascinated by her asshewasby it.

It seemed to her asthough its essentia bear-ness was dmost eaten away, from theinside out. The eyes
that stared back at her had ared intelligence that owed nothing to any animal mind.It has caught a
demon. And the demon has nearly devoured it.

And now the rider seeks another mount.

"Howdare you," Istagrated. Not even a humble bear deservedthis. You don't belong here, demon.



Go back to your accursed master. Their gazes locked; she stepped closer; the bear stepped back from
the white-faced boy. Another step. Another. The bear-demon lowered its head amost to the ground, its
eyeswide and white-ringed, snuffling, backing away in fear.

"Royina, | come!" With agrunting cry, Foix appeared from the corner of Istals vison, vest-cloak
billowing, swinging his broadsword in amighty arc. Hislipswere drawn back, strong teeth clenched with
the effort of hisstrike.

"No, Foix!" |sta screamed, too late.

The heavy blade took the bear's head in one blow, and went on to bury itsdlf in the soil benesth. Blood
burgt briefly from the creature's neck, and the head rolled away over the ground. One front paw

spasmed; the big furry body dropped in a heap.

| sta seemed to see the demon with every sense but her eyes, a palpable force, ablood tinged fire, a
smdll like hot metal. It roared toward her, then, suddenly, scrambled back in a sort of bestid terror. It
hesitated a desperate moment between Foix and the boy on the ground. Then it flowed into Foix.

Foix's eyeswidened. "What?' he said, in aweirdly conversationd tone. Then hiseyesrolled back, and
he collapsed.

CHAPTER SIX

LISSWASTHE FIRST TO GET CONTROL OF HER MOUNT AND gallop back; she swung
down off her bay, bresthless with confusion and dlarm. The groaning Pgar pushed himsdlf up to asitting
position and boggled at the beheaded bear. His brow wrinkled in bewilderment at the sight of Foix lying
on the ground beside the carcass, which il leaked hot blood. "Sir ... 7"

Thefal from her horse had shaken Istal's ssomach, but it was the concussion from the demon's passage
that reverberated in her bones. Her mind felt unnaturally distanced from her body. She pulled off her
vest-cloak, folded it, and kndlt to try to drag Foix's heavy body around and pillow his head.

Lisssad, "Lady, wait—was he stunned when his horse threw him? There may be broken bones ..."

"Did hishorsethrow him?1 didn't see.” That would explain why he had been first to reach the besr,
certainly. "No, hewas not hurt then. He dew the beast.” More's the pity.

"He did right over the crupper onto his, um. Backside. | suppose there were no bonesto break there.”
Lisswrapped onerein around her arm to hold her snorting, backing horse, and knelt to help, poking her
head up for an impressed glance at the evidence of carcass, sword, and distant head. "Five gods, what a
blow." She stared down at Foix. Hisface was the color of porridge. "What's thematter with him?'

Ferdarode up next, took onelook, and vaulted from his horse not even bothering to keep arein. "Foix!
Royina, what has happened?' He kndlt to run his hands over his brother's body, searching for theinjury,
obvioudy expecting to see bloody damage from some massive clawed swipe. His brows knotted as he
found none. He started to try to turn Foix over. Dy Cabon labored up, minus his mule, gasping for
bresth.

Ista grasped Ferda's arm. "No, your brother was not struck.”



"He chopped off the bear'shead. Then hejust . . . fell over,” confirmed Pear.

"Was the beast mad, to attack like that?" panted dy Cabon. He bent over his belly to brace his hands on
hisknees and stare around aswell.

"Not mad," sad Istain aflat voice. "Demon-ridden.”

Dy Cabon's eyes widened, searching her face. "Are you sure, Royina?"
"Entirdy sure. | ... fdtit." It felt me.

Ferdarocked back on his hedls, looking dumfounded.

"Wheredidit . .." Dy Cabon'svoicetralled off ashe surveyed the shaken guard, Istaupright and in
gpparent possession of her wits. Foix lying asthough bludgeoned. "It didn't go intohim, did it?*

"Yes" Isamoistened her lips. "It was backing off. | tried to stop him, but dl he saw was amad bear, |
think, seeming to menace me."

Dy Cabon's lips repeated the word, Seeming? His gaze upon her sharpened.

Dy Cabon's manifest belief finally convinced the stunned Ferda. Hisface nearly crumpled in tears.
"Learned,what will happen to Foix?"

"That depends'—dy Cabon swallowed—"much on the nature of the demon in question.”

"It was bearish,” reported Ista, il in that sameflat voice. "It may have consumed other crestures before
the bear, but it could not have ingested the nature or intelligence of aman yet. It had no speech.” But now
it possesses a very banquet of words and wits. How quickly would it start itsfeast?

"That will change," muttered dy Cabon, echoing Istals own thought. He took a deep breath. "Nothing
will happen ingtantly,” he asserted more loudly. Istadid not quite like the too-hearty tone of that. "Foix
canresid. If he chooses. An inexperienced demon needstimeto grow, to learn.”

To digin,Istasthought supplied. To tap a soul's strength, to prepare for siege. Did it follow that an
experienced demon, fat with many souls of men, could conquer in a bresth?

"Still, we should giveit aslittletime as possbleto ... aslittle time as possible. A temple at one of the
provincid seatswill have the means, the scholarsto dedl with this. We mugt take him at onceto the
arch-divine of Taryoon—no. That would take aweek." He stared out over the hillstoward the distant
plains. "The provincid temple at Maradi is closer. Ferda, where are your maps? We must find the

Speediest route.”

The other guardsmen were riding up, having captured the loose horses and mules. One towed Ferdas
mount. Ferdarose to search his saddlebags, but turned back quickly as Foix stirred and groaned.

Foix's eyes opened. He stared up at the sky and the ring of faces hovering anxioudy over him, and his
brows drew down in awince. "Oh," he muttered.

Ferdakndt by hishead, his hands opening and closing helplesdy. "How do you fed?' he ventured at
last.



Foix blinked. "I fed very strange." He made a clumsy gesture with one hand—it looked like a paw,
swiping—and tried to roll over and stand up. He ended up on al foursinstead. It took him two more
triesto gain hisfeet. Dy Cabon held one arm and Ferdathe other as he blinked again and moved hisjaw
back and forth afew times. He reached his hand toward his mouth, missed, and tried again. Hisfingers
probed asif reassuring himsdf hefelt ajaw and not amuzzle. "What happened?”

For along moment, no one dared to answer. He looked around at their horror-stricken stares with
increesing dismay.

Dy Cabonfindly said, "We think you have contracted ademon. It was riding the bear when it attacked.”

"The bear was dying," said Ista. Evenin her own ears, her voice sounded oddly detached. "I tried to
wanyou."

"It'snot true, isit?" Ferdaasked. Begged. "This cannot be."

Foix'sface went dtill, inward; his eyeswerefixed, unseeing for haf adozen breaths. "Oh," he said again.
"Yes. Itis...isthat what. . ."

"What?' Dy Cabon tried to make hisvoice gentle, but it came out edged with anxiety.
"Thereissomething ... in my head. Frightened. All in aknot. Asthough trying to hidein acave.
"Hm."

It was becoming apparent that Foix was not about to turn into a bear, demon, or anything &se much but
abewildered young man just yet. The seniors of the party, supporting Foix, al went a short distance
away and sat on the ground to consult the maps. A couple of the guardsmen discussed the carcassin low
voices and decided its diseased skin was not worth the peeling, though they collected the teeth and claws
for souvenirs, then hauled it away off the road.

Ferda sorted out his map of the region and smoothed it over awide, flat stone. Hisfinger traced aline. "'l
believe our most efficient route to Maradi isto stay on this very track for another thirty milesor so, to this
village. Then turn and descend almost due east.”

Dy Cabon glanced up toward the sun, aready falen behind thewadl of mountainsto their west, though
the sky il glowed deep blue. "Well not make it there before this night fals.”

|sta dared to touch the map with one white finger. "If we continue only alittle, well cometo that
crossroad up to the old saint's village that we intended to visit. We've dready bespoken food and fodder
and bedsthere. And we could start again early.” And there would be strong walls between them and any
more bears. Although not between them and the demon—a reflection she resolved to keep to hersalf.

Ferdafrowned. "Six extramiles each way. More, if we mistake thetrack again." Just such a deceptive
fork in the road had cost them an hour, earlier in the day. "Half aday'stravel lost. We carry enough food
and fodder for one night—we can restock where we turn east." He hesitated, and said more cautioudy,
"That is, if you are willing to endure the discomforts of anight in camp, Royina The weather looksto
continuefair, & least."

Isafdl slent. She midiked the scheme, but midiked still more the hint that she would put her comfort



above her loyal officer's clear need. Split the party, send the speediest riders on ahead with Foix? She
midiked that ideaaswdll. "l... have no preference.”

"How do you fed about riding?' Ferda asked his brother.

Foix was sitting with his brow furrowed and an inward look, like aman with a stomachache. "Huh? Oh.
No worse than usua. My rump hurts, but that has nothing to do with . . . with the other thing." Hewas
quiet amoment longer, then added, ""Except indirectly.”

Ferdasaid in avoice of military decision, "L et us push on asfar and fast aswe can tonight, then."
A murmur of agreement ran around the little council squatting by the stone. Ista pressed her lips closed.

They put Foix back up on his nervous horse—it took two men to hold the beast, and it sdled and
snorted at firgt, but then settled asthey set out again. Dy Cabon and Ferda rode close to Foix on either
Sde. Protectively. Too late.

Ista stared at their backs as they continued down the road, such asit was. Her sense of the demon'’s
presence, briefly so searing, was muted again. Wasiit occluded by matter, or perhaps ddliberately hiding
itsdlf withinits new fleshly lair? Or wasit her deficiency? She had suppressed her sengtivity for solong,
extending it again was like stretching awithered muscle. It hurt.

Lord dy Cazaril claimed that the world of the spirit and the world of matter existed Sde by side, like two
sdesof acoin, or awal; the godswere not far away in some other space, but in thisvery one,
continuoudy, just around some strange corner of perception. A presence as pervasive and invisble as
sunlight on skin, as though one stood naked and blindfolded in an unimaginable noon.

Demons aswell, though they were more like thieves putting a hand through awindow. What occupied
Foix's space, now? If both brothers came up behind her, would she know which was which without

looking?

She closed her eyes, to test her perceptions. The creak of her saddle, the plodding of the other mounts,
thefaint crack asahoof struck astone; the smell of her horse, of her sweet, of the cool breath of pines. .
. hothing more, now.

And then she wondered what the demon saw when it looked at Ista.

* * *

THEY MADE CAMPBY ANOTHER CLEAR STREAM WHEN THERE WAS barely enough light
left to find firewood. The men gathered plenty; | sta suspected she was not the only one worried about
wildlife. They dso built her and Lissalittle bower, of sorts, with logs and branches, floored with ahay of
haestily cut yellow grasses. It did not look especialy bear-proof to her.

Foix regjected being treated as an invalid and inssted on gathering wood aswell. Istawatched him
discreetly, and so, she noticed, did dy Cabon. Foix heaved over one good-sized log only to find it rotten,
crawling with grubs. He stared down at his find with avery odd look on hisface.

"Learned,” hesaid quietly.

"Yes Foix?'



"Will | turninto abear? Or into amadman who thinks he'sa bear?"

"No. Neither," said dy Cabon firmly. Though whether truly, Ista suspected even he did not know. "That
will weer off."

Dy Cabon spoke to reassure, but did not seem to partake of the comfort himself. Because if the demon
became less bear like, it could only be because it was growing more Foix-like?

"Good," sghed Foix. Hisface screwed up. "Because those lookdelicious." He kicked the log back
over again with rather more force than was necessary and went to look for adrier deadfall.

Dy Cabonlingered by Ista. "Lady . . ."

Five gods, his plaintive tone of voice wasjust like Foix's, amoment ago. She barely turned her soothing
Yes, dy Cabon? into asharper, "What?' lest he take her for mocking him.

"About your dreams. The god-touched ones you had, so long ago."
Notlong ago enough . "What about them?”

"Wéll. . . how do you know when dreams are real ? How do you tell good prophecy from, say, bad
fish?"

"Thereisnothing good about prophecy. All | cantell you is, they are unmistakable. Asif morered than
memory, not less." Her voice went harsh in sudden suspicion. "Why do you ask?"

He tapped hisfingers nervoudy againg the sde of one broad hip. "I thought you might instruct me.”

"Wheat, the conductor conducted?" Shetried to turn this off lightly, though her ssomach chilled. "The
Temple would disgpprove.”

"I think not so, lady. What apprentice would not seek advice from amadter, if he could? If he found
himsdf with acommisson far beyond his skills?!

Her eyes narrowed. Five gods—and never had the oath seemed more apropos—what dreams had
cometo him? Did alean man liein adeep like death, on abed in adark chamber . . . she would not
even hint of that secret vision. "What dreams have you been having?'

"| dreamed of you."

"Wdll, s0. People do dream of those they know."

"Y es, but this was before. Once, before | ever saw you that first day out riding on the road near
Vdenda"

"Perhaps. . . were you ever in Cardegoss as a child, or elsewhere, when las and | made a progress?
Y our father, or someone, might have put you on his shoulder to see the royas procession.”

He shook his head. "Was Ser dy Ferrg with you then? Did you wear lilac and black, ride ahorseled by
agroom down a country road? Were you forty, sad and pale? | think not, Royina." He looked away



briefly. "The ferret's demon knew you, too. What did it seethat | did not?’
"I have noidea. Did you ask it before you dispatched it?"

He grimaced and shook hishead. "'l did not know enough to ask. Then. The next dreams came later,
more strongly.”

"What dreams, Learned?"' It was almost awhisper.

"I dreamed of that dinner inthe castlein Vadenda. Of us, out on the road, with dmost this company.
Sometimes Liss and Ferda and Foix were there, sometimes others." He looked down, looked up,
confessed: "Thetemplein Vaendanever sent meto be your conductor. They only sent me up to convey
Learned Tovids apologies, and to say that she would cal on you as soon as she returned. | stole your
pilgrimage, Royina. | thought the god wastelling meto.”

She opened her mouth, to do no more than breathe out. She made her voice very neutral, |etting her
hands grasp the sapling she leaned againgt, behind her back, to il their trembling. "Say on.”

"| prayed. | drew usto Casilchas so that | might consult my superiors. You. . . spoketo me. The
dreams ceased. My superiors suggested | bestir myself to redly be your spiritua conductor, since | had
gone so far dready, and lady, | havetried.”

She opened a hand to assuage his concern, though she was not sure he could seeit in the failing light.
So, his peculiar convictions about her spiritud gifts, back in Casilchas, had come from amore direct
source than old gossip. Through the sparse trees, the firdight was starting up from two pitsdug in the
sandy stream bank, in cheery defiance of the gathering night. Thefireslooked . . . small, a the feet of
these greet hills. The Bastard's Teeth, the range was cdlled, for in the high passesthey bit travelers.

"But then the dreams started up again, afew nights past. New ones. Or anew one, three times. A road,
much likethis. Country much likethis"" Hiswhite deeve waved in the shadows. "1 am overtaken by a
column of men, Roknari soldiers, Quadrene heretics. They pull me from my mule. They—" He stopped
abruptly.

"Not al prophetic dreams cometrue. Or cometrue asfirst seen,” said Ista cautioudy. His distress was
very red, it seemed to her, and very deep.

"No, they could not be." He grew dmost eager. ""For they dew mein adifferent crud way each night.”
Hisvoice dowed in doubt. "They dways started with the thumbs, though.”

And she and Liss had laughed a hiswine-sickness.. . . drowning dreams, was he? That didn't work.
Shed tried it herself, long ago in lass court. ™Y ou should have told me thislt Much earlier!”

"There cannot be Roknari here, now. They would have to cross two provincesto reach this place. The
whole country would be aroused.” His voice seemed to be trying to push back the darkness with reason.
"That dream must belong to some other, later future.”

You cannot push back the darkness with reason. You have to use fire.Where had that thought come
from?"Or no future. Some dreams are but warnings. Heed them, and their menace empties out.”

Hisvoicewent very smdl, inthe darkness. | fear | havefailed the gods, and thisisto be my
punishment.”



"No," sad Istacoldly. "The gods are more ruthless than that. If they use you up in their works, they have
no more interest in you than a painter in a crusted and broken brush, to be cast aside and replaced.” She
hesitated. "I they Hill lash and drive you, you may be sureit meansthey gill want something from you.
Something they haven't got yet."

"Oh," hesaid, no louder.

She gripped the tree. She wanted to pace. Could they get off thisroad? It was farther back to Vinyasca,
now, than it wasto go forward. Could they strike down this streambed to the plains? Sheimagined
waterfalls, thorn tangles, sudden rock faces over which it wasimpossible either to ride or lead their
mounts. They would think her mad to ins st upon such awild course. She shivered.

"Y ou areright about the Roknari, though,” she said. "Single spies, or small groupsin disguise, might
penetrate thisfar south unseen. But nothing strong enough to overcome our well-armed company, in any
case. Even Foix isnot out of the mugter.”

"Trug" hedlowed.

Istabit her lip, looking around to be quite sure the young man had gone out of earshot back to the camp.
"What about Foix, Learned? For amoment, | ssw—it was asif | saw the bear's spirit. It was more
riddled and decayed than its body, writhing in an agony of putrefaction. Will Foix . .. ?'

"Hisdanger isred, but not imminent.” Dy Cabon's voice firmed on this surer ground, and hiswhite-clad
bulk straightened. "What he has gained by accident, some sinful or shortsighted or desperate men actudly
seek by design. To capture ademon, and feed it dowly on themsavesin exchange for its ald—so men
turn sorcerers. For atime. Quite along time, some of them, if they are clever or careful.”

"Who ends up in charge, then?"'

He cleared histhroat. " Almost dways the demon. Eventually. But with this young ementd, Foix would
be master at fird, if he made the attempt. | do not mean to discuss thiswith him, or plant the suggestion,
and | beg you will be careful, too, Royina. Themore. . . intertwined they become, the harder they will be

to separate.”

He added lowly, "But where are theycoming from?Wheat rip in hdll isleaking them back into theworld
in such sudden numbers? My order is called to be guardians upon that march, as surely astroops of the
Son's or the Daughter's Ordersride out in the sun armed with swords and shields against more material
evil. Thefifth god's servants wak singly in the darkness, armed with our wits." He heaved a disconsolate
ggh. "I could wish for a better weapon, just now."

"Seep will sharpen dl our wits, we must hope," said Ita. " Perhaps the morning will bring some better

"| pray it may be s0, Royina."

He walked her back through the brush to her bower. Istaforbore to wish him pleasant dreams. Or any
dreamsat dl.

* * *



THE ANXIOUS FERDA ROUSED EVERYONE AT DAWN EXCEPT HIS brother. Only when
breakfast was ready to be served did he squat beside that bedroll and carefully touch the heavy deeping
form upon the shoulder. Liss, passing by Istalugging a saddle, paused and watched thisworried
tenderness, and her lips pinched with distress.

They wasted little time eating, breaking camp, and taking again to the stony, winding track. Theirregular
hills discouraged speed, but Ferdaled at a steady pace that ate the miles nonethel ess. The morning and
the road dowly fdl behind them.

The company was largely slent, pushing along lost in who-knew-what sober reflections. 1sta could not
decide which development she liked least, Foix's acquisition or dy Cabon's dreams. Foix's bear-demon
might be mischance, if chance it was. Dy Cabon's dreams were plain warnings, perhaps deceptive to
heed, but perilousto ignore.

The concatenation of the uncanny beginning to swirl about Ista set her neck hairs standing and her teeth
on edge. Shefdt adisturbing sense of having stepped into a pattern not yet perceived. Yes. We turn for
home at Maradi.

Her slent decision brought no rdlief; the tension remained, like acable stirained to snapping. Likethe
breathless pressure that had shot her out the postern gate and down the road in court mourning and silk
dippers, that morning in Vaenda.l must move. | cannot be still.

Where? Why!

The hill country here was even drier than farther south, though the streams till ran full from the spring
melt, above. The gnarled pines grew smaler and more scattered, and long bony washes almost devoid of
vegetation became more frequent. When they topped arise, dy Cabon glanced back over their track. He
pulled hismule up abruptly. "What's that?'

Istatwisted in her saddle. Just coming over the distant crest of the descending ridge behind them wasa
rider—no, riders.

Foix caled, "Ferda? Y ou have the better eyes.”

Ferdawheded his horse and squinted in the bright light; the sun was growing hotter, climbing toward
noon. "Men on horses." Hisexpression grew grim. "Armed—I see chain mail—spears. Their amor isin
the Roknari style ... Bastard's dem—five gods! Those are the tabards of the princedom of Jokona. | can
see the white birds on the green even from here.”

They till looked like green blursto Ista, though she squinted, too. She said uneasily, "What are they
doing here, in this peaceful land? Are they merchant's guards, leading a caravan? Emissaries?’

Ferdastood in his stirrups, craned his neck. "Soldiers. All soldiers™ He glanced around at hislittle
company and touched hissword hilt. "Well, so arewe."

"Ah...Ferda?' said Foix after amoment. "They're fill coming.”

Ista.could see hislips move as he kept count. Rank on rank, riding two or three abresst, the interlopers
poured over the lip of the hill. Istals own count had passed thirty when dy Cabon, whose face had gone
the color of lard, signed himsalf and looked across a her. He had to cough before he could form words.
They seemed to catch on hisdry lips. "Royina? | do not think we want to meet these men.”



"I am certain of it, Learned." Her heart was sarting to pound.
The column's leaders had seen them, too. Men pointed and yelled.
Ferda dropped his arm and shouted back over his company, "Ride on!"

He led the way down the track at a brisk canter. The baggage mules resisted being towed at this speed,
and dowed the men who had them in charge. Dy Cabon's more willing mule did better at firdt, but it
grunted with each stride at the jouncing weight it bore. So did dy Cabon. When they reached the top of
the next rise, half amile on, they could see that the Jokonan column had dispatched asquad of adouble
dozen riders out ahead, galloping with the clear intent of overtaking Istals party.

Now it was arace, and they were not fitted for it. The baggage mules might be abandoned, but what of
the divine's beast? Its nostrils were round and red, its white hair was dready starting to lather at its neck
and shoulder and between its hind legs, and despite dy Cabon's kicks and shouts it kept breaking from a
canter into abone-jarring fast trot. It shook dy Cabon like a pudding; hisface went from scarlet to pae
green and back again. Helooked close to vomiting from the exertion and terror.

If thiswas the raiding column it appeared—and how in five gods names had it gppeared from thesouth
of them, so unheralded?—Istamight cry ransom for hersdf and the Daughter's men. But adivine of the
fifth god would be treated as heretic and defiled—they would indeed start by cutting off dy Cabon's
thumbs. And then histongue, and then his genitas. After that, depending on their time and ingenuity,
whatever ghastly desth the Quadrene soldiers could devise, or urge each other on to—hanging,
impal ement, something even worse. Three nights held dreamed of this, dy Cabon had said, each different.
|stawondered what death could possibly be more grotesgque than impal ement.

The country offered poor cover. The treeswere small, and even if any overhung the road, she wasn't
sure they could boost the wheezing divine up one. Hiswhite robes, dirty asthey were, would shinellikea
beacon through the leaves. They'd show up for haf amile through the scrub, aswould hismule. But then
they topped another rise, temporarily out of sight of their pursuers, and at the bottom of thiswash. . .
She lashed her horse forward beside Ferda's, and shouted, " The divine—he must not be taken!"
Helooked back over his company and signed agreement. " Exchange horses?' he cried doubtfully.

"Not good enough,” she shouted back. She pointed ahead. "Hide him in the culvert!”

She dowed her horse, letting the others pass her, till dy Cabon's mule labored up. Foix and Lissreined
back with her.

"Dy Cabon!" she cried. "Did you ever dream about being pulled out of aculvert?'

"No, lady!" he quavered back between jounces.

"Hide you in that one, then, till they al pass over you." Foix—Foix wasin hideous danger if taken, too, if
the Quadrenes should learn of his demon affliction. They might well take him for asorcerer and burn him
dive. "Did you dream of Foix with you?'

“No!"



"Foix! Can you stay with him—help him? Keep both your heads down and don't come out, no matter
what!"

Foix glanced down the track at the cover she pointed to and seemed to understand the plan at once.
"Aye, Royind"

They scraped to ahdt over the culvert. The streamlet here did not fill it full, though it would be a
cramped, wet, uncomfortable crouch, especidly for dy Cabon's quivering bulk. Foix swung down, threw
hisreinsto Pgjar, and caught the gasping divine as he haf fell from hisanimal. "Wrap thisaround you,
hide those white robes." Foix tossed hisgray cloak around dy Cabon, hustling him off the road. Another
guard began grimly towing dy Cabon's mule; relieved of its great burden, it broke again into a canter. A
canter wasn't going to be enough, Istathought.

"L ook after each other!™ she cried in desperation. The pair was dready scrambling into the low mouth of
the culvert, and she could not tell if they heard her or not.

They started forward once again. There was another here who must not be taken by the rough soldiery,
shethought. "Liss!" shecdled. The girl rode nearer. Istas horse was dark with swest, blowing; Lissstal
bay il cantered easily.

"Ride ahead—"
"Royina, | won't leave you—"

"Fool girl, listen! Ride ahead and carry warning to anyone you pass, Jokonan raiders are coming. Raise
the countryside! Get help and send it back!™

Understanding dawned in her face. "Aye, Royinal"
"Ridelikethewind! Don't look back!"

Liss, face set, saluted her and bent over her horse's neck. Its stride lengthened. The three or four
galoping milesthey'd covered so far were clearly but awarm-up for it. In moments, the bay outpaced
every horsein the party and started to draw ahead.

Yes, fly, girl. You don't even have to outride the Jokonans, as long as you can outride us. . .

Asthey topped the next rise, where the road swung out around a bulgein the hill, Istalooked back.
There was no sign whatever of the divine or Foix. The first Jokonan riders were galloping acrossthe
culvert without pausing or looking down, intent on their quarry ahead. Thetightnessin Istals chest eased
alittle, even as she gasped for breath.

At lagt, her whirling brain began to take thought for hersdlf. If captured, should she maintain her
incognito? What worth would aminor femae cousin of the rich provincar of Baocia seem to them?
Would Serady Ajelo's status be enough to buy safety for her men aswell as her? But the dowager
royinaof Chalion, Royinalselle's own mother, wasfar too exciting aprizeto let fal into the grubby hands
of apack of Jokonan soldier-bandits. She glanced around at her grimly intent outriders.| don't want
these loyal young men to die for me. | don't want any man to die for me, ever again.

Ferda galloped up beside her horse, pointed back. "Royina, we must cut |oose the mules!™



She nodded understanding, gulped for breath. Her legs ached from gripping the heaving sides of her
mount. "Dy Cabon's saddlebags— they must be got rid of—hidden—all his books and papers will reved
him, they might go back and search! And mineaswdll, | have lettersin my own name—"

Hislips drew back in agrimace of understanding; he stood in his stirrups and fell behind. Sheturned in
her saddle and scrabbled at the rawhide ties holding her bags behind her cantle. Happily, Lisshad tied
them intelligently; the strong knots came loose at Ista's pull.

Ferdaagain galoped up beside her; now he had the divine's heavy pair of bags over hispomme. She
glanced back. Theloosed baggage mules and dy Cabon's white beast were falling behind, stumbling to a
hat, wandering gratefully from the road.

They were approaching a bridge over a strong freshet. Ferdaheld out his arm in demand, and she swung
her bags over to him. Hereared his horse atop the bridge and violently heaved first one set of bags, then
the other, over the crumbling stone ba ustrade to the downstream side. The bags floated away, bumping
on therocks, sinking dowly out of Sight. Istabriefly regretted the divine's books, and their purses of
money—but not their damning correspondence and other sgns of identity.

This prudence cost them till more of the implacably closing space between them and the Jokonan
leaders. Ista put her weight in her stirrups and concentrated on urging her flagging horse up the next rise.
Perhaps turning aside to capture the baggage mules would dow their pursuers. Some of them. Theenemy
had plenty of men to spare, it seemed. She had glimpsed the beginnings of their column; she had yet to
glimpseitsend.

Whatthey were seemed plain enough. Both sides had played these evil games of raid and reprisal across
the borders here for generations, the boundaries that the Chalionese Quintarians were dowly pushing
back to the north. In the disputed regions, men grew up expecting to raid for aliving asthough it were
somejob of work. Sometimes the game was played by elaborate rules of etiquette, with businesdike
arrangements for ransoms mixed with bizarre contests of honor. Sometimes there were no rules, and it
was no game, and honor dissolved in sweaty, screaming, bloody horrors.

How desperate were their pursuers? They seemed to have dropped from the very sky. They werea
province and ahalf away from the borders of Jokona, hustling down an obscure hill road. Fresh troops,
circling to attack some target, or worn ones, running for home? If they wore the princes tabards, they at
least were not a spontaneous gang of semi-bandit younger sons and ruffians out for what they could grab,
but men of greater discipline bent on some larger misson. Presumably.

Atop the next rise, her horse sumbling, Istaagain gained along view of the road ahead. Lisssrangy bay
waswell out in the distance, till galoping.

Istals heart caught. Plunging down the scrubby hillside toward Liss pelted another dozen Jokonan riders.
A scouting screen of cavary, sent before the main force, clearly. Istas eyetried to guess angles,
distances, speeds. The Jokonans descended asif to pluck Lissfrom the road as ahawk snatchesa
squirrel from atree branch. Liss had not seen them yet, could not possibly hear Itaif she screamed out a
warning. Ferdarosein his tirrups, alook of helpless horror on hisface; he whipped his mount, but could
beat no more speed out of the strained animal.

Closer, closer the raiders drew—oLiss|ooked aside at last, saw them. Surely evenher grest-hearted
horse must be reaching the lim95

itsof itsendurance .. . . She flashed past the leaders. A crossbow glinted, aquarrel sped through the air.



Ferdayelled in anguish, but the shot, loosed at too great arange and from the back of a heaving horse,
went wide.

The patrol reached the road. Their officer gesticulated. A pair of riders split off and rode in pursuit of
Liss. The rest whedled around and bunched to a hat across the road. Waiting.

Ferda cursed, looked back, looked forward, teeth gritting; he threw back his cloak and touched his
sword hilt. He cast aworried ook aside at 1sta, obvioudy trying to think how to screen her if his
dwindling company attempted to burst through the new blockade. 1stafollowed his glance back. More
and more riders were pouring over the ridge behind them, seemingly without end.

Once blood was drawn, events would spin rapidly out of control. Death would cry for death.
"Ferdal" Ista screamed. It came out acroak. "Thereisno way. We must halt, surrender on terms!”
"No, Royinal" Hisface bunched in agony. "By my oath and honor, no! We will die to defend you!™

"Y ou will better defend me dive with your wits and salf-control, Ferdal" Except they'd left the best wits
and sdlf-control in the party back along the road in a culvert. She drew along breeth, pinned amord fear
vaster than her physical terror by its neck to the ground, pushed the words past her lips. "By my
command! Wemust hat!"

Ferda clenched hisjaw, but redlly, it was hardly a decision anymore. The main body of Jokonanswas
amost on their heds, squeezing them up againgt the line across the road. Ista.could see half adozen
crossbows raised among the waiting riders, from steadier platformsthistime.

Ferdaflung up hishand. "We hdt!" The spent horses of his company stumbled to aragged stop. Men
threw back cloaks, reached for weapons. " Do not draw!" Ferda roared.

Some cried aloud in dismay and protest. Some were red-faced with tears of frustration and hot strain.
But they obeyed. They knew how the game was played, too, aswell as Ista. And knew aswell asshe
how it was violated.

The Jokonans, swords out and spears and bows at the ready, crowded up on both sides of them and
dowly closedin.

CHAPTER SEVEN

ISTA STOOD IN HER STIRRUPS, WRAPPED HER DRY TONGUE around her rusty Roknari. -
cry ransom-. And in lbran: "I am the Serady Ajelo, and the provincar of Baociais my patron! | pledge
his ransom upon mysdlf and upon al these men of mine! All of them!" And repested in Roknari, to be
aure: "Ransomsfor al!" An officer rode forward from his men. He was marked by a better grade of chain
mail, fine decorationsin pressed gold leaf on the leather of bridle, saddle, and scabbard, and agreen silk
bal dric worked in gold-and-white thread with the flying pelicans of Jokona. Histypica crinkled Roknari
bronze-blond hair was done up in crisscrossing rows of braids ending in aqueue. His eyes summed the
Chalionese numbers; perhaps took in the garb and badges of the Daughter's Order with adight tinge of
respect? |sta, who had silently repudiated her prayersin her mind during al the weeks of her pilgrimage,
though sheld moved her lips by rote in the responses, prayed now in her hammering heart:Lady, in this
Your season of strength, cast a cloak of protection over these Your loyal servants.



In passable [bran, the officer cried, "Throw down your wegpons!" One last, anguished hesitation; then
Ferda shrugged back his vest-cloak and pulled hisbadric off over his head. His scabbard and sword
gruck thedirt with aclank. His belt knife succeeded them. The men of his company followed suit with
equal reluctance. Half adozen crosshows and the pair of spears were lowered more carefully on the
growing heap. Their lathered, blowing horses stood quiescent as Ferda and his men were made to
dismount and sit on the ground alittle way off, surrounded by Jokonans with drawn swords and cocked
bows.

A soldier seized the bridle of Ista's horse and made motionsto her to get down. Her legs amost gave
way as her boots hit the ground; her kneesfélt like custard. She jerked back from his raised hand, though
sheredlized dmost at once that he'd only meant to grab her elbow to keep her from falling. The officer
approached and gave her a demi-saute, possibly meant to be reassuring.

"Chalionese noblewoman.” It was haf aquestion; her plain dress did not quite support her claimed
status. His eyes searched for, and did not find, jewelry, rings, brooches. "What are you doing here?’

"I have every right to be here." Igalifted her chin. ™Y ou have interrupted my pilgrimage.”
"Quintarian devil-worshipper.” He spat, ritudly, but to the sde. "What do you pray for, eh, woman?"
Istaraised one brow. "Peace." She added, "And you will address me asSera”

He snorted, but seemed convinced, or at least grew less curious. Half a dozen men were gtarting to
poke in the saddlebags; with a spate of Roknari too fast for Istato follow, he strode among them and
shoved them back.

She saw why asthe rest of the column draggled up, and a couple of men carrying the green pouches of
roya clerks rode hastily forward, followed by what were obvioudy the senior officers. Now the bags
weredl pulled off and looted in amuch more systemetic fashion, with arunning inventory. The clerks
were there to make sure that the prince of Jokona's one-fifth share was properly counted. One of them
walked about, stylus busy upon his tablet, noting the horses and their gear. No question but that thiswas
an officia expedition of some kind, and not some spontaneous banditry.

The officer reported to his seniors; | sta heard the wordBaocia twice. One of the men rummaging
through the saddlebags straightened up with aglad cry; Istathought he might have found a purse, but
instead he waved Ferda's maps. He rushed over to his officers, crying in Roknari, "L ook, my lords, ook!
Charts of Chdion! Now we are not lost!" I1sta blinked. Then she began to look around more carefully.

The mounts of the men who'd overtaken them were every bit as lathered and exhausted as their own,
and Ista, remembering Lisss remarks about horses flagging late in the race, wondered if her party might
not have out ridden them after al, but for being trapped by the advance patrol. The men looked hot,
worn, filthy, stubbled. Their fine Roknari pattern-braids werein disarray, asif they had not been redone
for days or even weeks. The men riding up late looked worse. Many were bandaged or bruised or
scabbed, and most of them led extra horses with empty saddles, sometimes three or four in astring. Not
booty, for most of the animaswere decked in Roknari-style gear. Some might be remounts. Not dl. The
baggage train that limped up behind them all was strangely scant.

If the baggage train marked the end of their company, and there was no sign of Foix or dy Cabon
among the prisoners. . . Istapermitted hersalf ashiver of hope. Even if the clerks counting horses
counted men aswell, and noted the two empty saddles, by the time they circled back to search, Foix
would surely have moved the divine and himself to better cover. If Foix was as quietly Iy on hisfeet as



he was with histongue—if the bear-demon had not put his mind in too much disarray—if the Jokonans
had not smply dain them and |eft their bodies by theroadside. . .

One thing was certain. These Jokonans were hot men moving to some secret attack. They were fleeing a
defedt, by every Sgn, or some dreadfully costly victory. Running north for home. Shewas glad for
Chalion, but increasingly anxiousfor herself and Ferdaand his men.

Tense, exhausted, strained men on the ragged edge of their endurance made worrisome captors.

The officer came back and directed her to St by the roadside in the mottled shadow of asmal, bent
tree, some odd northern species with wide palmate leaves. Foix's bags yielded a purse of gold that
cheered the prince's clerks, and the officers eyed her with a shade more respect, or at least, calculation.
They pulled apart the baggage from the captured mules, aswell. Istaturned her face away and declined
to notice the soldiersraucoudy playing about with her clothing. The officer inquired more closdly into her
relationship with the provincar of Baocia, and Istatrotted out Serady Ajelo'simaginary family tree. He
seemed anxious to ascertain that the wedlthy provincar would actudly deliver aransom for her.

"Oh, yes," said Isadigantly. "He will comein person, | expect."With ten thousand swordsmen at his
back, five thousand archers, and the Marshal dy Palliar's cavalry aswell. It occurred to her that if
shedid not want men to die for her, sheld gone about it in exactly the wrong way. But no. There might
yet be chances to escape, or be traded out at atiny fraction of her real worth, if her incognito held. Liss.
.. had Lissmade it away? No soldiers had yet returned adong the track dragging her resisting behind
them, nor asalimp corpse tossed over asaddle.

The officers argued over the maps, while the men and animasrested in what shade could be found, and
the flies buzzed around them. The Ibran-speaking officer brought her water in arather noisome skin bag,
and she hesitated, licked dusty cracked lips, and drank. It wasfairly fresh, at least. Sheindicated he
should take it to Ferdaand histroop, and he did. At length, she was put back up on her own horse, with
her hands |ashed to the pommel, the horse in turn roped with severd othersfollowing the baggage train.
Ferda's men weretowed in alike line, but farther forward, surrounded by more armed soldiers. The
advance scouts were redeployed, and the column started north once more.

Istastared around at her fellow prisoners, tied to horses as she was. They were oddly few in number,
some dozen debilitated men and women, and no children at al. Another older woman rode near her,
jerked dong in another string of tired horses. Her clothes, though filthy, were finely made and elaborately
decorated—clearly no common woman, but someone whose family might offer arich ransom. Ista
leaned toward her. "Where do these soldiers come from? Besides Jokona."

"Some Roknari hdll, | think," said the woman.
"No,that would be their destination," murmured |sta back.

A sour smilelifted one corner of the woman's mouth; good, she was not shocked stupid, then. Or at
least, not anymore. "1 do pray so, hourly. They took mein the town of Rauma, in lbra."

"lbral" Ista glanced leftward at the mountain range rising in the distance. They must have scrambled out
of Ibraover somelittle-used pass, and dropped down into Chalion to cut north for home. And the
pursuit must have been fiery, to drive them to such a desperate ploy. "No wonder they seemed to have
fdlen from the sky."

"Wherein Chdion arewe?"



"The province of Tolnoxo. Theseraiders ill have over ahundred milesto go to safety, acrossthe rest
of Tolnoxo and all of Caribastos, before they reach the border of Jokona. If they can.” She hesitated. "I
have hopes that they have lost their secrecy. | think some of my party escaped.”

The woman's eyesflared hot, briefly. "Good." She added after alittle, "They fell upon Raumaat dawn,
by surprise. It was well planned— they must have siwung wide around some dozen better-prepared
towns closer to the border. | had brought my daughtersinto town to make offerings at the Daughter's
altar, for my eldest was—pray the goddess, still is—to be married. The Jokonans were more interested
in booty than rapine and destruction, at first. They left the rest of the temple done, though they held dll
they'd caught there at sword's point. But then they delayed their withdrawal to pull down the Bastard's
Tower, and to torment the poor divinewho had it in her charge." The woman grimaced. "They caught her
il in her white robes; there was no chance to hide her. They dew her husband, when he tried to defend
her."

For awoman devoted to the fifth god, the Quadrenes would also start with the thumbs and tongue. Then
rape, most likely, prolonged and vicious.

"They burned her in her god'stower, in the end.” The woman sighed. "It seemed dmost amercy by then.
But their blasphemy cost them al they'd gained, for the march of Raumas troops came upon them while
they were dill in the town. The Son give him strength for his sword arm! He had no mercy upon them, for
the divine had been his half sister. He had got her the benefice, | suppose, to keep her in comfort.”

|stahissed sympathy through her teeth.

"My daughters escaped in the chaos ... | think. Perhaps the Mother heard my prayers, for in my terror |
did offer mysdlf in exchange for them. But | was thrown upon ahorse and carried off by these raiders
who broke and retreated, for they could guess by my clothes and jewels | would profit them."”

She bore no jewels now, naturdly.

"Their greed bought me some consideration, although they used my maid . . . hideoudy. | think sheisill
aive, though. They abandoned al their lesser prisonersin the wilderness, because they were dowing
them on the climb. If they al stayed together, and did not panic, they may have helped each other to
rescue by now. | hope ... | hopethey carried the wounded.”

| sta nodded understanding. She wondered what Prince Sordso of Jokona could possibly be about,
permitting—no, dispatching—thisraid. It seemed more a probe than the first wave of aninvasion.
Perhaps it had been intended merely to stir up North Ibra, tie down the old royas troopsin a broad
defense, and so prevent them from being sent in support of Chaion in the autumn campaign against
Visoing?If so, the strategy had been alittle too swiftly successful. Although these men might have been
anintentional sacrifice without even knowingit...

The not-too-badly wounded a so rode with the baggage train. The severely wounded, | sta supposed,
had been |eft dong the route to the dubious mercy of the column's recent victims. One man caught Ista's
eye. He was an older officer, very senior judging by his clothing and gear. He bore no bandage or visible
wound, but he rode along tied to his saddle like a prisoner, dack-faced and moaning, his braids tumbled
down. His mumbled words were not intelligible even in Roknari, Istajudged. Had he suffered ablow to
the head, perhaps? His drooling disturbed her, and his noises set her teeth on edge; she was secretly
relieved when the baggage train shuffled its order and he wasled farther from her.



A few miles up the road they came upon the men who'd been sent in pursuit of Liss, both riding one
stumbling horse, leading the second one lamed. They were greeted with inventive Roknari cursing and
cuffs from their furious commander; both ruined horses were turned |oose and replaced with two of the
many spares. | staconcealed agrim smile. More consulting of Ferda's maps followed, and more scouts
were digpatched. The column lumbered on.

An hour later they cameto the hamlet where Ista's party had planned to turn east and take the road to
Maradi. It was wholly abandoned, not a person to be found, nor any animal but afew stray chickens,
cats, and rabbits.Liss made it thisfar, it seems, Istathought with satisfaction. The Jokonans ransacked
it quickly, taking what food and fodder they could find, argued about setting it afire, made more debate
over the maps, and finally hastened north on the dwindling continuation of their road. Prudence and
discipline dill held, if tenuoudy, for they left the hamlet sanding behind them, with no rising column of
black smoke, visible for miles, to mark their passing. The sun fell behind the mountains.

Dusk was thickening when the column turned off the easier but dangeroudly open road and began
scrambling up what would in any other season have been adry wash. A stream gurgled down the middle
of it now. After acouple of miles, they turned to the north again, making their way through brush to an
area denser with trees and cover. |stawondered how futile an attempt at conceal ment it would prove—
they'd |eft enough hoof marks, broken vegetation, and dung in their wake that even she could have
tracked them.

The Jokonans made camp in ashaded dell, lighting only afew fires, and those just long enough to sear
their stolen chickens. But they had to give their horsestimeto eat their looted fodder and grain, and
regain strength. The half-dozen women prisoners were put together, given bedrolls no worse than the
Jokonans themsel ves used—probably the same. Their food was aso no worse than what their captors
ae. Inany case, it did not seem to be grilled cat. Istawondered if she was deeping in adead man's
bedding, and what dreams it would bring her.

Something useful would be a nice change. It wasn't quite aprayer. But no prophetic dreams, and few
of the usua kind, cameto her as she tossed, dozing badly and waking with a start at odd noises, or when
one of the other women started sobbing in her blankets, inadequately muffled.

One of the injured Jokonans died in the night, apparently from afever brought on by hiswounds. His
burid in the dawn was hasty and lacking in ceremony, but the Brother in His mercy took up his soul
nonetheless, Istathought; or at least, she felt no distraught ghost as she passed the sad shallow scraping
in the soil. Her son Teidez had died of an infected wound. She watched for amoment when no Jokonan
eyeswere on her, and covertly made the Quadrene sign of blessing toward the gravesite, for whatever
comfort it might bring to adead boy lost in aforeign land.

The column did not return to the road, but pushed on north through the hilly wilderness. Necessarily,
they went more dowly, and she could fed her captors growing more tense with every passing hour.

The mountainsto their left dwindled; at some point toward evening, they crossed the unmarked
boundary into the province of Caribastos. The wilderness grew patchy, forcing detours that swung wide
and secretly around walled towns and villages. Streams grew fewer. The Jokonans stopped early to
camp by such abrook, and to rest their horses. As a Chalionese border province with the Five
Princedoms, Caribastos was better armed, its fortresses in better repair, and its people more aert for the
endemic warfare. The Jokonan column would likely try to crossit under the cover of darkness. Three
more marches, |sta estimated.

The va uable captive women were again set aside under the trees, brought food, |eft aone. Until the



| bran-speaking officer, flanked by two of his seniors, approached them in the level light of sunset. He had
some papersin his hand, and an intent, disturbed expression on hisface. He stopped before I sta, Sitting
on alog with her back to atree. She kept sillence, making him speak first.

"Gredtings, Sera." He gavethetitle an odd emphasisin his mouth. Without another word, he handed her
the papers.

It was aletter, haf-finished, rumpled from asojourn in a saddlebag. The handwriting was Foix's, strong
and square. Ista's heart sank even before she read the sautation. It was addressed to Chancellor dy
Cazaril, in Cardegoss. After arespectful and unmistakable listing of the great courtier's offices and ranks,

it began:
"My Dearest Lord:

"I continue my report as | may. We have left Casilchas behind and come at length to Vinyasca:
thereisto be a festival here tomorrow. | was glad to be shut of Casilchas. Learned dy Cabon has
no notion of proper secrecy or even discretion. By the time he was done blundering about, half the
town knew full well that Sera dy Alejo was the dowager royina, and came to court her, which |
think did not please her much.

"Upon further observation, | am coming to agree with you; Royina Istaisnot mad in any usual
sense, though there are times when she makes me feel very strange and foolish, as though she sees
or senses or knowsthings | do not. She till spends long periodsin silence, somewhere far off in
her sad thoughts. | do not know why | ever thought women chattered. It would be some relief if
she would talk more. As for whether her pilgrimageis the result of some god-driven impulse, as
you feared after your long prayersin Cardegoss, | still cannot tell. But then, | rode beside
towering miracles with you for weeks and never knew, so that shows nothing.

"The Daughter's festival should be a welcome diversion from my worries. | will continue this
tomorrow."

The next day's date followed, and the nest writing recommenced.

"The festival went well" —there followed two paragraphs of droll description.” Dy Cabon has gone
Off to get very drunk. He says it is to blot out bad dreams, though | think it is more likely to induce
them. Ferda is not best pleased with him, but the divine has had closer to do with Royina Ista than
any of us, so perhaps he needsit. At first | thought him a fat nervousidiot, as | wrote you before,
but now | begin to wonder if the idiot may not be me.

"I will write more on this head at our next stop, which isto be some dire hamlet in the hills where
some saint came from. I'd be from there, too, if | had the choice. | should be able to dispatch this
letter securely from the Daughter's house in Maradi, if we turn that way. | will try to suggest it. |
do not think we should venture any farther north, and | have run out of things to read.”

The letter broke off there, with half apage left to fill. Foix had evidently been too shaken to add areport
on the bear before the Jokonans had overtaken them next day.

Istalooked up. One Jokonan, dark-haired and younger, was watching her with a ddighted, avaricious
smile. The older, shorter one, who wore a green badric more heavily encrusted with gold and who she
thought was the expedition's commander, or at any rate surviving senior officer, frowned more
thoughtfully. She read wider strategic consderationsin his eyes, far more disturbing than mere greed. The



| bran-speaking officer looked apprehensive.

She made one more effort to clutch her torn incognito to her, futile asit seemed. She held out the paper
inanindifferent hand. "What isthisto me?"

Her trandator took it back. "Indeed Royina" He favored her with abow in the Roknari court style, right
hand sweeping down before him, thumb tucked in the palm: one part irony, one part wariness.

The commander said in Roknari, " So, thisis Royinalsdlesinfamous mad mother, truly?" It seems so,
my lord. "The largesse of the gods hasfalen upon us," said the dark-haired onein avoice that vibrated
with excitement. He made the Quadrene four-point sign of blessing, touching forehead, nave, groin, and
heart, histhumb carefully folded inward. "In one lucky blow, al of our painsare repaid and our fortunes
are made. | thought they kept her locked up in acastle. How isit they were so careless asto let her out
to wander about on the roads like this?' said the commander. "Her guard could not have anticipated us
here. We did not anticipate us here," the dark-haired one said.

The commander frowned at the letter, though it was plain he could not read more than one word in three
of it without the help of hisofficer. "This py of their chancdlor babblestoo cardlesdy of thegods. Itis
impious"And it worries you. Good, Istathought. It was hard to think of Foix asaspy. Although her
estimate of his subtlety and witsrose another notch, for held not let fdl the least hint of his mandate to
report upon her. It made perfect sense in retrospect, of course. If he had been writing to anyone in the
world but Lord dy Cazaril, it would have offended Ista deeply, but al of Chalion wasin the chancellor's
charge—and her own debt to the man was as boundless as the sea.

The commander cleared histhroat, and continued to Istain heavily accented Ibran, ™Y ou think you are
god-touched, mad queen?’

Istg, Stting very Hill, dlowed her lipsto curve up just atrifle, enigmatic. "If you were god-touched, you
would not have to ask. Y ou would know the answer."

Hejerked back, eyes narrowing. "Blasphemous Quintarian.”

She gave him her best impassive stare. "Inquire of your god. | promise you shal meet Him soon. His
mark ison your brow, and His arms are open to receive you."

The dark-haired one made a noise of inquiry; the Ibran-speaking officer trandated her cool remark, an
arrow shot at random from Istals point of view. Although it hardly needed communion with the godsto
make that prophecy, given the Jokonan raiders precarious situation. The commander'slips thinned till
more, but he made no further attempt to cross words with her. He at least seemed to grasp how much
more perilous hisretreat had grown due to her presence here as a prisoner. Lisss escape had been a
greater disaster than held first guessed.

The women were moved up beside the commander's campsite, and two extra guards were assigned to
watch them—to watch Ista, she had no doubt. This put paid to any dream of dipping away into the
woods in darkness, in some moment of confusion or inattention.

The evening continued unsettled. A Jokonan soldier was dragged in and whipped for some
infraction—attempted desertion, most likely. The senior officers sat close together and
debated—sometimes breaking into angry oaths, too loud, then quickly muffled—about whether to hold
the column together for mutua defense or bresk up into small groups and finish the flight to Jokonain
better secrecy.



It wouldn't be long before some no longer waited for orders to break and run. 1sta had spent part of the
long ride, earlier, distracting her mind by counting the Jokonan numbers—the sum had come to some
ninety-two men. It would be interesting to count again when the light returned tomorrow. The fewer their
company, the less defense staying together would become. How long before the column was forced into
splitting by default?

The Jokonan commander had every reason, interna and externd, to push on as quickly as possible, and
Istawas not surprised when she was wakened at midnight and lashed to ahorse again. Thistime,
however, she was moved up from the baggage train and put in hand of the I bran-speaking officer himsdlf.
Two other riders flanked them closely. The column moved off in the darkness, sumbling and cursing.

She had at first expected provincid troops from Tolnoxo to come pelting up behind them on their
too-vighletrail, but they had certainly crossed out of that district many miles back. With every passing
hour, the odds shifted: not attack from behind, but ambush from the front, grew likelier now. It made a
certain tactical sense—let the Jokonans expend their energy transporting themselvesto a battlefield
picked by their enemies.

Andyet ... wasit possblethat Lisshad still maintained Istasincognito, only telling the authoritiesthat a
minor noblewoman on pilgrimage had been snapped up by these unwelcome trangents? Ista could
picture the provincar of Tolnoxo holding back just long enough to let the fleeing Jokonans become the
problem of the provincar of Caribastos. Dy Cabon and Foix would not have permitted any such laggard
approach, though—had they made it to safety? Were they il lost in the hills? Overcome or diverted by
Foix's demon elementd, grown abruptly stronger in power, wit, and will asit feasted on that sharp mind?

Led on by who knew what reports from their scouts, the Jokonans |eft the thin woods and took to a
dark road, putting several miles behind them at afast trot. It was close to dawn when they turned into a
half-filled riverbed, the horses hooves crunching loudly through the gravel and sand. If men had to speek,
they rode close and leaned toward each other. Istalicked dry lips, stretching her aching back as much as
she could with her handstied in front of her. She had been left alength of cord between her
lashed-together wrists and the saddle ring to which the rope was knotted, and if shelifted her hands and
bent, she could just scratch her nose. 1t had been too long since sheld been permitted to drink, or eat, or
piss, and theinsides of her knees were rubbed raw.

And what if the column evaded ambush atogether, dipping over the border to Jokona after all? No
guestion but that she would be handed over to Prince Sordso, taken to his palace, put up in comfort,
nay, luxury, with attendants . . . many watchful attendants. Had she escaped one castle only to end up
prisoner in another—and worse, made into apolitical lever against the few people sheloved. . . ?

Blackness gave way to grayness, shadows to shapes to formstinged with color, asthe starry sky paled
in the predawn. A low mist hung on the water and curled up over the flat banks, and the horses tirred it
likemilk asthey passed. A little dliff, carved out by theriverlet, rose on their left, the reddish colors of its
layersjust beginning to glow.

A rock plunked into the dark water that did along at the cliff'sfeet. Her flanking guard snapped his head
around at the sudden noise.

Athwack—a crossbow bolt bloomed in his chest. He barely cried out ashefell into the gravel. A
moment later, shefdt the shock of hisdeeth like alightning strike across her senses, dizzying her. Her
horse was jerked abruptly into atrot, into a canter. All around her, men began to cry out, yell orders,
curse. Answering shouts, and more arrows, rained down from above.



Five gods, let the attack be swift. Ferdaand his men were in the greatest immediate peril, asthe
Jokonans might be inspired to day their most dangerous prisoners at once before turning on the new
enemy. Another death, and another, dashed across her inner senseslike whitefire even as her outer
senses were thrown into awhirl of motion. She jerked her sore wrists back and forth in frustration against
her bindings, but the knots had been tied tight and had failed to work loose even through the long night
ride. Kicking her feet free of the stirrups and heaving off to one sde in some mad effort to dismount
would break her wrists before it broke their lashings; then she would merely be dragged.

A thundering of hooves, shouts, and screams rose from the front of the column; some bellowing cavary
charge down theriver valley met the Jokonan van in ashock and clash of metal. Horses squealed and
grunted and fell. More shouts came from the rear. The officer towing her yanked hisreins up so sharply
his horse reared. He stared around in panic.

The commander galoped toward him out of the melee, sword out, shouting in Roknari, motioning some
othersto follow. They swept up Istaand her captor and broke to the side, scrambling over the low bank
there. The leading swordsmen cut their way through some crossbow-men in unfamiliar gray tabards who
were running toward the fight. The half-dozen Jokonans and Ista burst past more riders and galloped
wildly into the scrublands bordering theriver'strees.

|stals head was pounding, her vision blurred, dternately darkened and whited out with the stunning
impacts of the deaths, so many soulsin one place and moment violently uprooted from their bodies. She
dared not pass out and fall—at this speed, her hands might well be torn off. All she could think was how
unfair it had been to that poor soldier who'd been whipped last night, when his very commanders didn't
hesitate to deserthim. . .

She could see nothing but her horse's neck stretched before her, its ears laid back, and the hard ground
whipping by below. Her foolish frightened horse didn't even have to be pulled, but raced the anima
besideit until it threatened to become the leader, and her captor the follower. Their course bent away to
theright in awide curve. They dowed at last asthey passed into amore rugged area, low hillocks clad in
scattered woods at |ast hiding them from the view of any pursuit. Was there any pursuit?

The commander finally took time to sheathe his sword. He had not blooded it, Istanoted. He led the
way into the wilderness, dodging and turning among the rocks and trees. | sta suspected he had no
thought of choosing aroute beyond confusing trackers, and would shortly be confused himsdlf, again.
Wéll, he could probably find north, and with so few followersto hide, perhaps that was dl he needed to
know. The woodlands thickened. They climbed arise, descended aravine. Istatried to estimate how
many milesthey'd come from the point of attack. Five or Six, at lesst.

She considered her own danger, as the horses picked their way dowly among the stones of therivul &,
and she caught her breath again. 1t was scarcely worse than before. She did not fear rape, or malicious
torture, though she would doubtless share whatever hardships the Jokonans did in their hasty flight. These
officers had lost everything—their men, their equipment, their booty, their honor, even their way. But if
only they could present Istato him, the prince of Jokonawould forgive their every disaster. She wastheir
hope of redemption. They would not et her go for money or threat, nor surrender her for lifeitsef. So
desth by design did not await her at their hands, no; but death by misadventure or overwrought bad
judgment, oh, yes, very possible. It hardly seemed an improvement.

They wound down the ravine for over amile. It degpened and the sides grew steeper, wooded and
overhung, but in the distance she could see a hazy paeness. They rounded aturn to discover the ravine
opening suddenly out onto aflat, bright little river.



Framed by the sides, blocking the outlet, stood alone horseman. Ista's breath caught in achill, or was
that athrill? The horse's charcoal-gray sdeswere heaving and wet, its nostrils round and red, but it
pawed the ground and shifted nervoudy, its muscles bunching in readiness. The man did not seem out of
bresth at dll.

His dark reddish hair was unbraided, cut short in the Chaionese style, and curled around hisearsin
tangled strands. A short-trimmed beard covered hisjaw. He wore chain mail, heavy leather vambraces, a
gray tabard worked with gold over al. The tabard was splashed with blood. His eyesflicked as he
counted up the odds: narrowed, glittered.

He swung his sword wide in salute. The hand that tightened on the hilt was filthy and blood-crusted. For
just amoment, the most thoroughly fey smile Ista had ever seen on aman'sface glinted more brightly than
the sted!.

He clapped hishedsto his horseg's sides and charged forward.

CHAPTER EIGHT

IN THE FACE OF THISTHUNDERING CONVICTION, THE EXHAUSTED Jokonans hesitated a
moment too long. The attacking horseman passed between the first two before they had their own
swords half drawn, and left them both regling from bloody dashes even as he bore down on the man
towing Ista. The man cried out and dodged, scrabbling for his weapon; with a deep hissand hum, the
horseman's heavy blade parted the taut lead line. 1sta's freed horse shied back.

The gray horse reared beside her. The blade swung up, was somehow transferred to aleft hand no less
capable than the right, flashed around edge upward, and snaked between Ista's hands and the saddle to
which they weretied. She scarcely had time to clench her fingers back out of the way before the
razor-honed blade yanked up again, parting her bindings, and whipped past her face. The horseman shot
her agrin over his shoulder as sharp edged as hisblade, yelled, and spurred his steed onward.

With afierce gasp of satisfaction, Istauntangled her wrists from the hated cords and began to lean
forward and grab for her reins. Her captor in turn wheeled his horse around, barging into hers and nearly
unseating her, and besat her to the snatch. He dragged the reins over her horse's head. "Get away, get
away!" she shrieked, begating a his clutching arm. With his own reinsand his sword held awkwardly in his
off hand, he was unbaanced, leaning far out; in amoment of terrified inpiration, she suddenly grabbed
his deeve instead, braced in her stirrups, and yanked as hard as she could. The startled Jokonan officer
toppled out of his saddle and down to smack onto the stones of the rivulet.

She hoped her horse stepped on him asit danced aside, but she couldn't be sure. The smooth wet
stones were coated with green algae, dippery underfoot; her mount heaved and jerked asit stumbled.
Her reins now trailed, in danger of being trampled under her horse's front hooves. She leaned past her
pommel, grabbed, missed, grabbed, caught them, let the dirty lesther dide through her dirty fingers, and
came upright and in control of her own movement for thefirst timein days. Swords were clanging and
scraping. Shelooked around wildly.

One of thetrailing soldiers wastrying to beat their attacker back toward the others, while the second
rider maneuvered for position to strike at the swordless sde. The commander urged his horse closer to
the melee, but hisleft hand, clumsily clutching his sword, was clapped over hisright arm. Blood welled
between hisfingers and ran down his deeve, making hisreinsdippery in hisgrasp. Another Jokonan



soldier, who had been riding on the far side of the forward trio and so escaped the first ondaught, had
managed to get his crossbow unshipped from his saddle ties and was franticaly winding it while hishorse
gdled and snorted. A quarrel was clutched in histeeth. He spat the lethal bolt into hishand, dapped it
into position, and began to raise his bow for am. The target was moving, but the range was very short.

Istabore no weapon . . . sheaimed her horse, begting its Sdeswith her spurless heels, and droveit into
an unwilling trot acrosstherivulet. It bounded over the water and landed in acanter of sorts; she yanked
its head around and forced it to carom into the crossbowman's steed. He cursed as the string twanged
and his shot flew wide. He swung the heavy crossbow backhanded at her head, but missed as she
ducked away.

The commander screamed in Roknari over his shoulder at the crosshowman, " Take the woman! Get her
to Prince Sordso!" The gray horseman, leaving both rear guardsmen unhorsed and bleeding, pounded
forward, guiding his horse with hisknees, rising in his stirrups, readying a powerful two-handed swing.
The luckless commander'slast order was cut off abruptly, together with hishead. Istahad aflashing view
of faling body, spurting blood, shying horse, the glaring fire of an anguished soul ripped fromits
anchorage, and the dizzied thought,Now do you believe my prophecies?

And, even moredizzied: Dol ?

Gleaming sword and gray horse both swung around without pause to charge the crossbowman, now
frenziedly winding again. The sword passed from right to left hand once more, and its point dropped like
alance. The momentum of horse and swordsman was monstrous, and perfectly aigned; the sword's
point smashed into the bowman's chest and pierced his chain mail, unseating him and carrying him over
his horse's rump to pin his corpse to atree behind him. His buffeted horse fell and scrambled up, flanks
heaving asit plunged off. For amoment, the heavy sword was ripped from its deadly master's hand, but
he spun his horse around immediately, lunged for the hilt, and yanked it free again. The dead Jokonan
dumped to the ground, his blood watering the tre€'s roots.

Istanearly fainted at the white whirl of screaming, distraught souls swirling around her. She clutched her
pommel and forced hersdlf to stay upright, open eyes denying the second sight. The worst gore now
spread before her eyes was less terrifying than these unwanted visons. How many had died . . . ? The
commander, the crossbowman . . . neither of the two rear guardsmen were going to stir again, either.
One horse and rider were gone, their exit marked by atrail of blood. At the ravine's mouth, the
trandator-officer, his sword abandoned in the green-and-red muck, was scrambling up on aloose horse.
Hejerked it around and galloped downstream without looking back.

Not even bresthing heavily, blood dripping from his sword's lowered tip, the gray horseman frowned
after him for amoment, then turned and looked in concern at Ista. He nudged his horse toward hers.

"My lady, areyou dl right?

"I'm. .. uninjured,”" she gagped back. The ghostly visionswere fading like the lingering dazzlement in
eyesthat had stared too directly at the sun.

"Good." Hisgrin flashed again, exhilarated—battle-drunk? His wits were clearly unimpaired by fear, but
a so by anything resembling good sense. Sensible men didn't charge six desperate enemy soldiers by
themsdves

"We saw you carried off," he continued. "We split up to quarter the woods for you; | thought you must
comeout thisway." Hisface turned as he checked the ravingsrim for any sign of further threstening



motion; his eyes narrowed in satisfaction at finding none. He wiped his sword clean upon his befouled
tabard, raised it in abrief sduteto her, and sheathed it with asatisfied click. "May | know what lady |
have the honor and pleasure of addressng?”

"l ..." Isahegtated. "I anthe Serady Ajelo, cousin to the provincar of Baocia"

"Hm." Hisbrows drew down. "I'm Porifors." He glanced toward the ravine's bright mouth. "I must find

Istaflexed her hands. She hardly dared touch her darkly lacerated wrists, crusted, bleeding, and
abraded. "And | mine, but | have been tied to thisfool of ahorse since midnight last night. Without rest or
food or water, which first seemed cruel but now seemskind. If you would cap your morning's heroism,
do me the kindness of guarding thisanima and my modesty while | find abush." She glanced doubtfully
up theravine. "Or arock, or whatever. Although | doubt my horse has any more desire to go another
sep than | do."

"Ah," hesad, in atone of amused enlightenment. "But of course, Sera”

He swung lightly off hiswarhorse and reached for her reins. His amile faded at the sight of her wrists.
She dismounted like asack of grain faling; strong hands caught her. They left smudged red prints upon
her tunic. He held her upright amoment to be sure she had control of her feet.

His amile vanished atogether as he looked her up and down. "Thereisaded of blood on your skirts."

She followed his glance. Thefolds of her split skirt were mottled with patches of blood, dried and fresh,
a the knees. That last galop had flayed her raw skin to shreds. " Saddle sores. Trivid hurts, for al that
they aemine.”

Hisbrowsrose. "What do you cdl severe, then?
She staggered away past the beheaded commander. " That."
His head tilted, conceding the point.

She tottered beyond the bodies and up the ravine a short way to find some rockswith bushes. She
returned to find him knedling by the streamlet. He smiled and offered her something on alesf; she
squinted, and recognized it after a bewildered moment asadice of strong tallow soap.

"Oh," she breathed. It was al she could do not to burgt into tears. She fell to her knees and washed her
hands benegth a chill freshet that spurted over the rocks, then, more carefully, her hurt wrists. She drank
then from her cupped hands, handful after dripping handful.

Helaid asmdl linen-wrapped packet on aflat stone and opened it to revea apile of clean rags cut for
bandages. From his saddlebag, presumably; the Jokonans had used up al such preparations of their own.
"Sera, | fear that | must ask you to ride some distance farther. Better you should clean and pad your
kneesfirg, en?"

"Oh. Yes. My thanks, sir." She sat on arock, removed her boots for the first timein recent memory, and
carefully rolled up one skirt leg, pedling it away from the crusted sores whereit had stuck and dried. He
hovered, cleaned hands opening to help, but closed them again as she soically carried on. The soap next,
painful but relieving. And revedling. The deep scarlet dorasions oozed ydlow fluid.



"Those will be aweek, hedling," he remarked.
"Probably."

Asahorse soldier, he had no doubt treated saddle sores before, and diagnosed with authority. He
watched a moment more asif to be sure she was going to be dl right, stretched hisfingers and rubbed his
face, then rose and went to turn over the bodies.

His examination was methodical, and not for looting, for he bardly glanced at the rings or pinsor purses
the corpsesyielded. Any papers he happened upon, however, he examined and folded carefully away in
histunic. This Porifors—or dy Porifors; he had not said if it wasfirst name or last—was an officer, no
question, and one with asteady head: some military vassal of the provincar of Caribastos, or trained up
like such abattlelord. Foix's|etter, it appeared, had either been left with the deserted column or gone
with one of the escapees.

"Can you tell me, Sera, what were the other prisonersin the Jokonan train?'

"Few, the gods be thanked. Six women from Ibra, and seven men, that the Jokonans judged valuable
enough to drag over the mountains with them. And twelve, no, eleven guardsmen of the Daughter's
Order, who had undertaken to convey my pilgrimage, captured by the Jokonan column these. . . two
daysback." Only two days? "l have good hope that one of my guardsmen and some others from my
party escaped back in Tolnoxo, when we werefirst overtaken.”

"Y ou were the only lady of Chaion among those taken?"' His brow wrinkled further.

She nodded shortly, and tried to think of something useful to say to thisintent officer. "Theseraiders
rode under the sedl of Prince Sordso, for they had tally officers accounting the princesfifth. They came
up through lbra, and pillaged the town of Raumathere, then escaped over the passes when the march of
Raumafollowed hotly. The one you beheaded over there'—she nodded toward the sad corpse—"was
the senior, though | do not believe he was the origind commander. As of yesterday, their numbers were
about ninety-two, though some may have deserted in the night before they ran afoul of your ambush.”

"Tolnoxo . . ." He dusted his hands, rose from the last corpse, and strolled over to examine her progress.
Shewasjust tying strips around the pad on her second knee. His meticulous courtesy somehow made
her more, not less, conscious of the fact that she was aone with a strange man. "No wonder. You are
now less than thirty milesfrom the border of Jokona. That column covered nearly ahundred miles, these

past two days."

"They were pushing. They were afraid.” She glanced around the scene. Iridescent green flieswere
beginning to gather, an ugly buzzing in the damp shade. "Not afraid enough to stay homein thefirst place,
unfortunately."

Hislipstwisted in asour smile. "Perhaps next time their fear will haveimproved.” He scratched his
beard. It was not the reddish dark of hishair, but lighter, shot with gray. "Y our first battle, Sera?’

"Of thissort, yes." Shetied off thelast strip and yanked the knot tight.
"Thank you for jostling the fellow with the crossbow. A timely blow, that.”

He'd noticed? Five gods. She'd thought him fully occupied. "Y ou are most welcome.”



"Y ou keep your wits about you, | see”

"I know." She glanced up at his surprised snort. She said unsteedily, "If you aretoo kind to me, | shall
start to weep, and then we shall be undone.”

He looked alittle taken aback, but then nodded. "Cruel lady, to forbid meto be kind! So it shall be. We
must ride now, to asafer placeto lie up. Swiftly and with care, for | think yours were not the only
stragglersand survivors. | hope we may meet with some of my own, first."

He frowned around. "I'll send them back to collect these, and their horses.”

She glanced at the silent scene. The bodieslay sprawled; none of the weary horses had wandered far.
The shrieking visons had faded atogether—she did not say,thank the gods —but the ravine ill seemed
to reverberate with woe. She couldn't wait to escapeit.

He helped her to her feet; she nodded gratefully. With every minute of rest, her body seemed to be
seizing up. Much more, and she wouldn't be ableto walkor ride.

Or mount. His attempt to give her aleg up failed when she gasped with pain; then he smply took her
about the waist and lifted her. She wasn't atdl woman, but neither was she the willow-whip sheld been
at eighteen. Unfair—the man had to be as old as she was, but his strength was clearly unimpaired by
whatever years had grayed his beard. Of course, patrolling these marches, he would be in constant
training. He sivung up on hisown tall horse with easy grace. Istathought the beautiful dark-dappled
anima must be of the same breed as Lisssleggy bay, lean-muscled and bred to speed and endurance.

Heled the way to the riverbed and turned upstiream. She could see his own horse's printsin the gravel
and sand, coming down, but, reassuringly, no others. After afew minutes ride, the prints turned to—or
rather, from—the thin woods lining the river. The two of them continued on beside the flowing water. Her
tired horse's steps were short and giff; only the presence of the other horse, she thought, kept it moving.
Just like me.

She studied her rescuer in this better light. Like his horse and sword, the rest of his gear was of the finest
qudlity, but forbore gaudy jeweled studs or metdlic inlay. Not apoor officer, then, but serious about his
business. To survive twenty years on thisfrontier, as his beard and the weathering of hisface suggested
he must have, aman had to be paying close attention to what he was doing.

That face drew her eyes. Not aboy'sface, fresh and full-blooded like Ferda's or Foix's, nor an aging
man'sface, sagging like dy Ferrgj's, but afacein the full strength of its maturity. Perfectly balanced on the
apogee of itslife. Pale, though, for al his obvious vigor. Perhaps the past winter in Caribastos had been
unusudly dreary.

A sunning first impression was not the samething aslove a first Sght. But surdly it was an invitation to
consider the matter.

What of her and love, after all? At eighteen, she had been lifted up by Lord dy Lutez into the bright,
easy, poisoned triumph of her high marriage to Royalas. It had spirded down into the long, dark fog of
her widowhood and the curse, blighting mind and heart both. The entire center of her lifewasa
blackened waste, itslong years not to be recovered nor replaced. Sheld had neither the life nor the
learning from it that other women her age could be assumed to possess.



For dl the relentlessidedism surrounding virginity, fidelity, and cdlibacy—for women—Istahad known
plenty of ladies of rank in las's court who had taken lovers, openly or in secret. She had only the vaguest
idea how they'd gone about it. Such carryings-on hadn't happened in the Dowager Provincara's minor
court in Vaenda, of course; the old lady had held neither tolerance for the nonsense nor, indeed, kept
any such nonsensical young persons about her, with the sole exception of her embarrassng mad daughter
Ista. In Istas two trips to Cardegoss since the destruction of the curse, in the old Provincarastrain for
Isdlle's coronation and to vist little Isaralast autumn, she had fairly waded through courtiers, to be sure.
But it had seemed to her that she'd read not desire, but merely avaricein their eyes. They'd wanted the
royinasfavors, not Istaslove. Not that Istafelt love. Isafelt nothing, on the whole, she decided.

The past three days of numb terror excepted, perhaps. Y et even that fear had seemed to lie on the other
Sde of some sheet of glass, in her mind.

Still—she glanced sideways—he was a striking man. For an hour yet, she might still be modest Istady
Ajelo, who could dream of love with a handsome officer. When the ride was done, the dream would be
over.

"You aevery dlent, lady."

Ista cleared her throat. "My wits were wandering. | am stupid with fatigue, | expect.” They had not
reached safety yet, but when they did, sheimagined shewould fal like atree. Y ou must have been up dl
night aswell, preparing that most splendid reception.”

He smiled at that, but said only, "1 have little need of deep, these days. I'll take some rest a noon."”

Hiseyes, returning her study, disturbed her with their concentration. He looked as though she presented
some deep quandary or puzzle to him. She looked away, discomfited, and so wasfirst to spot the object
floating down the stream.

"A body." She nodded toward it. "Is this the same river my Jokonan column was riding down, then?

"Yes, it curvesaround here..." Heforced his horse out into the rippling water, belly deep, leaned over,
and grabbed the corpse by the arm to drag it doshing up on the sand. It was not clad in Daughter's blue,
Istasaw with relief. Just another ill-fated young soldier, who would grow no older now.

The officer grimaced down at it. "L ead scout, it appears. I'm tempted to leave him to ride theriver as
courier down to Jokona. But there will doubtless be others, more voluble, to carry the news. There
aways are. He can be collected with the rest." He abandoned the sodden thing and clucked his horse
onward. "Their column had to turn thisway, to avoid both the stronghold of Oby and the screen of
Cadtle Porifors. Which was originally designed to look south, not north, after al. Better they should have
split up and crept past usin twos and threes; they'd have lost some that way, but not al. They weretoo
tempted by the shortest route.”

"And the surest, if they knew the river went to Jokona. They seemed to have trouble with their
directions. | don't think thisline of retreat wasin their origina plan.”

His eye glinted with satisfaction. "My b . . . best advisor dways said it must be so, in such acase. He
was right as usua. We camped upon thisriver last night, therefore, and took our ease while the Jokonans
ddivered themsalvesto us. Well, except for our scouts, who wore out afew horses keeping contact.”

"Isit much farther to your camp? | think this poor horseisamost done.” Her anima seemed to sumble



every five geps. "Itismy own, and | don't wish to lameit worse."

"Y es, we could almost have tracked these Jokonans just by the ruined horses they abandoned in their
wake." He shook hishead in soldierly censure. His own eegant mount, for dl its hard use that morning,
appeared superbly cared for. A dight smileflitted acrosshisface. "L et usby al meansreieve your
horse.”

He shifted his horse up to her side, dropped hisreins on itswithers, reached across, plucked her from
her saddle, and balanced her sideways upon hislap; Ista choked back an undignified yelp of protest. He
did not follow up this startling move with any attempt to sted akiss or other shameessfamiliarity, but
merely reached around her to take up hisreins with one hand and catch up her horse'sreinsto tow it
aong with the other. Leaving her to wind her arms aroundhim for security. Gingerly, she did so.

His cool strength was amaost shocking, in this proximity. He did not reek of dried swest, as she had
expected—she had no doubt she stank worse hersdlf, just now. The congealing blood, stiffening in dark
patches on his gray tabard, had little odor asyet, for al that achill of desth seemed to hang about him.
Sherested in the curve of hisarm away from the dampest Sains, intensaly conscious of the weight of her
thighs across his. She had not relaxed in the circle of aman'sarmsfor ... for aslong as she could
remember, and she did not do so now. Limp exhaustion was not the same thing as relaxation.

He dropped hisface to the top of her head; it ssemed to her that he inhaed the scent of her hair. She
trembled dightly.

He murmured in avoice of concern, "Now, I'm only being kind to your horse, mind you."

Ista snorted softly, and felt his body's tenson dacken atrifle at the reassurance of her haf laugh. It was
wonderful to imagine letting go one's guard, if only for amoment. To pretend that safety was something
another could give asadgift. It could only be for afew more moments, he would certainly not have
blocked his sword arm with her in thisway if they weren't nearly within sight of his camp. But
presumably, aslong as she pretended, so would he. So she clung, and let herself be rocked along, her
eydidsdrooping.

Hoofbeats on gravel, a shout; she knew it was friends before she even looked up, for no new tautness
flowed into his easy embrace. Your dream is done. Time to wake up. She Sghed.

"My lord!" cried ahorseman. One of atrio in gray tabards, she saw through her eyelashes, trotting down
the river's sde in the sunny mid-morning. The mail-clad soldiers broke into a canter and pulled up around
them in alaughing mob. ™Y ou have her!" the spesker continued. "1 might have known."

Her rescuer's voi ce was amused, and possibly atrifle smug. "'l should think you might.”

She considered the heroic picture they presented atop the dappled warhorse, and what afine show it
made for thislord's men. It would be gossiped about tonight in histroop, no doubt. And so a commander
maintained his mystique—she did not begrudge him the calculation, if calculation it was. If, asaman, he
had aso obtained some bonus of pleasure from this courtly cuddle of her exhausted self, well, she could
not begrudge that either.

The men vented a spate of brief reports: of prisoners taken, of the area secured, of wounded treated or
trangported to the nearest town in carts, of bodies counted.

"We're not done rounding up al who fled, then," said their commander. "Though | begin to doubt the



accuracy of our darmsfrom my Lord dy Tolnoxo. We seem to have only ninety Jokonans to account
for, not two hundred as he claimed. Y ou'll find five more dead ones downstream. Onethat | pulled from
the stream about three miles down, | think must have fallen when wefirst struck their van. Four more
near the mouth of aravineamile or so farther, where | caught up with them attempting to make off with
this lady. Take some men and collect them and their horses and gear, and put them with the rest, to be
listed." Hetossed thereins of Ista's horse to one of the men. " See carefully to this beast—it belongsto
the Sera, here. Bring its gear to my tent. I'll be found there for alittle. Have any who wereinvolved in
delivering the captives from the baggage train report to me at once. I'll ride to inspect the wounded and
prisonersin the afternoon.”

Istaroused hersdlf to ask the soldier, "There were some men of the Daughter's Order, taken prisoner by
the Jokonans—are they safe?’

"Yes, | saw severd such.”
"How many?" she asked urgently.
"l don't know exactly, my lady—there are somein the camp.” Hejerked his head upstream.

"Y ou shdl be reunited with them in amoment, and have dl their accounts of the morning's business,” her
rescuer soothed her. He exchanged sal utes with his men, and they all departed in their several new
directions.

"Whose are these excdllent soldiers?' asked |sta

"Mine, happily," hereplied. "Ah, my apologies, | falled to introduce mysdlf fully in dl my haste. Arhysdy
Lutez, March of Porifors, at your service, Sera. Cagtle Porifors guards al the sharp point of Chalion
between Jokona and lbra, and its men are the honed edge of that blade. Five gods be thanked, a
somewhat easer task now that Ibraismade dl peaceful inthe Royinalsdlesams.”

Shefrozein hisgentlegrip. "Dy Lutez?' she repeated, aghast. "Areyou any relationto ... 7'

He stiffened in turn; his cheerful amiability cooled. But his suddenly studied voice remained light. "The
great chancdllor and traitor, Arvol dy Lutez? My father."

Hewas not ether of dy Lutez'stwo principa heirs, sons of the chancdllor'sfirst marriage who had trailed
after him at court in Istastime. The famous courtier's three acknowledged bastards had dl been girls,
disposed to high and lucrative marriages long ago. Dy L utez had been twice awidower by thetime Ista
had first met him, his second wife aready a decade dead. This Arhys must be a son of that second wife,
then. The onewhom dy L utez, in the prime of his manhood, had abandoned at her country estates so that
he might go haring off after las, a court or in the field, unimpeded. A northern heiress, yes, Istarecdled
that much.

Hisvoice went alittle harsh. "Does it startle you that atraitor's son serves Chalion well ?*
"Not at all." Sheturned her eyes up to trace the bones of hisface, so closeto her view. Arhys must take
something in hisfine chin and straight nose from his mother, but the appalling energy of themanwasal dy

Lutez. "Hewasagrest man. You have. . . something of thelook of him."

His brows shot up; he turned his head around to ook at her in an entirely new way, amuffled, eager
urgency. She had not redlized how masked he was, until it dipped. "Truly?Y ou once met him? To look



a?l
"What, had not you?"

"Not to remember. My mother had apainting, but it was bad." He frowned. "l was dmost old enough to
be brought to court at Cardegoss, when he ... died. was old enough. But. . . perhapsit was better so."
The eagerness cloaked itself, settled back to its secret lair. Hisbrief smile wasfaintly embarrassed. A
mature man of forty, pretending not to care for the grief of ayoung man of twenty. Istatook back her
belief in her own numbness, for thisinadvertent flash of self-revelation wrenched like aknifein her
somach.

They rounded abend in theriver to discover itsinward curve lapping a meadow edged with woods. The
grasswas trampled and littered with the detritus of a camp haf-struck, dead campfires and scattered
gear. At distant horse lines strung between trees, afew men saddled up mounts or tied baggage to mules.
Men packed, men sat, afew men dept on blankets or on the bare ground. Some officers tents sheltered
beneath agrove on the meadow's far side.

A dozen men rushed dy L utez as soon as he came in view, cheering, shouting greetings and questions,
pelting him with news and demanding orders. A familiar figurein blueran stiffly in their wake.

"Ah! Ah! Sheisgpared!" Ferdady Guracried joyoudy. "We are spared!"

He looked as though he had been dragged backward through thorn scrub for about amile, dirty,
exhausted, and pale with fatigue, but hae: no bandages, no blood, limping no worse than hisown saddle
soreness and afew bruises might account for. Istals heart melted with relief.

"Royina" he cried. "Thank the gods, one and five! Praise the Daughter of Spring! | was surethe
Jokonans had snatched you away at thelast! I've dl who can till ride out with the march of Poriforss
men, searching for you—"

"Our company, Ferda—were any hurt?" Ista struggled upright, a hand upon the march'sarm, as Ferda
pushed hisway up to the dappled horse's shoulder.

Heran ahand through his sweat-tiff hair. "Onewas hit in the thigh by aquarrel from the march's men,
bad luck, one had hisleg broken when hishorse fell on him. | set two to tend them, while we wait for the
physiciansto get free of the worse hurt fellows. Therest are aswell as might be. Me, too, now that my
heart isn't being plowed through the dirt in terror for you."

Arhysdy Lutez had grown till as stone, benesth her. "Royina?" he echoed.” This is Dowager Royina
Eere

Ferdalooked up, grinning. "Aye, Sr?If you are her rescuer, | shal kissyour hands and feet! Wewerein
agony when we counted the women captives and found her gone."

The march stared at |sta as though she had transmuted into some startling creature of myth before his
eyes.Perhaps | have. Which of the severa versions of the death of hisfather at Royalass hands had he
heard? Which liedid he believe true?

"My apologies, March," said Ista, with acrigopness she did not fedl. "The Serady Ajelo was my chosen
incognito, for humility's sake on my pilgrimage, but for safety's sake thereafter.” Not that it had worked.
"But now | am delivered by your bravery, | can dareto belstady Chaion once more."



"Wdl," he said after amoment. "Dy Tolnoxo wasn't wrong about everything after al. What asurprise.”

She glanced up through her lashes. The mask was back, now, tied tight. The march let her down very
carefully into Ferdas upreaching arms.

CHAPTER NINE

ISTA CLUNG TO FERDA'S ELBOW AS HE ESCORTED HER ACROSS THE trampled
greensward and poured out an excited account of the dawn's battle as withessed from somewhat farther
forward in the column. She did not follow one sentence in three, though she gathered he was greetly
enamored of Arhysdy Lutez'swarcraft. The meadow wavered before her gaze. Her head seemed
poorly attached, and not dways the same size. Hereyes throbbed, and asfor her legs. . .

"Ferda," sheinterrupted gently.

"Yes, Royina?'

"l want... apiece of bread and a bedroll."

"Thisrough camp isno place for your repose—"

"Any bread. Any bedroll.”

"There may be some women | can find for your attendants, but they are not what you are used to—"
"Y our bedroll would do."

"Royina, I—"

"If you do not give me abedrall a once, | am going to sit down on the ground right here and start to cry.
Now."

Thisthreat, ddivered in adead level tone, seemed to get through at last; at least, he stopped worrying
about dl the things he thought she ought to have, that weren't here, and provided what she asked for,
which was. Heled her to the officers tents by the trees, picked one apparently at random, poked his
head insde, and ushered her within. It was stuffy and warm, and smelled of mildew, strange men, legther,
horses, and ail for blades and mail. There was a bedroll. Shelay down on it, boots, bloody skirts, and
al.

Ferdareturned in afew minutes with apiece of brown bread. She held up one hand and gave avague
wave; he pressed the morsdl into it. She gnawed it deepily. When the tent's owner returned . .. someone
else could ded with him. Foix could have convinced him that this blatant theft was an honor to be
devoutly treasured, she had no doubt. Ferdamight do amost aswell. She was worried about Foix and
dy Cabon. Werethey still afoot in the wilderness? Liss had clearly escaped and reached Maradi, but
what had she done after that? Had they found each other yet? And . . . and . . .

* * *

SHE PULLED OPEN GLUEY EYESAND STARED UPWARD. POINTS OF light leaked through



the tent fabric's rough weave, winking as afaint breeze moved the leaves overhead. Her body felt beaten,
and her head ached. A haf-chewed morsdl of bread lay where it had fallen from her hand. Afternoon?
By the evidence of thelight and her bladder, no later. An apprehensive female voice whispered, "Lady?
Areyou awake?' She groaned and rolled over to find that Ferda, or someone, had found attendants for
her after al. Two rough-looking camp followers and a clean woman in the Mother's green of amedical
acolyte awaited her wakening. The acolyte, it transpired, had been conscripted from the nearest town by
one of the march's couriers. They shortly proved to have more practica skills among them than the whole
troop of highborn ladies back in Vaendawho had formerly plagued Istawith their services.

Fully haf of her own clothes had been retrieved from the Roknari spoils, presumably by Ferda or one of
hismen, and set in apile on the opposite bedroll. Abundant wash water, tooth-sticks and astringent herb
paste, medications and new bandages, athorough brushing and replaiting of her ferd hair, nearly clean
garments—when Istalimped from the tent into the early-evening light on the acolytesarm, she felt, if not
royd, at least womanly again.

The camp was quiet, though not deserted; smal groups of men came and went on mysterious post battle
errands. No one, it appeared, wished to load her aboard another horse at once, which saved her afit of
hysterics for which she had no stamina. She could only be grateful. Some cleaned-up, if
exhausted-looking, men of her guard now had their own campfirein the grove, and had borrowed camp
followers. Shewasinvited to a seat upon an upturned log, hastily chopped into the form of achair and
thoughtfully padded with folded blankets. Upon this makeshift throne sheidly watched adinner being
prepared for her company. She dispatched the acolyte to offer her medical servicesto any of her men
who might gtill have unattended hurts; the woman returned hearteningly soon. At length, Ferda appeared.
He, too, seemed to have snatched some deep, to Istasreief, although clearly not enough.

Asaromatic smoke rose from the fire, Arhysdy Lutez rode in accompanied by a dozen officersand
guards. He approached her and offered a bow that would not have been out of place in anoble's palace
in Cardegoss. Heinquired politely after her treatment, accepting her assurances of its excellence rather
doubtfully.

"In Cardegoss, in the summer, the court ladies frequently made picnicsin the forest, and pretended to
rustic delights,”" shetold him. "1t was quite fashionable to dine upon atapestry soread under agrove much
likethis, in weather equally fine." Minus the wounded men and strewn battle gear, granted.

He smiled. "I hope we may soon do better by you. | have afew mattersto attend to here, and reportsto
digpatch to my lord the provincar of Caribastos. But by tomorrow morning our road should be safe and
clear of Jokonan stragglers. It ismy desire and honor to welcome you to the hospitdity of Castle
Porifors, until your hurts and weariness are healed and your men restored, and then to lend you escort
whereyou will."

Her lips pursed, consdering this. She fdlt the solicitous weight of his stare upon her. "Is Poriforsthe
closest haven”?'

"It isthe strongest hold. There are villages and townsthet lie closer, but their walls are lesser, and they
are, frankly but humble places. A haf aday's ride more for you, no worse, and that in easy stages, |
promise. And"'—asmileflickered across hislips, aflash of charm and warmth—"I confess, it ismy home;
| should be pleased and proud to show it to you."

Istaignored her heart, melting like wax in acandle flame. Y et taking up his society must lead to further
gpeech with him, which must lead to ... what? Ferda, she noticed, was watching her with fervent hope.
The young officer-dedicat breathed an open sigh of satisfaction when she said, "Thank you, my lord. We



shdll be pleased for the rest and refuge.” She added after amoment, " Perhaps the lost members of our
company may find usthere, if wetarry atime. When you write to dy Caribastos, would you ask him to
pass the word that we seek them anxioudly, and to speed them there if—when—they are found?”

"Certanly, Royina"
Ferdawhispered to her, "And if you are lodged in a secure fortress, then | can seek them, too."
"Perhaps,” she murmured back. "L et usreachiit, firs."

At Ferda's earnest invitation, the march lingered by their fire, as the sun went down and the camp
followers, thrown on their mettle by Istasroya presence, produced a surprisingly complex medl. Ista had
not known that one could bake bread, redolent with herbs, garlic, and onions, in a pan over an openfire.
Arhys refused the food, saying he had already eaten, but accepted a mug of watered wine, or rather,
water tinted with a splash of wine.

He excused himsdf early. Ista could see the glow from the candlesin histent as he scribbled at whatever
campaign desk his servants carried aong on such forays, receiving rolls of the dead and wounded and
captured, dispatching orders and reports and |etters to be carried away in the dark by swift riders. She
saw one of the captured Jokonan tally officers marched in for along interview. When sheretired to her
purloined tent again, now cleared of its owner's gear and strewn with scented herbs, Arhysswaorking
lights till shonethrough histent walls, like alantern inthelong night.

* * *

THEIR DEPARTURE WASDELAYED IN THE MORNING BY MATTERS OF Arhysstroop and
delegations from the town where he had sent the Jokonan prisoners, which she could see annoyed him,
but at |ast the tents were folded. A fresh horse of the march's company was presented to her, a pretty
white gelding, clad in her own saddle and trappings. She had noted the young soldier who brought it to
her riding it about the meadow earlier, presumably to take its edge off and be certain it was suitablefor a
lady toride. A tired, aging lady. She would have preferred a staircase to board it, but made do with the
soldier's nervousleg up.

"I hope hewill do for you, Roying" said the young man, ducking hishead. "I picked him out mysdf. We
miss our master of horse, since he hasfalen ill—my lord triesto do two men'stasks. But dl will be easier
when we return to Porifors.”

"I'm aureit will."

It was amuch-expanded company that clambered out of the river valey and acrossthe dry countryside.
Forty horsemen in the gray tabards of Porifors rode ahead, mail-clad and armed, before Istaand Ferdas
reduced troop. A long train of baggage mules and servants followed after, then another twenty men for
rear guard. They struck atrack, then turned north upon a grester road. Scouts came and went, ahead
and dong the fringes, to exchange brief but apparently reassuring reports with Arhyssdert officers.

They settled down to asteady plod through the warm morning. At length, Arhyswon free of the
plucking demands of his command long enough to drop back and ride by her side.

He saluted her with good cheer, now that he had hislittle army headed in the preferred direction.
"Royina. | trust you dept well, and thet thislast ride is bearable?!



"Yes, I'll do. Though | believe | would mutiny &t atrot.”

He chuckled. "None shall ask it of you, then. Well rest a space at noon, and come to Poriforsin time for
arather better dinner than | could offer you last night.”

"Thenwe shdl dinevery well indeed. | look forward to it." The courtesesfell automatically from her lips.
But by thetension in his smile, he wanted more than an exchange of pleasantries.

"| fed | must gpologize for not recognizing you yesterday,” he continued. "The courier from Tolnoxo who
brought warning of the column told us awild tae that you were among the taken, but dl his reports were
very garbled. Y et when | saw the Jokonan officers hustling awoman away, | thought they might be true
after dl. Then your dias confused me anew."

"Y ou owe me no apology. | was overcautious, asit proved.”
"Not at dl. | ... never thought to meet you. In the flesh.”

"I must say, | am quite glad you did. Or | should have woken up someplace unpleasant in Jokonathis
morming.”

He smiled briefly and glanced across at Ferda, riding on Ista's other side as a contented audience to dl
this noble speech. Curiosity wrestled with dread in I stals stomach, and won. She took the hint and waved
Ferdaout of earshot. "My good dedicat, leave usalittle” With a disappointed ook, he tightened his
reins and dropped behind. She and Arhys were |eft riding together Sde by side, pearl-white horse and
charcoal-gray, an elegant picture and as nice a balance between private and proper as could likely be
obtained. Shefdt apang of londinessfor Liss, and wondered where the girl was now. Carrying on
competently, no doubt.

Arhysregarded her through dightly lidded eyes, asthough he contemplated enigmas. "'l should have
known at once. I'vefelt agravity in your presence from the moment | first saw you. And yet you did not
look like what | thought bright Ista should have been.”

If thiswas the start of some suave ddliance, she wastoo tired to ded withiit. If it was something ese. . .
shewasmuch too tired. Shefindly managed, "How did you imagine me?'

Hewaved vagudly. "Tdler. Eyes more blue. Hair more pae—honeyed gold, the court poets said.”

"Court poetsare paid to lie like fools, but yes, it was lighter in my youth. The eyes are the same. They
see more clearly now, perhaps.”

"I did not picture eyesthe color of winter rain, nor hair the shade of winter fields. | wondered if your
long grief brought you to this sad season.”

"No, | wasawaysadull dab of athing," she tossed off. He did not laugh. 1t would have helped. "I grant
you, age hasimproved nothing but my wits." And even they are suspect.

"Royina—if you can bear to—can you tell me something of my father?"
Alas, | didn't think thisinterest was all for my rain-colored, weeping eyes."What isthere to say that

al men do not know? Arval dy Lutez was good at dl things to which he turned hishand. Sword, horse,
music, verse, war, government... If his brilliance had any flaw, it wasin hisvery versatility, which stole



away the sustained effort that would ..." She cut off her words, but the thought flowed on. Dy Lutez's
many great sarts, sheredlized at this distance, had not been matched by nearly as many grest finishes.
Fragrant in the flower, green and cankered in thefruit... Yes. | should have realized it then, even then.
Or,

;I my girl's judgment was too weak, where was that of the gods, who have no such excuse?"He
wasthe ddight of every eyethat fdl upon him." Except mine.

Arhys gtared down at his horseswithers. "Not dull,”" he said after amoment. "I have seen more beautiful
women, but you anchor my eye... | cannot explainit.”

A suave courtier, she decided, would never commit the blunder of admitting the existence of women
more lovely than his current auditor, and would have gone on to explain himself at poetic length. Mere
dalliance might be dismissed with asmile. Arhyss remarks were consderably more worrisome, takenin
eanest.

He continued, "I begin to understand why my father would risk hislifefor your love."
Ista, with regret, forbore to scream. "Lord Arhys. Stop.”
He glanced across at her, startled, then redlized she did not mean hdt his horse. "Royina?'

"| see the romantic rumors penetrated al the way to Caribastos. But thereisno lapsein hisexquisite
tagte to explain away, for Arvol dy Lutez was never my lover."

Taken thoroughly aback, he digested her words for amoment. At last he offered cautioudly, "1 suppose.
.. you've no reason, now, to tell other than the truth.”

"I never told other than the truth. The clapping iron tongues of rumor and dander were not mine. | was
dlent, mostly." And any lessat fault, therefore? Hardly.

Hisforehead wrinkled as he worked this through. "Did Royalas not believe your protestations of
innocence?"

Istarubbed her brow. "I see we must back up alittle. What have you imagined to be the truth of those
fatd events, dl these years?'

Hefrowned unessily. "1 believed ... | concluded . . . my father was tortured to confess hisfault in loving
you. And when, to protect you or his honor, he would not speak, the inquisitors went too far in their
duress, and he died in accident there in the Zangre's dungeons. The charges of peculation and secret
dedlings with the roya of Brgjar were got up to cloak lass quilt, afterward. A truth tacitly admitted by las
when the dy Lutez legacy was not attaindered, asred traitors estates are, but let to flow to hisheirs."

"You are shrewd," she remarked. And about three-quarters correct. He lacked only the secret core of
the events. "Dy Lutez was very nearly as brave asthat, indeed. It isas good atae as any, and better than
His gazeflicked to her. "I have offended you, lady. My abject pardon.”

She sought better control of her tone. She desperately wanted him to know that she had not been his
father'slover. And why? What did it matter, at thislate hour? His beliefs about dy L utez, the father who,



asfar asshe could tell, had ignored him utterly, were noble and romantic, and why should she take that
heart'slone legacy from him now?

She studied histall, easy power from the corner of her eye. Well,that question answered itsdlf, didn't it?

It was pointlessto replace hisbright lie with some other lie. But to explain thetruth, in dl its dark
complexity—and complicity—could hardly advance any secret romantic dream of hers.

Perhaps, when she knew him better, she might dareto tell all.What, that his father was drowned by
my word? How well will | have to know himfor that?

Shetook along breath. "Y our father was not atraitor, in bed or out of it. He was as courageous and
noble aman as ever served Chdion. It took atask beyond al human fortitude to break him." Failure, at
the sticking point. Failure wasn't treason, even if therubbleit |eft in its wake was every bit asdire.

"Lady, you bewilder me."

Her nerve broke.Even as dy Lutezs did, aye? "It isa dtate secret, and las died before ever releasing
me from my sworn silence. | promised | would never tell aliving soul. | can say no more, except to
assure you that you need bear your father's name with no shame.”

"Oh," he echoed, his brows drawing down. "A state secret. Oh."

And the poor manaccepted that, dear gods. She wanted to shriek.Gods, why have you brought me
here? Have | not been punished enough? Does this amuse you?

She spoke with alightness she did not fedl. "But enough of the dead past. Tell me of the breathing now.
Tel memore about yourself." A conversationd gambit that should serve for therest of their ride; she
would not haveto bestir herself for more than an occasiond noise of interest, if he waslike most courtiers
she had known.

He shrugged. "Theré's not that much to tell. | was born in this province, and have lived hereal my life. |
have ridden in its defense since boyhood. My mother died when we—when | was about twelve. | was
raised by her faithful—by other reatives, and brought up to a soldier's trade by need. Porifors actually
came to me through my mother, confirmed to me by the provincar when | grew old enough to hold it. My
father's great possessions went mostly to hiselder family, though afew estates here in Caribastos came
to me by the sheer logic of it—I believe there was some trading among the executors, but it was all over
my head a thetime." Hefdl slent.

Finished, apparently. Hisfather, brilliant raconteur as he had been, could have held atable enthralled for
an evening with no more encouragement than that.

He stared around, squinting into the sharp-edged northern light, and added one codicil. "I love thisland.
| would know every mile of it in the dark."

Shefollowed his eye around the horizon. The mountains had dwindled away atogether, into awide,
rolling country, open to the bright sky. It was warm enough for olive groves, shining silver-green largesse
scattered here and there across the long dopes. A few walled villages sat like light-gilded toys at the
edges of sght. In this peaceful day, yokes of oxen plowed far valeys. A tal whed groanedina
watercoursg, its voice softened by distance, lifting moisture to irrigate the garden plots and rows of vines
embroidered upon the lower and more fertile ground. Along the heights, the gray bones of the world



poked through the thinner soil, soaking in the sun like old men on aplaza bench.

I think you left some hard turns out of your tale, too.But that last remark had the weight and density
of atruth too large to be denied. How like aman, to change from mask to mask like a player, concedling
al intention, yet leave his heart out on the table, carelesdy, unregarded, for dl to behold.

A scout rode up and greeted his commander with adeferential salute. Arhysrode aside for amoment to
confer with him, then blinked up at the sun and frowned. "Royina, | must attend to afew things. | ook
forward to further pleasurein your company.” With agrave nod he excused himself from Istals side.

Ferdareturned, smiling in reasonably well-suppressed curiosity. In afew minutes, some of the baggage
mules and servants were sent trotting on ahead, escorted by half a dozen armed outriders. In afew more
miles, the road curved into along shalow valey, green and slver with treesand vines. A walled village
sheltered there by the little watercourse. In the olive grove near the stream, the servants were setting up a
couple of tents, garting afire, and assembling food.

Lord Arhys, Ista, Ferda's company, and about a dozen guardsmen turned aside into the grove. The rest
of the baggage train and soldiers rode on without looking back.

Istasmiled gratefully as Ferda helped her down from her white horse. The young soldier reappeared to
whisk it away to be watered and cared for, and another invited Ista, on Ferdas arm, to the shade of an
ancient olive tree while her luncheon was prepared. They had made her a seat with saddles, rugs, and
folded blankets soft enough to ease even her tired limbs. With his own hands Lord Arhys brought her a
mug of watered wine, then quaffed down another, again more water than wine.

Hewiped his mouth and handed off the mug to ahovering servant. "Roying, | must take alittlerest. My
people should supply dl your wants. The other tent isfor you, should you wish to retire.”

"Oh. Thank you. This pleasant shade will do for now, though." They were both modest officers tents,
quick to pitch and fold; hislarger command tent had evidently been sent on with the baggage train.

He bowed and trod away, to duck into histent and disappear. Small wonder he seized the quiet hour if,
as Istasuspected, hed been up al night for two nights running. His servant followed himiin, then
reemerged afew minuteslater to St down cross-legged before the closed flap.

The acolyte, her temporary handmaiden, inquired into her needs, which were few, and disposed herself
besdelstain the shade. Ista encouraged her to idle conversation, learning much of loca village life by the
way. The camp followers brought her food, watched anxioudy as she ateit, and looked relieved and
elated when she smiled and thanked them.

Thisvillage was too small to support atemple, but learning that a shrine to the Daughter Hersalf sood in
the village square by itsfountain, Ferda and his remaining men went off after eating to give thanksthere
for their late deliverance. Istabid them go with her goodwill, feging no need to find some specid placeto
seek the gods; they seemed to presson her in al places, at al times, equaly. Someplace they were
guaranteed tonot be, now that might be worth a pilgrimage. She haf dozed in the quiet, bleached
afternoon. The acolyte curled up on the blankets by her sidein frank deep. Her snore was quite ladylike,
morelike aloudly purring cat.

Istareadjusted a blanket and |eaned against the bark of the tree. The gnarled bole must be five hundred
yearsold. Had thisvillage stood here that long? It seemed so. Chaionese, Ibran, a number of Roknari
principalities, Chalionese again ... its masters had passed over it like tides across astrand, and yet still it



remained, and carried on. For the first timein days Ista could feel her body start to redly relax, in the
safety of thiscam hour, in the continuity of centuries. She dlowed her eyesto close, just for alittle.

Her thoughts grew formless, drifting on the edge of dreams. Something about running about the castle of
Vaenda, or possbly the Zangre, and arguing about clothesthat did not fit. Flying birds. A chamber ina
cadle, candldit.

Arhyssface, crumpled in dismay. His mouth opened in an O of shock, his hands reaching out in horror
as he stumbled forward. He uttered a hoarse noise, between agrunt and acry, rising to awail of woe.

Istashot awake, her breath drawing in, the cry still seeming to ring in her ears. She sat up and stared
around, her heart beating rapidly. The acolyte dept on. Some men sat in the shade across the grove near
the horse lines, playing at agame of cards. Others dept. No one e se seemed to have heard the shocking
sound; no heads turned toward Arhysstent. The servant was gone from his place beforeits entrance.

It wasadream. .. wasn't it?And yet it had too much dengity, too much clarity; it sood out from the
mind-waverings that had preceded it like astone in a stream. She forced hersdlf to lean back again, but
her ease did not return. Tight bands seemed to circle her chest, congtricting her breeth.

Very quietly, she put out ahand and rose to her feet. No one was watching her just now. She dipped
across the few yards of sunlight between her tree and the next, and back into the shade. She paused a
the tent door. If he was adeep, what excuse would she give for waking him? If awake and, say, dressing,
what reason for barging in upon his privacy?

| must know.

Istalifted the tent flap and stepped insde, her eyes adjusting to the shadows. The tent's pale fabric, thin
enough that she could see the narrow shadows of the olive leaves moving on the roof, glowed with the
light outside, which glinted aso through half ahundred pinholes.

"Lord Arhys? Lord Arhys, | ..." Her whisper died.

Arhysstunic and boots were folded on ablanket on theright. He lay face up on alow camp cot on her
|eft, covered only with alight linen sheet, his head near the door. A thin braid of gray-and-black cloth
was bound about his upper arm, next to the skin, marking some private prayer to the Father of Winter.

Hislidswere closed, gray. He was unmoving, flesh pae and trand ucent aswax. Leaking through the
linen over hisleft breast, a splotch of bright red burned.

I stals breath stopped, choking her scream. She dropped to her knees beside the cot. Five gods, heis
assassinated! But how? No one had entered this tent since the servant had come out. Had the servant
fatally betrayed his master? Was he some Roknari spy? Her trembling hand flicked back the shest.

The wound benegath his|eft breast gaped like asmall, dark mouth. Blood oozed dowly from it. A dagger
thrust, perhaps, angled up into the heart. Does he yet live? She pressed her hand to that mouth and felt
its sticky kiss upon her palm, desperate for some thump or flutter to show his heart yet beat. She couldn't
tell. Dare shelay her ear to hischest?

A hideousflash of memory burned through her mind's eye, of her long, lean dream-man, and thered tide
of blood welling up between her fingersin aflood. She snatched her hand away.



I have seen this wound before. She could fed her own pulse racing, beating in her neck and face,
drumming in her ears. Her head fdlt stuffed with cotton batting.

It was the right wound, she would sweer to it, exact in every detail. But it was on the wrong man.
Gods, gods, gods, what isthisterror?

Even as shewatched, hislips parted. His bare chest rose in along inhalation. Starting from the edges,
the wound dowly pressed closed, the dark dit paling, tightening. Smoothing. In amoment, it wasonly a
faint pink scar ringed by adrying dapple of maroon. He exhded in alight moan, irring.

Ista scrambled to her feet, her right hand clenching around its stickiness. With a breathless stride, she
dipped through the tent flap and stood blinking in the afternoon. Her face felt bloodless. The shaded
grove seemed to spin before her eyes. She walked quickly around to the back of the tent, sheltering
between it and the great, thick olive bole, out of view for amoment while she caught her breath. She
heard the cot creak, movement on the other side of those opaque fabric walls, asigh. She opened her
right palm and stared down at the carmine smear acrossit.

| do not understand.

In another minute or two, she fdt she could walk again without sstumbling, bresthe without screaming,
and hold her face still and closed. She made her way back to her seat and plunked down. The acolyte
dtirred and sat up. "Royina? Oh, isit timeto ride on aready?"

"| think s0," said Ista. Her voice, she was pleased to note, came out without tremor or upward dide.
"Lord Arhysarises... | see”

He pushed the flap aside and stepped out; he had to bend his head to do so. He had his boots on again.
He gsraightened, hisfingersfastening the last frog of histunic. His unstained, unpierced tunic. He
dtretched, and scratched his beard, and smiled around, the very picture of aman arising from arefreshing
post-luncheon nap. Except that he had eaten nothing . . .

His servant scurried back, to help him pull tabard and sword baldric over hishead. Thelittle man
supplied alight gray linen vest-cloak aswell, elaborately embroidered with gold thread on the margins,
and adjusted the hang to a pleasantly lordly swing about Arhyss calves. A lazy-voiced order or two sent
his people to work making their caval cade ready for the road once more.

The acolyte rose to gather her things and pack them away. Ferda passed by, heading for the horse lines.
|sta softly called himto her sde.

She stlared away. In adeliberately uninflected voice, she said to him, "Ferda. Look into my right palm
and tdl mewhat you see."

He bent over her hand, straightened. "Blood! My lady, did you take an injury? I'll fetch the acolyte—"
"Thank you, I am unhurt. | merely wished to know ... if you saw what | saw. That'sdl. Carry on,
please.” Shewiped her hand upon the blankets and extended her other arm for him to help her to her
feet. She added after amoment, "Do not speak of this."

Hislips pursed in puzzlement, but he saluted and continued on hisway.



The second portion of the ride was much shorter than Ista had expected, amere five miles or so up over
the next ridge and into asomewhat wider watercourse. The road switched back and forth afew times,
angling down the steep dope, then ran beside the little river. Arhys moved up and down aong the
column, but fetched up toward the end by her side and Ferdas. "L ook, there." He pointed ahead, an
expansve wave. "Cadtle Porifors.”

Another walled village, much larger than the lagt, nestled by the stream at the foot of atall rocky

outcrop. Along the outcrop's crown, commanding along view of the valey, anirregular array of
rectangular wallsloomed, broken only sparingly by round towers. The blank walls, pierced by arrow dits
and capped by crendllations, were of fine-cut stone, paest gold in theliquid light. Elaborate twining
carvings, running in bands of contrasting bright white stone around the walls, marked it asthe best
Roknari masonry work of afew generations back, when Porifors had been built to guard Jokona from
Chdionand lbra

Arhyss upturned face held a strange expression for amoment, drinking in the sight, at once eager and
tense, longing and reluctant. And for the briefest, lid-squeezed flash, weary beyond measure. But he then
turned to Istawith amore open smile. "Come, Royinal Were amost there.”

More of the baggage train split off at the village, and most of the soldiers. Arhysled hisremaining troop
and Ferda’s past those lesser walls and up a narrower road, single file, winding across the dope. Green
bushes clung dizzily to the rocks with roots like grasping fingers. The horses haunches bunched and
flexed, pushing them up the last bresthlessincline. Cries of greeting rang down from above, echoing off
the boulders. Had they been attackers, arrows and stones would have fallen on their headsjust as
readily.

The cava cade circled the walls and approached a drawbridge lowered over asharp naturd cleftinthe
rocks, its downward plunge adding another twenty or so free feet to thewall's height. Arhys, now at the
head of histroop, waved and gave a great whoop, then cantered his horse through the archway with a
clatter likeadrumroll.

Istafollowed at a saner pace, to find herself in what seemed a sudden other world, agarden gone amok.
The rectangular entry court was lined with big pots of blooming flowers and succulent shrubs. One open
wall was covered with an array of more pots, secured in wrought-iron rings driven into the walls,
exploding with color—rpurple, white, red, blue, searing pink—dripping with green vinestrailing down
over the pale severe stone. A second wall boasted an espaliered apricot tree, grown immense acrossit,
twining with an equally ancient aimond, both in bloom. At the far end of the court, an arcade of
harmonious stone pillars held up abacony. A ddicatdy carved staircase descended like awhite
aabagter waterfdl into the court.

A tal young woman, her face glowing with joy, fairly flew down the stairs. Black hair was braided up
from her temples, framing her rose-tinted ivory features, but was freed to ripple like flowing silk over her
shoulders. Light linens graced her dim body, and a pae green silk robe with wide gilt-edged deeves
fluttered about her, billowing like a sail as she descended. Arhysjumped from his dappled horse and
flung hisreinsto agroom barely in time to open hisarmsto the impact of her frantic, fragrant embrace.
"My lord, my lord! Five gods be praised, you are come back safel”

The young soldier had appeared at | sta's horse's head and stood ready to help her dismount, but his
head turned to mark this play with open, if tolerantly amused, envy in hiseyes.

"What an incredibly lovely young woman,”" Istasaid. "1 did not redlize Lord Arhys had adaughter.”



He managed to look back around to her, and hurried to hold her stirrup. "Oh, my lord's daughter does
not live here, Royina. . ."

She came about from her dismount, upright on her feet, as Arhys strode up to her, the young woman
dingingtohisam.

"Royinalgta," said Arhys, breathless with pride and along kiss. "May | have the pleasure and honor of
presenting to you my wife, Cattilarady Lutez, Marchess of Porifors."

The black-haired young woman dipped in acurtsey of surpassing gracefulness. "Dowager Royina. My
household is honored beyond all deserving by your presence here. | hope | may do everything possible
to make your sojourn with my lord and myself amemorable delight.”

"Five gods give you agood day, Lady of Porifors," Istachoked. "I'm sure you shal.”

CHAPTER TEN

FLANKED BY TWO SMILING LADIES-IN-WAITING, THE YOUNG marchess led Ista through
acool, dim archway under the balcony and into an inner court. Ferdaand Istals medical acolyte followed
less certainly, until gestured forward by Lord Arhys. The courtyard was graced by asmall marble pool in
the shape of adtar, itswater bright, and more pots of succulents and flowers. Lady Cattilaradarted up
the stairway to the second-floor gallery and paused to wait, staring in concern asthe acolyte helped Ista
labor upward on her sorelegs. Ferda hurried to lend hisarm. Istagrimaced in mingled gratitude and
annoyance.

Their footsteps echoed on the boards toward a corner where ashort tower loomed, until Lord Arhys
stopped abruptly. "Catti, no! Not these chambers, surely!"

Lady Cattilara paused outside the carved double doors her woman had been about to open, and smiled
back a Arhysin uncertainty. "My lord? They are the best rooms of the house—we cannot offer the
dowager royinaless"

Arhys strode to her side, lowered his voice, and said through histeeth, "Have some sense!”

"But they are swept and garnished for her—"

"No, Catti!"

Shedared up a himindismay. "I—I'm sorry, my lord. I'll . .. I'll think of something. Else.”

"Five gods, please you do," he snapped back, exasperation lesking into face and voice. With an effort,
he recovered an expression of bland welcome.

Lady Cattilaraturned, smiling giffly. "Royinalsta. Won't you . . . cometo my roomsto rest and refresh
yoursdlf before dinner? Just thisway . . ."

She eased back past them, and they al reversed direction toward asimilar set of doors on the opposite
end of the gdlery. Istafound hersdlf, briefly, next to Arhys.

"What isthe problem with the chambers?' she asked.



"Theroof legks," he growled after amoment.

Istacast alook at the bright blue, cloudliess sky. "Oh."

The men were excluded at these new doors.

"Shall | bring your things here, then, Royina?" asked Ferda.
Istaglanced apprehensively a Arhys.

"Yes, for now," he answered, apparently finding this other, if temporary, lodging more acceptable.
"Come, dy Gura, I'll show you and your men to your quarters. Y ou will wish to seeto your horses, of
course.”

"Yes, my lord. Thank you." Ferdagave Istaa parting salute and followed Arhys back down the stairs.

| sta entered the chamber past the lady-in-waiting, who had paused to hold the door open for her. The
woman smiled and bobbed a curtsey.

Istafelt an immediate sense of ease from having come at last to what were obvioudy awoman's private
quarters. A softened light filtered through el aborate | attices at the narrow windows on the far wall. Wall
hangings, and vases of cut flowers, brightened the austere whitewashed angles. A door, closed, gave
interior access to some adjoining chamber, and Istawondered if it was Arhyss. Thewalls were crowded
with chests, varioudy carved, inlaid, or ironbound; Cattilaral's women whisked away piles of clothing and
other evidences of disorder, and set afeather-stuffed cushion on one such trunk for Istato rest upon. Ista
glanced through the lattices, which gave aview onto the roof of another inner court, and settled her

aching body down gingerly.

"What a pleasant room," Istaremarked, to alay Lady Cattilaras obvious awkwardness a having her
refuge so suddenly invaded.

Cattilarasmiled in gratitude. "My household is anxious to honor you at our table, but | thought perhaps
you would wish to wash and re<t, first."

"Yes, indeed,” sad Istafervently.

The acolyte ducked a curtsey at the castl€'s chatelaine, and said firmly, "And it please you, lady, the
royina should have her dressings changed aswell."

Cattilarablinked. "Y ou are injured? My lord did not say, in hisletter ..."

"Some minor scrapes. But yes, wash and rest, before dl.” Istahad no intention of neglecting her hurts.
Her son Teidez had died, it was said, of an unattended injury upon hisleg scarcely worse than a scratch,
which had taken afebrile infection. Ista suspected complicating factors beyond the naturd; prayersthe
boy had certainly had poured upon him, but they had gone unanswered.

Lady Cattilara cast off her moment of discomfort in aflurry of activity, ordering her ladies and her maids
to these practicalities. Teaand dried fruit and bread were offered, basins and a hip bath trundled in, and
water carried up; the acolyte and Cattilara's women tended not only Ista's body but washed her hair as
well. By the time these wel come abl utions were concluded, and Istarewrapped in borrowed robes, her



hostess was quite cheerful again.

Under her direction, theladies carried in armloads of garments for Istals ingpection, and Cattilara
opened her jewel cases.

"My lord said you had lost al your belongings to the Jokonans," Cattilara said breathlesdy. "I beg you to
accept whatever of mine may pleaseyou.”

"Asmy journey wasintended asapilgrimage, | actudly carried but little, and so it was but little loss,”
sad Ista. "The gods spared me my men; al else may berepaired.”

"It sounded aterrible orded," said Cattilara. She had gasped in consternation when the acolyte had
uncovered the admittedly ugly lesons on Istals knees.

"The Jokonans had it worse, in the end, thanksto your lord and hismen.”

Cattilaraglowed with pleasure at this oblique commendation of the march. "Ishenot fine? 1 fell madly in
love with him from the first moment | saw him, riding into the gates of Oby with my father one autumn
day. My father isthe march of Oby—the greatest fortressin Caribastos, bar the provincar's own seat.”

Istaslips quirked. "I grant you, Lord Arhys on horseback makes amost striking first impression.”

Cattilaraburbled on, "He looked so splendid, but so sad. Hisfirst wife had died in childbed, oh, years
before, when hislittle daughter Livianawas born, and it was said he did not look at other women after
her. | was but fourteen. My father said | wastoo young, and it was only agirl'sinfatuation, but | proved
himwrong. Threeyearsdid | campaign with my father for my lord'sfavor, and | won such aprize!”

Indeed. "Have you been wedded long?’

"Almost four years, now." Shesmiledin pride.
"Children?'

Her facefel, and the volume of her voice. "Not yet."

"Well," sad Ista, in an effort to bridge this unexpected chasm of secret woe that flashed so plainly inthe
girl'sface, "you areindeed young ... let us see these garments.”

Istas heart sank, contemplating Cattilaras offerings. The marchessstastesran to bright, airy, fluttering
confections that doubtless flattered her tall denderness exceedingly well. Ista suspected they would make
her own short body look like adwarf dragging acurtain.

Her mouth sought less blunt excuses. "1 am ill in mourning for the recent death of my lady mother, das.
And my pilgrimage, though most ruddly interrupted by those Jokonan raiders, isfar from concluded.
Perhaps something in the colors proper to my grief ... 7'

The elder of Cattilara'sladies glanced at Istaand at the bright silks, and seemed to correctly interpret
this. Much rummaging in chests and some trips to other storage places produced at length some dresses
and robes of sterner cut and much-less-trailing hemlines, in suitable black and lilac. 1sta smiled and shook
her head at the jewe case. Cattilara contemplated the choices therein, and suddenly curtseyed and
excused hersdlf.



Istaheard her steps outsde on the gdlery turn in again dmost at once; then through thewall, a
reverberation of voices, Cattilarals and aman's. Lord Arhys had returned, evidently. Histimbre and
cadences were digtinctive. The light steps dashed back, then dowed to alady's dignity. Cattilara entered,
her lips curled up with satisfaction, and held out her hand.

Init lay arich slver mourning brooch set with amethysts and pearls.

"My lord has not very many pieces inherited from his greet father,” she said shyly, "but thisis one of
them. He'd be honored if you would choose to have it, for those past times sake."

Ista, surprised by the sight, vented ahuff of alaugh. “Indeed. | know the piece. Lord dy Lutez used to
wear it in his hat, upon occason." Royalas had given it to him—one of the least of his many gifts, which
had run to half hisroyacy beforeit al had come crashing down.

Cattilaragazed a her with eyes shining, Istawould swear, in amuted romantic glow. The marchess,
presumably, shared her husband's heroic theories about hisfather'sfall. Isawas ill not sureif Arhys had
believed her denid of asexud involvement with a man whose reputation as alover had been scarcely less
famous than his reputation asasoldier, or if hed merely acceded to her story for courtesy's sake. Did he
imagine her ill in mourning for dy Lutez? For las? For lost love of whatever object? The brooch was an
ambiguous message, if messageit was.

Arhyss flesh beneath her hand, as she had touched that misplaced wound, had been stiff and cool as
wax. And yet he had risen, walked and rode, talked, kissed hiswife, laughed or growled as grumpily as
any breathing husband might. Ista might have convinced hersdf by now that shed had ahalucination, or
adream, but for Ferdas witness to the materid redlity of the blood on her pam.

Istawrapped her hand around the mystery of hisintentions, and said, " Thank you, and thank your lord
for me"

Cattilaralooked immensely pleased with hersdlf.

Istawas laid down upon Lady Cattilara's bed with her still-damp hair spread out on alinen towel, under
the guard of the acolyte on astool across the chamber. Cattilara swept her ladies out before her and |eft
her honored guest to rest until the evening meal was served. Probably, Istathought, to dash off and
overseeits preparation. In the quiet of the dim chamber, exhaustion and theimmense relief of clean skin
and clothing lent | sta a sensation—illus on?—of having come to sanctuary at last. Her headache could
just be atouch of fever from her soresand her nightmareride. . . despite the lingering hum of tenson on
the edge of her nerves, her eyelids drooped.

At acool breath on her cheek, they opened again in irritation. No surprise that this castle had
ghosts—all old fortresses did—nor that they emerged to investigate avisitor . . . Sherolled onto her sde.
A faint white blob floated in her vison. As she stared, dismayed and frowning, two more dipped out of
thewallsand collected with it, asif drawn to her warmth. Ancient spirits, these, formless and decayed to
near oblivion. Merciful oblivion. Her lips drew back in afierce frown. "Be gone, sundered,” she
whispered. "1 can do nothing for you." A swipe of her hand scattered the shapes like fog, and they
dispersed from her inner sight. No mirror would reflect these visions, no companion share them.

"Royina?" the acolyte's voice camein adozy murmur.

"Nothing," said Ista. "I dream.”



No dream, that, but her inner vison grown clear again. Undesired, unwelcomed, resented. And yet . . .
she was cometo avery murky place, in this bright afternoon. Perhaps she was going to need such clarity.

The gods give no gifts without hooks embedded.

Remembering her vivid, disturbing dream from earlier, Isahardly dared alow hersdf to drop off again.
She haf dozed for the turning of aglass, until Cattilaraand her ladies cameto collect her again.

The senior lady-in-waiting dressed I sta's hair in what was obvioudy an accustomed style, braided back
from her face and faling loose behind. On Cattilara, the fall made fascinating ripples; |sta suspected her
own dun mop, snarling at her nape, had more the effect of amat of scouring weed. But alavender linen
shift, with ablack silk over robe pinned together beneath her breasts by the mourning brooch, made a
suitably dignified display. Display, she wasfairly certain, would be her next task.

Summer's heat came early to this northern province. The tables had been set up in the court, and the
med timed for when the westering sun dropped bel ow the roofline, the advancing shadow sparing the
dinersthelight's hammering. The head table, at the court'sfar end, faced the star fountain, and two other
longer onesran perpendicular toit.

Istafound herself set at Lord Arhyssright hand, with Lady Cattilaraon her other sde. If Arhys had
been stunning in mail and leather, splashed with blood, he was devastating in acourtier's garb of gray
touched with gold, and splashed with verbena. He smiled warmly. Istas heart turned over; she gathered
the shreds of her reserve and returned cooler greetings, then forced hersdlf to look away from him.

Ferda was given an honored place beyond the marchess. An ederly gentleman in the robes of a Temple
divine was sested one space over from Lord Arhyss|eft hand. One of Arhys's senior officers began to
approach them, but halted at the two fingers Lord Arhys held up above the empty seat, nodded
understanding, and went to take a place at one of the lesser tables.

Lady Cattilara, watching this, leaned behind Istato murmur to her husband, "My lord. With these
honored guests, surely tonight we should use the place.”

Arhysseyesdarkened. "Tonight least of dl, then." His brows bent at her in ascowl; one finger touched
hislips. Inwarning?

Cattilara settled back, her mouth taut. She twitched it back into asmile for Istals sake, and addressed a
politetrividity to Ferda. Istawas pleased to see the remainder of Ferda's company, refreshed and
washed and lent clean clothes, scattered aong the other tables. Arhyss officers and Cattilarals women
and afew habituesin Temple dress made up the rest. Important citizens from the town at the castl€'s feet
would doubtless be paraded before Ista at ensuing medls.

The dderly divine shuffled to hisfeet and quavered the prayers. of thanksgiving for the previous day's
victory and marvelous rescue of the royina, of supplication for the healing of the wounded, of blessing
upon the med about to be served. He continued with some specid if dightly vague referenceto the
Steadfastness of Ferdaand his men, in this the Daughter's Season, which Istacould see gratified the
officer-dedicat. "And as ever, we especialy beg the Mother, with Her Season impending, for the
recovery of our Lord dy Arbanos." He made a gesture of blessing over the empty chair a Lord Arhyss
left hand, and Arhys nodded, sighing under his bregth. A nearly wordless murmur of assent ran round the
officers at the other tables, and, Ista saw, some blesk frowns.



Asthe servants began to pass among them with pitchers of wine and water and the first platters of food,
Istaasked, "Who isLord dy Arbanos?’

Cattilaraeyed Arhyswarily, but he merdly replied, "lllvin dy Arbanos, my master of horse. He has been
... unwdll, these two months. | save his seat, asyou see" Hislast remark had dmost amulish air. He
added after along moment, "lllvinisaso my haf brother.”

Istasipped at her goblet of watered wine, drawing family treesin her head. Another dy Lutez bastard,
unacknowledged? But the great courtier had made apoint of claiming al his scattered progeny, with
regular prayers and offerings to the Bastard's Tower for their protection. Perhaps this one had been got
upon some woman aready married, then folded slently into her family by the acquiescence of her
cuckolded husband . . . ? The name suggested it. Silently, yet not secretly, if thisdy Arbanos had clamed
aplace of the march and had his claim honored.

"It was agresat tragedy,” Cattilara began.
"Too gresat to darken this evening's celébration with,” growled Arhys. No gentle hint, that.

Cattilarafel glent; then, with obvious effort, evolved some inconsequential chatter about her own family
in Oby, remarks upon father and brothers and their clashes with the Roknari stragglers dong their border
during last fal's campaigns. Lord Arhys, Istanoted, took little upon his plate, and that little merely pushed
about with hisfork.

"You do not egt, Lord Arhys," Istaventured at last.

Hefollowed her glanceto his plate with arather pained smile. "I am troubled with atouch of tertiary
fever. | find starving it to be the most effective trestment, for me. It will pass soon.”

A group of musicians who had seated themselvesin the gdlery struck up alively air, and Arhys, though
not Cettilara, took it for pretext enough to let the limping conversation pause. Shortly after, he excused
himsdf and went to consult with one of his officers. Istaeyed the empty seat beyond him, its place fully
set. Someone had laid a cut white rose across the plate, in offering or prayer.

"Lord dy Arbanos appears to be much missed, in your company,” said Istato Cattilara.

She glanced across the courtyard to locate her husband, leaning over another table in conversation and
safely out of earshot. "Greetly missed. Truly, we despair of hisrecovery, but Arhyswill not heer ... itis
very sad.”

"Ishe amuch older man than the march?"

"No, hesmy lord's younger brother. By two years, nearly. The two have been insgparable most of their
lives—the castle warder raised them together after the desth of their mother, my father says, and made
no distinction between them. [llvin has been master of horse herefor Arhysfor aslong as| can
remember.”

Their mother? Istals mind ratcheted backward over the hypothesized family tree. "Thislllvin ...isnot a
son of the late Chancdllor dy Lutez, then?'

"Oh, no, not at dl," said Cattilaraearnestly. "It was agreat romance, though, 1've dwaysthought, inits
day. Itissaid—" Sheglanced around, blushed alittle, and lowered her voice, leaning in toward Ista. "The



Lady of Porifors, Arhyss mother—it issaid, when Lord dy Lutez left her to attend court, shefell in love
with her castle warder, Ser dy Arbanos, and he with her. Dy Lutez hardly ever returned to Porifors, and
thedatefor Lord lllvin'shirth . . . well, it just didn't work. It was avery open secret, | gather, but Ser dy
Arbanos did not acknowledge lllvin until after their mother died, poor lady."

And another reason for dy Lutez'slong neglect of his northern bride emerged . . . but which was cause
and which effect? Ita's hand touched the brooch at her breast. What aquandary this [llvin must have
posed for dy Lutez's vanity and possessiveness. Had it been agracious and forgiving gesture, to yield him
legdly to hisred father, or amererelief to dide the bastard boy off the crowded roll of dy Lutez's heirs?

"Whét illnessbefdl him?!

"Not exactly anillness. A very unexpected . . . tragedy, or cruel accident. Made worse by dl the
guesses and uncertainly. It was agreat grief to my lord, and shock to al of Porifors. . . oh, but hereturns
tous." Lord Arhys had straightened and was heading back to his high place. The officer to whom he had
been speaking rose, gave him an acknowledging half salute, and made hisway out of the courtyard.
Cattilaralowered her voice till further. "It disturbs my lord deeply to speak of it. | will tell you dl thetae
of it privately, later, hm?"

"Thank you," said Ista, not knowing quite how to respond to al this mysterious evasion. She knew what
shewanted to ask next.Is Lord Illvin a long, lean man, with hair like a stream of frosted night? Dy
Arbanos the younger might, after al, be short, or round asabarrdl, or bald, or with hair of flaming red.
She could ask, Cattilarawould say 0, and the knot in Istals stomach could then relax.

The plates were cleared. Some soldiers, under the direction of the officer Arhys had dispatched, brought
inan array of boxes, chests, bags, and assorted arml oads of weapons and armor, to lay in hegps before
the high table. The spoils of yesterday morning's battle, Istarealized. Lord Arhysand Lady Caittilarawent
together to lift asmall chest to Ista's place and open it before her.

Istas head nearly jerked back at the reek of mortality and woe that rose from the mess of gauds piled
within. It was not, she redlized at once, astink she sensed with her nose. It seemed she wasto be thefirst
inheritor of the Jokonan disaster. A select mound of rings and pins and bracelets of finer workmanship or
obviousfemininity gleamed in the fading light. How much of it had been lately stolen from Rauma? How
much intended for Jokonan girls who would not see their suitors again? She took a bregth, fixed a
befitting smile of gratitude upon her face, and mustered afew appropriate words, commending Arhys and
his men on their courage and swift response to the raiders incursion, raising her voiceto carry her
complimentsto thefar tables.

An especidly fine sword was then presented to Ferda, to his obvious pleasure. Cettilara bestowed afew
pieces upon her ladies, Arhys distributed the bulk to his officers, with persona words or jokes, and the
residue was digposed to the divine for prayersin the town temple. A young dedicat, apparently the
elderly divine's persond prop, took charge of it with thanks and blessings.

Istalet her finger glide over the contents of her box. It made her skin crawl. She did not want this mortal
legacy. Wéll, there was a solution for that. She started to pick out one ring for her brave handmaiden,
formed of tiny galloping gold horses—wherewas Liss by now? But after a hesitant moment, her hand
drifted to acurved dagger with ajeweled hilt. It had a certain elegant practicality that seemed morein the
riding girl'sstyle. With asigh, recaling that al her money was at the bottom of ariver in Tolnoxo, she
withdrew afew trinketsfor vailsaswell. Shelaid both ring and dagger aside, and pushed the box down
toward Ferda



"Ferda. Pick out the best piece for your absent brother. And the four next best for our wounded and the
men who were left with them. Something appropriate for dy Cabon, too. Each man of your company
may then take what he likes. Therest, please seethat it comesto the Daughter's Order, with my thanks.”

"Certainly, Royinal" Ferda smiled, but then his smile faded. He leaned closer across the marchesss
empty seat. "1 wanted to ask you. Now that you are indeed delivered to aplace of safety, and look to be
secure here under the march's protection for atime, may | have your leave to go and search for Foix, and
Lissand the divine?'

| do not know what this strange placeis, but | do not name it safety. She could not say so doud.
Almost, she wanted to order him to ready his men for her departure tomorrow. Tonight. Impracticd,
impossible. Impolite. The Daughter's men were nearly as exhausted as she was. Half their horseswere
still back on the road with Poriforss grooms, being brought along in dow stages.

"You areasmuch in need of rest asany of us," she temporized.
"I will rest better when | know what has happened to them.”

She had to dlow the truth of that, but the thought of being trapped here without her own escort sent a
shiver of unease dong her nerves. She frowned in uncertainty as Lady Cattilara fluttered back to her
place.

Lord Arhysaso returned, to lower himself into his chair with a covertly weary sigh. Ista asked after his
letters of inquiry on her missing people's behaf. He listened in what seemed to Ista especidly grave
sympathy to Ferda's concern for his brother, but opined that it wastoo early for areply. By tacit
agreement, no one mentioned the complication of the bear-demon.

"Weknow that Liss, at least, found her way to the provincar of Tolnoxo," argued Ista. "' Others might
have given warning of the raiders, but only she knew that | was among the taken. And if shemadeit to
safety, shewill surely have had the sense to ask for searchersfor your brother and the good divine.”

"That's. .. true." Ferdaslips wrinkled, tugged between reassurance and worry. "If they listened to her. If
they gave her shelter . . "

"The chancellery's courier stationswill have given her refuge even if dy Tolnoxo did not, though if he did
not reward her courage with aproper hospitality—andher pleaswith dl aid—hewill certainly hear from
me about it. And from Chancellor dy Cazaril, too, | warrant. By Lord Arhyssletters, the world will
shortly know where we have fetched up. If our straysfind their way to Porifors while you are running
about hunting for them, Ferda, you will missthem dl the same. In any case, you surely cannot intend to
hare off in the dark, tonight. L et us see what counse—or messages—tomorrow morning brings.”

Ferda had to agree to the sense of that.

A coal twilight wasfaling in the court. The musicians concluded their offering, but no dancing or masque
was presented. The men made sure that the last of the wine did not go to waste, and find prayersand
blessings were offered. The divine doddered away on hisdedicat's arm, trailed by hisrugtic temple's
people. Arhyss officers made dightly awed courtesies to the dowager royina, seeming honored to be
permitted to kneel and kiss her legendary hands. But from the way they strode off afterward, faces
aready intent upon anticipated tasks, |stawas reminded that this was aworking fortress.

Cattilaramade to put a hel pful hand under her elbow as sherose.



"NowI can take you to your rooms, Roying," she said, smiling. She glanced briefly a Arhys. "They are
not so large, but . . . theroof isin better repair.”

The food and the wine, Ista had to admit, had combined to destroy any ambition of hersfor further
movement tonight. "Thank you, Lady Cattilara. That would be good.”

Arhysformally kissed her hands good night. Istawas uncertain if hislipswere cool or warm, confused
by the disturbing tingle their imprints Ieft on her knuckles. In any case, they did not burn with fever,
though when heraised his clear gray eyesto hers,she flushed.

Trailed by the usua gaggle of women, the marchesstook her arm and strolled with her through another
archway benesath the gallery and down ashort arcade. They turned again and went under another
looming line of buildingsto emergein asmdl, square courtyard. The evening was till luminous, but
overhead, thefirgt star shone in the high blue vaullt.

A stone-arched walk ran around the court's edge, the fine alabaster pillars carved with a tracery
of vines and flowersin the Roknari style. . .

Neither hot noon nor chill half-moon midnight, but still the same court asin Istas dreams, every detail
identical, unmistakable, engraved on her memory asif with chisdl and awl. Istafdt faint. She could not
decideif shefdt surprised.

"I think | should liketo st down," shesaid in athin voice. "Now."

Cattilara glanced, startled, at the trembling of Ista's hand on her arm. Obediently, she guided Istato a
bench, one of several around the courtyard's margin, and sat down with her. The time-polished marble
beneath Istasfingers was till warm from the heat of the day, though the air was cooling, growing soft.
She gripped the sone edge briefly,

then forced hersef to Sit Straight and take a deep breath. This place seemed an older part of the fortress.
It lacked the ubiquitous pots of flowers; only the legacy of the Roknari stonecutters kept it from being
severe.

"Royina, areyou dl right?" asked Cattilara diffidently.

Istaconsidered variouslies, or truthsfor that matter—My legs hurt. | have the headache. She settled
on, "l will be, if | rest amoment.” She considered the marchesss anxious profile. Y ou were going to tell
me what struck down Lord Illvin." With difficulty, Istakept her eyesfrom turning towardthat door, in the
far corner to theleft of the stairsto the gallery.

Cattilara hestated, frowning deeply. "It is not so much what, aswho, we think."
Ista's brows climbed. " Some evil atack?'

"That, to be sure. It was dl very complicated." She glanced up a her waiting women and waved them
away. "Leave us, please you." She watched them settle out of earshot on abench at the court's far end,
then lowered her voice confidentialy. "About three months ago, the spring embassy came from Jokona,
to arrange the trade of prisoners, set ransoms, obtain |etters of safe passage for their merchants, al the
things such envoys do. Butthis time, with amost unexpected offering in their train—awidowed Sster of
Prince Sordso of Jokona. An elder sister, married twice before, | gather, to some dreadful rich old



Jokonan lords, who did what old lords do. | don't know if she refused to be sacrificed so again, or if
shed logt her vauein that market with her age— she was dmost thirty. Though redly, shewas il fairly
attractive. Princess Umerue. It soon became clear that her entourage sought amarriage aliance with my
lord's brother, if he proved to please her."

"Interesting,” said Istaneutraly.

"My lord thought it agood sign, that it might be away to secure Jokona's acquiescence in the coming
campaign againg Visping. If lllvin werewilling. And it was soon evident that 11lvin—waell, 1'd never seen
his head turned round like that by any woman, for al he pretended otherwise. Histongue was aways
quicker to bitter jest than to honeyed compliments.”

If [llvin was only alittle younger than Arhys. .. "Had not Lord Illvin—Ser dy Arbanos?—been married
before?'

"Ser dy Arbanos now, yes—he inherited hisfather'stitle amost ten years ago, | think, though there was
not much eseto go with it. But no. Two times he was dmost betrothed, | think, but the negotiationsfell
through. His father had devoted him to the Bastard's Order for aperiod in hisyouth, for his education,
though he said he did not develop a calling. But astime ran on, people made assumptions. | could see
that dways annoyed him."

|starecalled making smilar assumptions about dy Cabon, and grimaced wryly. Still, even if this Princess
Umerue had grown serioudly shopworn, aunion with aminor Quintarian lord, and a bastard to boot, was
acurioudy reduced ambition for such a highborn Quadrene. Her materna grandfather was the Golden
Generd himsdlf, if Idarecaled the old marriage dliances of the Five Princedoms aright. "Did she planto
convert, if the courtship proved successful ?!

"Intruth, I am not sure. Illvin was so taken by her, he might well have gone the other way himsdlf. They
made aremarkable couple. Dark and golden—she had this classic Roknari skin, the color of fresh
honey, and hair that nearly matched it. It wasvery . .. wdl, it wasdl very plain which way thingswere
going. But there was one who was not happy."”

Cattilaradrew a deep breath, her eyes shadowed. "There was a Jokonan courtier in the princessstrain
who was consumed with jealousy and resentment. He'd wanted her for himself, | suppose, and could not
see why she was being bartered to an enemy instead. Lord Pechmas rank and wealth were scarcely
more than poor IlIvin's, though of course he had not Illvin's military reputation. One night.. . one night, she
sent away her attendants, and Illvin ... visited her." Cattilara swalowed. "We think Pechmamust have
seen, and followed. Next morning, 1l1vin was nowhere to be found, until her women entered her
chambers and discovered the most dreadful scene. They came and woke my lord and me—Arhyswould
not let me enter the chambers, but it was said"'—her voice dropped still lower—"Lord Illvin was found
naked, all tangled in her sheets, sensdaess, bleeding. The princess had fallen dead near the window, as
though she had been struggling to escape or call for help, with a poisoned Roknari dagger lodged in her
breast. And Lord Pechma, and his horse and gear, and al the purse of the Jokonan party that had been
entrusted to him, were gone from Porifors.”

"Oh," sad Ista

Cattilaraswallowed, and knuckled her eyes. "My lord's men and the princess's servants rode out
together, looking for the murderer, but he was long fled. The entourage became a cortege, and took
Umerue's body back to Jokona. Illvin . . . never awoke. We are not sureif it was from some vile Roknari
poison on the dagger that pierced him, or if hefell and hit his heed, or if he was struck some other dire



blow. But we areterribly afraid hismind isgone. | think that horror grieves Arhys more than even lllvin's
death would have, for he always set great store by his brother's wits."

"And. .. how wasthisreceived in Jokona?"'

"Not well, for dl that they brought their evil with them. The border has been very tense, since. Which did
you some good, after dl, for al my lord's men were in readiness to ride out when the provincar of
Tolnoxo's courier gdlopedin.”

"No wonder Lord Arhysison edge. Appalling eventsindeed.” Leaking roofs, indeed. Istacould only
be grateful to Arhyss short temper, not to be lodged tonight in Princess Umerue's desth chamber. She
consdered Catilaras horrific account. Lurid and agonizing, yes. But there was nothing uncanny abot it.
No gods, no visons, no blazing white fires that yet did not burn. No morta red wounds that opened and
closed like aman buttoning histunic.

| would look upon this Lord Ilvin,she wanted to say.Can you take me in to view him? And what
excuse would she give for her morbid curiosity, this dubious desire to enter aman's sickroom? In any
case, shedid not want to gawk at the high laid low. What she redly wanted was to mount a
horse—no—a cart, and be carried far from here.

It had grown dark enough to drain the color from her sight; Cattilara's face was afine paeblur. "It has
been avery long day. | grow weary." Istaclimbed to her feet. Cattilara prang to assist her up the sairs.
Ista gritted her teeth, let her left hand lie lightly on the young woman's arm, and pushed her way up with
her right hand on therailing. Cattilarasladies, still conversng among themsalves, straggled after them.

Asthey reached the top, the door at the far end siwung open. Ista's head snapped around. A runty,
bowlegged man with a short grizzled beard emerged, carrying amess of dirty linens and abucket with a
closed lid. Seeing the women, he set his burdens down outside the door and hastened forward.

"Lady Catti," hesaid in agravelly voice, ducking his head. "He needs more goat's milk. With more
honey int."

"Not now, Goram." With an irritated wrinkling of her nose, Cattilarawaved him off. "I'll come soon.”
He ducked his head again, but his eyes gleamed from under histhick brows as he peered across at Ista.

Curious or incurious, she could hardly tell in these shadows, but she felt his stare like ahand on her back
as sheturned right to follow Cattilarainto the suite of roomswaiting for her on the gallery's other end.

His footsteps clumped away. She glanced back in time to see the door on the far end open and close
once more, an orange line of candldight flaring, narrowing, and blinking out.

CHAPTER ELEVEN

CATTILARA'SLADIESWRAPPED ISTA IN A GRACEFUL, GAUZY nightdress, and tucked her
into abed covered in the finest embroidered linens. Istahad them leave the candlein itsglassvase
burning on her table. The women tiptoed out and shut the door to the outermost of the two chambers,
where the acolyte and a maid would deep tonight, within the royinas cal. Istasat up on agenerous bank
of pillows, contemplating the wavering light and the darkness it drove back. Contemplating her options.

It was possibleto resist deep for days on end, till the room swayed and strange, formless hallucinations



spurted across one's vision like sparks spitting from afire. She'd tried that, once, when the gods had first
troubled her dreams, when sheld feared she was going mad and las had |et her go on thinking so. It had
ended badly. It was possible to drown one'swits, and dreams, in drink. For alittle while. Shed tried
that, too, and it had worked even lesswell, in the long run. There was no refuge from the gods to be had
in madness, ether; quite thereverse.

She brooded about what might be lying, on abed not dissmilar to thisif less delicately perfumed, in that
room on the other end of the gdlery. Actudly, she rather thought she knew quite precisely how the bed,
and the rugs, and the room—and its occupant—appeared. She didn't even need to look.| never saw
Goram the groom before, though. Although she supposed his existence wasimplied.

S0, You dragged me here, whichever of You harries me. But you cannot force me through that
door. Nor can you open it yourselves. You cannot lift so much as a leaf; bending iron or my will is
a task equally beyond your capacities. They were at astand, she and the gods. She could defy them all

day long.
But not all night long. Eventually | must sleep, and we all know it.

She sighed, leaned over, and blew out her candle. The hot wax smell lingered in her nose, and the dazzle
of itslight left acolored smear in her eyes as sherolled over and thumped her pillow into shape beneath
her shoulder. You cannot open that door. And You cannot make me do it, either, send what dreams
You will.

Do Your second-worst. Your worst, you have done to me already.

* * *

HER SLEEP AT FIRST WAS FORMLESS, DREAMLESS, BLANK. THEN SHE swam for alittle
in ordinary dreams, their anxious absurdities mdting one into another. Then she stepped into arocom, and
al was changed; the room was solid, square, its angles unyielding as any redl place, though not any place
shed yet been. Not Lord Illvin's chamber. Not her own. It was bright afternoon outside, by the light
falling through the tracery of the shutters. She knew it for aroom in Castle Porifors by its style, then she
redlized shehad glimpsed it once before, in aflash of candldight. Lord Arhyshad cried out. . .

All was serene and empty now. The chamber was clean and swept. And unpeopled, but for
herself—no, wait. A door opened.

A familiar figure was briefly backlit by the hazy light faling into the flower-decked court beyond. It filled
the door from side to side, heaved its hips through, let the door swing shut. Briefly, her heart lifted in joy
and relief to see Learned dy Cabon safe and well.

Except... it was not dy Cabon. Or not dy Cabon only.

Hewasfatter, brighter, whiter. Faintly androgynous. Did that flesh swell asif to contain the
uncontainable? His garments were spotless— by that alone, Istamight have known the difference—and
luminous as the moon. Above the creases of hissmile, cheerfully echoed by the curves of hischins, the
god'seyesglinted at her. Wider than skies, deeper than sea chasms, their complexity bent inward
endlesdy, each layer alamination of other layers, repested into infinity, or theinfinitesmal. Eyesthat might
smultaneoudy contemplate each person and living thing in the world, ingde and out, with equa and
unhurried attention.



My Lord Bastard.Istadid not speak His name aoud, lest He mistakeiit for a prayer. Instead, she said
lightly, "Aren't | alittle overmatched?"

He bowed over hisimmense belly. "Small, yet strong. |, asyou know, cannot lift aleaf. Nor bend iron.
Nor your will. My Ista."

"l am not yours."
"| speak in hope and anticipation, asasuitor may." His smile bunched hisfat facetighter.
"Or with thetrickery of arat.”

"Rats," he observed, sighing, "arelow, shy, straightforward creatures. Very limited. For trickery, one
wants aman. Or awoman. Trickery, treachery . . . truth, triumph . . . trapsfor bears. . ."

Shetwitched at this possible reference to Foix. "Y ou want something. The gods tongues can grow quite
honeyed, when they want something. When | wanted something—when | prayed on my face, ams
outflung, in tears and abject terro—foryears— where were Y ou then? Where were the gods the night
Teidez died?'

"The Son of Autumn dispatched many men in answer to your prayers, sweet Ista. They turned aside
upon their roads, and did not arrive. For He could not bend their wills, nor their steps. And so they
scattered to the winds as leaves do.”

Hislips curved up, in asmile more deathly serious than any scowl I1stahad ever seen. "Now another
prays, in despair as dark as yours. One as dear to me as Teidez wasto my Brother of Autumn. And |
have sent—you. Will you turn aside? As Teldez's ddliverance did? At the last, with so few steps|eft to
trave?'

Slencefdl between them.

|sta's throat was clogged with rage. And more complicated things, aboiling mixture even she could not
Separate and name. A stew of anguish, she supposed. She snarled through her teeth, "Lord Bastard, you
bastard."

He merely grinned, maddeningly. "When the man arises who can make you laugh, solemn Ista, angry
Ista, iron Ista, then will your heart be hedled. Y ou have not prayed for this: it's aguerdon even the gods
cannot give you. We are limited to such smples as redemption from your sins.”

"Thelast time| tried to follow the gods holy addled inadequate instructions, | was betrayed into
murder,” sheraged. "But for Y ou, | wouldn'tnheed redemption. | don't want to be part of You. If |
thought | could pray for oblivion, | would; to be smudged, blotted out, erased, like the sundered ghodts,
who die to death indeed, and so escape the world'swoe. What can the gods giveme?"

His brows twitched up in an expression of remarkably disingenuous goodwill. "Why, work, sweet Istal”

He stepped closer; beneath his feet, the boards creaked and groaned, dangeroudly. She almost retreated
just for thefearful vison of the pair of them crashing through the floor into the chamber beneath. He held
his hands lightly above, but not quite touching, her shoulders. She noticed, with extreme annoyance, that
shewas nude. He leaned forward over hisbdly, its equator bumping hers, and murmured, "My mark is
on your brow."



Hislips brushed her forehead. The spot burned like abrand.

He has given me back the gift of second sight. Direct, unguided perception of theworld of spirit,His
realm. She remembered how the print of the Mother'slips had seared her skin, just likethis, in that
long-ago waking vision that had led to such disastrous consequences. You may press Your gift on me,
but | need not open it. | refuse it, and defy You!

His eyes glinted with abrighter spark. He let hisfat hands drift down over her bare back, and hugged
her in tighter to hisgirth, and bent again, and kissed her on the mouth with an utterly smug lascivious
relish. Her body flushed with an embarrassing arousd, which only infuriated her more.

The dark infinities abruptly vanished from those eyes, so closeto hersthat they crossed. A merdly
human gaze grew wide, then appalled. Learned dy Cabon choked, recovered his tongue, and legpt
backward like a startled steer.

"Royina" heyeped. "Forgiveme! I, 1,1 .. ." Hisgaze darted around the chamber, flicked to her, grew
wider still, and sought the ceiling, the floor, or the far wals. "'l don't quite know wherel am. . ."

He was not, now, her dream, she was quite certain of it. She was his. And he would remember it vividly
when he awoke, too. Wherever hewas.

"Y our god," snapped Igta, "has avile sense of humor."
"What?" he asked blankly. "He was here? And I missed Him?' Hisround face grew distraught.

If these wereredl dreams, each the other's. . . "Where are you now?' asked Istaurgently. "Is Foix with
you?'

"What?'
| stal's eyes sprang open.

Shewaslying on her back in the dark bedchamber, tangled in her finelinen sheets and Cattilara's
trand ucent nightclothes. Quite alone. She spat afoul word.

It was drawing toward midnight, she guessed; the fortress had falen silent. In the distance, filtering
through her window |attices, the faint sawing of insectsgrated. A night bird warbled alow, liquid note. A
little dull moonlight seeped in, rendering the room not quite pitch-black.

She wondered whose prayers could have drawn her here. All sorts of persons prayed to the Bastard as
the god of last resort, not just those of dubious parentage. It could be anyonein Porifors. Except, she
supposed, aman who'd never woken from an exsanguinated collapse.If ever | find who has done this
to me, I'll make them wish they'd never so much asrecited a rhyme at bedtime. . .

A cautious creak and scuff of steps sounded on the stairsto the gallery.

Istafought her way clear of the sheets, swung her bare feet onto the boards, and padded slently to the
window that gave onto the court. She unbarred the wooden inner shutter and swung it back; fortunately,
it did not squeak. She pressed her face to the ornate iron lace of the outer grating and peered into the
court. Thewaning moon had not yet dropped below the roofline. Its sickly light angled onto the gallery.



Ista's dark-adapted eyes could make out clearly thetall, graceful form of Lady Cattilara, in apaerobe,
unattended, gliding aong the balcony. She paused at the door at the far end, gently swung it open, and
dipped within.

Am| to follow? Sheak and spy, listen at windows, peer in like a thief? Well, | will not!
No matter how benighted curious You make me, curse You . . .

By no force could the gods compd her to follow Lady Cattilarato her afflicted brother-in-law's
bedchamber. Ista closed the shutter, turned, marched back to her bed. Burrowed under the covers.

Lay awake, ligtening.

After afew furious minutes, she rose again. She silently lifted a stool to the window and sat, leaning her
head againgt theiron lattice, watching. Faint candldight leaked through the gratings opposite. At length, it
went out. A little time more, and the door half opened again, just wide enough for adim woman to twist
through. Cattilararetraced her steps, descended the stairs. She did not appear to be carrying anything.

So, she oversaw the sick man's care. Not beneath a chatelaine's duties, for aman so highborn, an officer
S0 essentid, ardative so close and, apparently, esteemed by her husband. Perhaps Lord [llvin was due
some midnight medication, some hopeful treatment that the physicians had ordered. There were adozen
possible mundane, harmless explanations.

Wdl, ahandful.
Oneor two, at least.

Ista hissed through her teeth and returned to her bed. It was along, galing time before she dept again.

* * *

FOR A WOMAN WHO HAD STILL BEEN FLITTING AROUND THE CASTLE secretly at
midnight, Lady Cattilaraappeared at | sta's chambers much too soon after dawn, bursting with cheerful
hospitaity and the plan of dragging Istato the templein the village for morning prayers of thanksgiving.
With an effort, | sta suppressed the twinging tension the young marchess's presence induced in her. When
Istaarrived in the flower-decked entry court to discover Pgar holding ahorsefor her, it wastoo late to
beg off. Muscles il sore, fedling altogether decrepit, in anything but athankful mood, shelet herself be
loaded aboard. Pegjar led her mount at a decorous pace. Lady Cattilarawalked ahead in the procession,
head high, arms swinging freely, and had bresth to spare to sng ahymn with her ladies asthey
descended the treacherous twisting path.

Thevillage of Porifors, tightly crowded behind its gates, was clearly atown-in-waiting for either more
walls, or areign of peace in which walls might be dispensed with. Itstemple likewise was smdl and old,
the altars of the four gods hardly more than arched niches off the centra court, the Bastard's Tower one
of those temporary outbuildings that had lasted beyond al expectation, or desire. Nevertheless, after the
servicesthe old divine was eager to show the dowager royinaal of histempléeslittle treasures. Ferda
sgned Pgar to attend |staand excused himself, claiming he would not be gonelong. Istaslips twitched
a histiming.

The treasures proved not o little after all, as the temple was recipient of largesse from many of Lord



Arhyssmore successful raids and forays. Lord lllvin's name, too, came up often in the diving's
enthusiagtic inventory. Indeed, yes, the crimethat had laid him low was aterrible, terrible event. Alas,
that the rural temple physicians here could do naught for him, though there was till hope that wiser men
imported from one of the greater citiesin Ibraor Chaion might yet work wonders, when the agents Lord
Arhys had dispatched findly succeeded in getting one here. The divine had run through his most
interesting, or lurid, tales of provenance and had progressed to a detailed account of the building plans
for anew temple, pending peace and the march and marchess's patronage, before Ferda returned.

Hisface was grave. He paused to kned briefly in the niche of the Lady of Spring, his eyes closing and
hislips moving, before coming to Istas side.

"Excuse me, Learned," Istaruthlesdy overrode the divine's monologue. "I must spesk to my good
officer-dedicat."

They returned to the Lady's niche. "What, then?" asked Ista quietly.

Hisvoice was equally quiet. "The morning courier from Lord dy Caribastos has ridden in. No news of
Foix or dy Cabon, or of Liss. | therefore ask your leave to take two of my men and search for them.” He
glanced acrossin judicious admiration at Lady Cettilara, who had taken over the task of listening politely
to thedivine. "You are clearly in the best of hands, here. It will only take afew daysto ride up to Maradi
and back—L ord Arhys undertakes to lend us some good, fresh horses. I'd expect to return before you
areready to travel again.”

"l ... midikethis. | do not care to dispense with your support, should some emergency arise.”

"If Lord Arhysstroops cannot protect you, my handful could do no more," said Ferda. He grimaced.
"Aswe have proved, | fear. Royina, under ordinary circumstances | would defer to you without
hesitation.” Hisvoice grew lower ill. "But then there isthe matter of the bear.”

"Dy Cabon is better fit to deal with those complications than ether of us."

"If helives" said Ferdaheavily.

"l am sure he does." |sta decided she didn't want to explain how she knew. Worse, she could not
likewise vouch for Foix.

"I know my brother. He can be forceful and persuasive. And tricky, if thefirst doesnot serve. If ... his
will isnot quite hisown, and yet isinformed by al hiswits. . . I'm not sure dy Cabon could handle him.|
can. | haveways." Hisface was lightened, temporarily, by abrief fraterna grin.

"Mm," said Igta. Persuasion, it seemed, ranin thefamily.

"And thenthereisLiss," he said morevaguely.

What there was about Liss, he did not expand upon, and Istamercifully forbore to prod him. "I do
dearly wish she were back by my side, that iss0." She added after amoment, "And dy Cabon." Perhaps
especidly dy Cabon. Whatever the god was about, the bewildered young divine figured in it as well.

"Then may | have your leave, Royina? Dedicat Pgar can serve dl your needsin thisminor court, | am
sure. And heis eager enough to do so."



Istalet the little flash of Cardegoss arrogance pass without comment. Were Porifors an ordinary rural
court, Ferdawould doubtless be correct. "Do you mean to go now?"

He ducked his head. "At once, please you. If thereisany problem, the sooner | arrive, the better." He
added to her frowning slence, "And if thereisn't, then the sooner | may return.”

She sucked on her lower lip in doubt. "And thereis, asyou say, the matter of the bear.” Traps for bears,
the god had said. Ms accursed pet,

escaped. No point in praying to the god for protection, ether; if he could directly control hiswild
demonsfled into the realm of matter, he presumably would, and not |et his divine weakness depend upon
human weskness,

"Very wel," she sghed. "Go on, then. But return quickly." He offered a strained smile. "Who knows?|
may meet them coming down the road from Tolnoxo and be back before nightfal." He knelt and kissed
her hand, gratefully. By the time she drew a second bresth, the flapping of his vest-cloak had aready
vanished out the templ€s doors.

Luncheon, Istadiscovered to her dismay, was to be afete in the dowager royinas honor in the village
square, complete down to achoir of village children offering a selection of songs, hymns, and earnest and
not especialy rhythmic local dances. Lord Arhyswas not present; the young marchess did the honors for
the castle, in awarm style obvioudy much approved by the proud and anxious parents. More than once,
Ista caught her looking at the littlest ones with open longing in her eyes. When the urchins had stamped
through their last erratic caper, and Ista had had her hands kissed by al and sundry, she was |oaded
back aboard her horse and permitted to escape. Surreptitioudy, she wiped upon the anima's mane the
dimy offering left on her fingers by the waif with the cold. She was by thistime amost glad to seethat
horse. AImost.

* * *

DISMOUNTED AGAIN BACK IN THE FLORAL ENTRY COURT, ISTA WASjust trying to
decide whether she was annoyed or glad for Lady Cattilaras delicately worded suggestion that perhapsa
lady of the royinas age would care for an afternoon nap, when awhoop at the gate cried againgt its
closng.

"Hallo, Castle Porifors! Courier from Castle Oby!"

Istaspun on her hed at the familiar, boisterous voice. Riding through the gate on afat and lathered
yellow nag was Liss. She wore her castle-and-leopard tabard, and held up aleather pouch in the official
syle, itswax seals bouncing on their strings. Her shirt, beneath the tabard, was as wet with swest asthe
horse, and her face flushed with sunburn. Her mouth went round as she gazed about at the pots of color
and greenery.

"Lisd" Idacried in delight.
"Ha, Royinal So youare here after dl!" Lisskicked loose her stirrups, swung her off leg up over her
horse's neck, and jumped down. Grinning, she kndlt courtier-fashion at I stals feet; Istaraised her by her

hands. It was al she could do not to hug her.

"How came you here, on this horse—did Ferda find you?"



"WEell, | came here on this horse, of course, great dug that it is. Ferda? Is Ferda safe? Hallo, Pgjar!™
The sergeant-dedicat at |stals elbow grinned back broadly. "The Daughter be thanked, you madeit!”
"If thetales| heard weretrue, you all werein worse casethan | ever was!"

Istasaid anxioudy, "Ferdaleft here not three hours ago—you must have passed him on the road to
Tolnoxo, surdy?'

Lisssbrow wrinkled. "I camein by the road from Oby, though."

"Oh. But how came you to be at—oh, come, come, sit with me and tell me everything! How | have
missed your currying and grooming!"

"Yes, dearest Royina, but | must first hand off my letters, since | am acourier again for today, and seeto
thisbeast. It isn't mine, five gods be thanked. It belongs to the courier station midway between here and
Oby. | should be grateful for abucket of water, though.”

Istamotioned to Pejar, and he nodded and dashed off.

Cattilaraand her ladies drifted up. The marchess smiled in inviting puzzlement at the courier girl, and a
Ista "Royina. .. ?"

"Thisismy most loyal and brave roya handmaiden, Anndissof Labra. Liss, make acurtsey to Lady
Cattilarady Lutez, Marchess of Porifors, and likewisethese ..." Istawent down the ranks of Cattilara's
ladies, who goggled at the courier girl. Lisscomplied with aseries of friendly little dips a the string of
introductions.

Pgjar dashed up with adoshing bucket. Lissgrabbed it in passing and plunged her whole head in. She
came up for air with asigh of rdlief, and her soaked black braid swung dropletsin an arc that nearly
gpattered Cattilarasrecoiling ladies. "Ah! That's better. Five gods, but Caribastosisahot country in this
season.”" She dlowed the bucket to continue to the horse, giving its Side a hearty pat.

Pgar said eagerly, asthe horse shoved at him getting its nose in the water, "We were sure you must
have warned that crossroads village, but where you went after that, we could not guess.”

"My good courier mount was done in by thetime | reached there, but my tabard and chancellery baton
persuaded them to lend me another. They had no soldiersfit to fight the Jokonans, o | |eft them to save
themselves and rode east asfast as| could whip the poor blowing plow horse. Did the villagers escape

harm?'

"They weredl fled by the time we got there, closeto sunset,” said Pgar.

"Ah, good. Wéll, right after that same sunset | reached a courier station on the main road to Maradi, and
once I'd convinced them | wasn't raving, they got the hunt up. Or so | thought. | dept there, and rodein
to Maradi the next morning at asaner pace only to find the provincar of Tolnoxo just then leading his
cavdry out the gatesin pursuit. Asfast asthe Jokonans were moving, | greatly feared he was dready too
late”

"It did prove s0," agreed Ista. "But acourier reached Castle Poriforsin timefor Lord Arhysto set an
ambush dong theline of the Jokonan retreet.”



"Y es, that must have been one of the fellows who rode directly from my courier gation, five godsrain
blessings on their wits. One of them said he was néative to this region. I'd hoped he might know what he
was about."

"Did you hear anything of Foix and Learned dy Cabon?' asked Istaurgently. "We never saw them again
after we hid themin that culvert.”

Lissshook her head, frowning. "1 told of them at the courier Sation, and | warned Lord dy Tolnoxo's
lieutenants, when we passed, to be on watch for them both. | was not sure then if they'd been taken by
the Jokonans, as you were, or if they had got away, or would follow the road forward or back or strike
into the scrub, or what. So | went to the temple at Maradi, and found asenior divine of Learned dy
Cabon's order, and told her of al our troubles, and that our divine was likely out on the road and muchin
need of help. And she undertook to send some dedicats to seek them.”

"Thatwaswel thought of," Istasaid, her voice warm with approva.

Lissamiled gratefully. "1t ssemed little enough. | waited aday at the chancdlery's officein Maradi, but no
word came back from Lord dy Tolnoxo's column. So | bethought me of afaster route south and
volunteered to ride courier to Oby. | reckoned, since it was the greater fortress, you would most likely
be rescued by its soldiers and brought there. Then | flew—I don't think any courier has ridden that road
faster than | did, that day.” She shoved astrand of wet hair out of her sunburned face, raking it back with
her fingers. "All were ill in suspensewhen | arrived at the fortressthat night. But my labors were repaid
next morning, when the | etter came there from the march of Poriforsthat you were dl safely rescued.
Oby'slord and men had gone out on patrol for the Jokonans, too, but they cameriding back that
afternoon.”

"My father isthe march of Oby," observed Cattilara, an eager tinge leaking into her voice. "Did you see
him?'

Liss made her unique haf bow, half curtsey again. "Heisin good hedth, my lady. | begged the boon
from him of riding courier to Porifors, so | might most speedily rgjoin the royina™ She held up her pouch.
"He saw me off a dawn thismorning. | received thisfrom his own hands. There may be somethingin
here for you—ah." Her eye brightened at the approach of Porifors's castle warder, an aging, landless
lordling who reminded Istamuch of Ser dy Ferrg, except for being stringy instead of stout. The groom
Goram followed in hiswake. The warder took the pouch in charge, to Lisss obvious relief, and hastened
away with it, after directing the groom to assist with the courier'shhorse.

"Y ou must be exhausted,” said Lady Cattilara, whose eyes had widened more than once during Lisss
account. "' Such afrightening ordedl!"

"Oh, but I love my task," said Liss cheerfully, dapping her dirty tabard. "People give me fast horses and
get out of myway."

Istas lipstwitched up at this. Reason enough for joy, indeed.
But at least it appeared that she hadn't let Ferda go off on afool's errand, for all that he had missed Liss
on theroad. And that she could hope that by the time he reached Maradi, he would find his bear-ridden

brother and his conductor safely in the templ€'s charge there.

Liss, attempting to follow her horse as Goram led it away, made little excusing bowsin al directions.



Istasaid smoothly, "When my handmaiden has seen to her mount, she will bein need of abath, as| was.
And, | pray you, aloan of clothing aswell. Her things were stolen by the Jokonans along with mine.”
Actudly, Lisssextremely scant wardrobe had mostly been in her saddliebags. But Istajudged that
Cattilarasladies noseswerein the air at more than the reek of horses and sweat from the lowborn,
high-riding girl.

"And fodder, pray you, dear Royinal" Liss called over her shoulder.

"It shall be worthy of your greet ride, the fame of which shall reach Cardegossitsdf in my next |etter,”
| sta promised.

"Soitisquick, it may be anything you please!™

* * *

LISSWASA LONG TIME IN THE STABLES, BUT AT LAST SHE PRESENTED hersdlf at Ista's
new quarters. Cattilara'sladies, loca petty lords daughters who had nearly fallen over themsavesfor the
honor of serving the dowager royina, were clearly less taken with the chore of serving Liss. But abath
Lisshad, under Istasfirm eye, in between snatching bitesfrom the tray of bread, olives, cheese, and
dried fruit, and doshing down cup after cup of lukewarm herb tea. Her rank riding clothes were sent off
with the servants to be properly washed.

Cattilara's castoffs suited Lisss height and age much better than they did Istas, evenif they were atrifle
too generoudy cut in the chest for theriding girl. Lisslaughed in delight and awe, waving about one
trailing, ddlicate deeve, and Isa smiled at her pleasure with the unfamiliar richness.

One person's ddight in Lisswas unaloyed; the medical acolyte findly had someone to assume the care
of Istas hurts so that she might return to her neglected temple and family. Liss hadn't finished drying
before the acolyte finished her tutelage, turned over a supply of bandages and ointments, gathered her
things, received asuitable vail from Istafor her pains, and scampered off for home.

* * *

DINNER THAT AFTERNOON WAS PRESENTED IN A SMALLER CHAMBER off the
courtyard of the star fountain, and proved to be an dmost entirdly fema e gathering, under Lady
Cattilaras dominion. No chair was|lft ritualy empty.

"Does Lord Arhys not dinetonight?' |sta asked as she was seated at the marchesss right hand.Or ever?
"I should think histertiary fever would worry you."

"Not nearly asmuch as hismilitary duties," Lady Cattilara confided with asigh. "He has taken some men
on apatrol toward the northern border. My heart will bein my mouth till he returns. | amin agony insde
with terror for him when he rides out, though of course | smile, and do not let him guess. If anything ever
happened to him, | believe | would go mad. Oh." She covered her gaffe with asip of wine and held her
cup up to Istain salute. "Butyou understand, I'm sure. | wish | could keep him by my sdeforever.”

"Isnot his superior military craft apart of his'—admittedly appalling—"attractiveness? Hobble him,
and you risk killing the very thing you admirein the attempt to preserveit.”

"Oh, no," said Lady Cattilara serioudy. Denying, but not answering, the objection, Istanoted. "I do



make him write to me every day, when heisgone. If heforgot, | should be quite crosswith him"—her
lipsturned up, and her eyes sparkled with laughter—"for awhole hour at least! But he doesn't forget.
Anyway, he's supposed to be back by nightfal. I'll watch for him on the road from the north tower, and
when | see hishorse, my heart will stop choking me and start beating a thousand times a minute instead.”
Her face softened in anticipation.

Istabit hard into alarge mouthful of bread.

Thefood, in any case, was excellent. Lady Cattilara, or her castle cook, at least did not attempt to ape
the excesses, or worse, what they imagined to be the excesses, of Cardegoss court feasting, but served
sample, fresh fare. There did seem to be more sweets tonight, which Ista.could not fault, and which Liss
plainly relished, consuming an enviable portion. She was very quiet in this company, in what seemed to

| sta unnecessary awe of her surroundings. Istathought she would rather have heard Lissstdesthan the
local gossip that filled the time. When they had escaped the ladies and returned to the square stone court,
Istatold her so, and chided her for her shyness.

"Truly," Lissadmitted, "I think it'sthe dress. | felt agreat gawk next to those highborn girls. I don't know
how they manage dl thisfancy cloth. I'm sure | shdl trip over mysdf and tear something.”

"Then let uswalk about in the colonnade, that | may stretch my scabs as the acolyte ingtructs, and that
you may practice swishing in silksto do me honor in this court. And tell me more of your ride.”

Liss shortened her stepsin amost ladylike fashion, keeping to Ista'sdow limp in the coal of the
cloistered walkway. Ista primed her with questions about every aspect of her journey. Not that Ista
needed a catalogue of every hair, fault, virtue, and quirk of every horse Liss had ridden for the past
severa days, but Lisssvoice was such welcome music, it hardly mattered what it dwelt upon. Istahad
lessto report, shefound, of her own ride, certainly not details of the Jokonan horseflesh, which she had
mainly experienced as a penance. Nor had she desireto recal green flies gathering to feed on thickening
blood.

Passing apillar, Lissreached out to trail her fingers over the carved tracery. "It looks like stone brocade.
Poriforsisafar more beautiful castle than | was expecting. IsLord Arhysdy Lutez as great a sword
master as the marchess was bragging?'

"Yes, infact. He dew four of the enemy who attempted to ride off with me. Two escaped.” She had not
forgotten them. She was dmost glad, in retrospect, that the trandator officer had been one of those fled.
She had spoken with him, eye to eye, afew too many timesfor her to imagine him asacipher, blurred
into the facelessranks of the fallen. A feminine weakness, that, perhaps, like refusing to eat any anima
one had named as a pet.

"Wasit true the march rode in with you upon his saddlebow?

"Yes" sad Istashortly.

Lissseyes crinkled with ddlight. "How splendid! Too bad he's so married, en?Is hereally as handsome
as hiswife seemsto think?"

"l can't say," Istagrowled. She added in reluctant fairness, "Heis, however, quite handsome.”

"How fine, to have such alord at your feet, though. | am glad you have come to such aplace, after dll
this"



IstachangedHe wasn't exactly at my feet to, "I do not plan to linger here."
Lisssbrowsrose. "The Mother's acolyte said you could not ride far yet.”

"Ought not, perhaps. Not comfortably. | could at need.” Istafollowed Lisss admiring glance around the
court, shaded in the danting light of the late day, and tried to evolve areason for her unease that did not
involve bad dreams. A rational, sensible reason, for awoman who was not mad in the least. She rubbed
at theitch on her forehead. "We are too close to Jokona, here. | do not know what tresties of mutual aid
presently exist between Jokona and Borasnen, but everyone knows the port of Visping isthe prize of my
roya daughter'seye. What is planned to happen in the fall will be no mere border raid. And therewasa
terrible event here this spring that can't have helped relaions with the prince of Jokonain any way." Isa
did not look toward that corner room.

"Y ou mean how Poriforss master of horse was stabbed by that Jokonan courtier? Goram told me of it
while we were swabbing down that fat palomino. Odd fellow—I think he'salittle smplein the
head—but he knows histrade.” She added, "Here, Royina, you are limping worse than my second horse.
Sit, rest." She chose ashaded bench at the court's far end, the one where Cattilara's ladies had collected
the previous evening, and with an air of determined heedful ness settled Istauponit.

After amoment of slence, she gave Isaasdelong look. "Funny old man, Goram. He wanted to know if
aroyinaoutranked a princess. Because a princess was the daughter of a prince, but you were only the
daughter of aprovincar. And that Roya Orico's widow Sarawas adowager royina more recent than
you. | said aChalionese provincar was worth any Roknari prince, and besides, you were the mother of
theroyinaof al Chdion-lbrahersdf, andnobody eseisthat.”

Istaforced hersdf to smile. "Royinas do not often comein hisway, | expect. Did your answers pecify
him?*

Lissshrugged. "Seemed to." Her frown degpened. "lan't it astrange thing, for aman to lie stunned like
that, for months?*

It was Istas turn to shrug. " Palsy-strokes, broken heads, broken necks. . . drownings... it happensthat
way, Sometimes.”

"Some recover though, don't they?"

"| think those that recover start to do so ... sooner. Most struck down that way do not live long
thereafter, unlesstheir careis extraordinary. It'sadow, ugly death for aman. Or anyone. Better to go
swiftly, at thefirg."

"If Goram caresfor Lord lllvin half aswell as he caresfor his horses, perhapsthat explainsit.”

| sta became conscious that the runty man himsalf had emerged from the corner chamber and hunkered
down behind the balustrade, watching them. After atime he rose, came down the stairs, and crossed the
court. As he neared, his steps shortened, his head drew in like aturtle's, and his hands gripped one
another.

He stopped alittle distance off, bent his knees, and ducked his head, first to Ista, then to Liss, then back
to Isaagain asif to make sure. His eyes were the color of unpolished sted. His stare, from under those
bushy brows, was unblinking.



"Aye" hesad at lagt, to apoint halfway between the two women. " She's the one he was going on about,
no mistake." He pursed hislips, and his gaze suddenly fixed on Liss. "Did you ask her?"

Lisssmiled crookedly. "Hello, Goram. Well, | wasworking up to it.”
Hewrapped hisarms around himsdlf, rocking forward and back. "Ask her, then."
Liss cocked her head. "Why don't you? She doesn't bite."

"'B'n't," he mumbled obscurely, glowering at his booted feet. ™Y ou."

Liss shrugged amused bafflement and turned to Ista. "Royina, Goram wishes you to comeview his
madter.”

|sta sat back and was Slent for along, withheld bresth. "Why?" shefinally asked.

Goram peered up a her, then back down at hisfeet. "Y ou were the one he was going on about."
"Surdy," said Ista after another moment, *no man would wish to be seenin his sickbed by strangers.”
"That'sdl right,” Goram pronounced. He blinked, and stared hard &t her.

Liss, her eyes crinkling, cupped her hand and whispered in Istas ear, "He was more talkative in the
ddls. | think you frighten him."

Articulate smooth persuasion, Istathought she might resist. In this odd tangle, she could hardly find an
end. Urgent eyes, tongue of wood, a silent pressure of expectation . . . She could curse agod. She could
not curse agroom.

She glanced around the court. Neither midnight nor noon, now; no details matched her dreams. Her
dream had held neither Goram nor Liss, thetime of day wasal wrong . . . maybe it was safe, benign.
She drew abresath.

"S0, then, Liss. Let usrenew my pilgrimage party and go view another ruin.”

Lisshelped her up, her face dert with open curiogity. Ista climbed the stairs upon her arm, dowly.
Goram watched her anxioudly, hislipsmoving, asif mentally boosting her up each step.

The women followed the groom to the end of the gallery. He opened the door, backed up, bowed
agan. Istahesitated, then followed Lissingde.

CHAPTER TWELVE

THE ROOM WAS LIGHTER THAN SHE'D SEEN IT IN HER VISION, the shutters on the far wall
open now to the blue sky beyond. The effect was airy and gracious. The chamber didn't smell likea
sickroom, no bunches of heavy-scented herbs hanging from the raftersfailing to mask an underlying tang
of feces, vomit, swest, or despair. Just cool air, wood wax, and afaint, not unpleasing aroma of
masculine occupation. Not unpleasing at dl.



Istaforced her gaze to the bed, and stood rooted.

The bed was made. He rested atop the counterpane not like a man in a sickbed, but like aman who had
lain down for but amoment in the middle of abusy day. Or like acorpselaid out in best garb for his
funerd. Long and lean, exactly asin her dreams, but dressed very differently: not patient or deeper, but
courtier. A tan tunic embroidered with twining leaves was fastened up to his neck. Matching trousers
were tucked into polished boots buckled up to his calves. A maroon vest-cloak spread beneath and
beside him, and a sheathed sword lay upon the negtly arranged folds, itsinlaid hilt beneath his dack left
hand. A sed ring gleamed on onefinger.

Hishair was not merely combed back from his high forehead, but braided in neat cords up from each
temple and over hiscrown. The dark, frosted length of it ended in a queue brought back over hisright
shoulder to rest upon his chest, thetail of it, beyond the maroon tie,

brushed out straight. He was shaved, and that recently. A scent of lavender water tickled I sta's nostrils.

She became aware that Goram was watching her with apainful intensity, his hands flexing asthey
gripped each other.

All thissilent beauty must be hiswork. What must the man on the bed have been to receive such
devotion from thislackey now, when he had so plainly lost al power to punish or reward?

"Fivegods," gasped Liss. "He'sdead "

Goram sniffed. "No, he's not. He don't rot.”

"But he's not bresthing!™

"Doestoo. You cantdl with themirror, see." He sidled around the bed and picked up atiny hand mirror
from anearby chest. With aglower at the girl from under his bristling eyebrows, he held it benesth Lord
lllvin's nogtrils. " See?!

Liss bent nearer across the unmoving form and cast awary glance downward. "That's your thumbprint.”

"Isnot!"

"Wadl. .. maybe..." Liss straightened and backed away with ajerky gesture, asif inviting Istato take her
vacated place by the bedside and judge for hersdif.

Istadrew nearer under Goram's anxious eye, trying to find something to say to the grizzled fellow. "Y ou
carefor himwell. A tragedy, that Ser dy Arbanos should have been hewn down like this."

"Aye" he said. He swallowed and added, "So ... go on, lady."
"I beg your pardon?'
"So...kisshim."

For just amoment, she pressed her teeth so hard together that her jaw twinged. But there was no
suppressed merriment in Goram's seamed, strained face, no hint of japery. "'l don't follow you."



He chewed on hislip. "It was aprincess put him here. | thought maybe you could wake him. Being a
royinaand al." He added after a doubtful moment, "Dowager royina."

He was deathly serious, she saw to her dismay. She said as gently as she could, "Goram, that'sa
children's story. We are not children here, das.

A dight choking noise made her glance aside. Lisss face was screwed up, but sheforboreto laugh, five
gods be thanked.

"You couldtry. It wouldn't hurt totry." Hewas rocking again in his unease, forward and back.
"| fear it would do no good, either.”
"No harm," he repeated doggedly. "Got to trysomething ."

He must have spent severa hoursin the meticul ous preparation of the scene, of hismaster, for her view.
What desperate hope could drive him to such bizarre lengths?

Maybe he has dreams, too. The thought clotted her breath.

The memory of the Bastard's second kiss heated her face. What if it had been not unholy jest, but
another gift—one meant to be passed dong? Might it be granted to her to perform amiracle of heding,
as agreeably asthis?So are the saints seduced by their gods. Her heart thumped in concedled
excitement.A life for a life, and by the grace of the Bastard, my sin islifted.

Inakind of fascination, she bent forward. The closaly shaved skin of Illvin'sjaw was stretched too thinly
over the fine bones. Hislipswere neutrd in color, alittle parted upon pae, square teeth.

Neither warm nor cold, as her lips pressed upon them . . .

She breathed into that mouth. She remembered that the tongue was the organ held sacred to the
Bastard, aswomb for the Mother, mae organs for the Father, heart for the Brother, and brain for the
Daughter. Because the tongue was the source of dl lies, the Quadrene hereticsfalsely charged. She
dared secretly to trace those teeth, touch the cool tip of histongue with hers, asthe god had invaded her
mouth in her dream. Her fingers spread, hovering over his heart, not quite venturing to touch, to fed for a
bandage wrapped around his chest beneath that decorated tunic. His chest did not rise. His dark eyes,
and she knew their color by heart already, did not open in wonder. He lay inert.

She swadlowed awail of disappointment, concealed chagrin, straightened. Found her voice, lost
somewhere. "Asyou see. It does no good." Foolish hope and foolish failure.

"Eh," said Goram. His eyes were narrowed, sharp upon her. He, too, looked disappointed, but by no
means crushed. "Must be something ese.”

Let me out of here. Thisistoo painful.

Liss, standing watching this play, cast Istaalook of mute apology. A lecture on ahandmaiden'sdutiesin
screening the importunate, the smple, and the strange from her lady's presence seemed in order, later.

"But youare the one he was going on about,” repeated Goram in an indstent tone. Recovering his
audacity, it seemed. Or perhapsthe futility of her kiss had reduced his awe of her. Shewas, after dl,



merely adowager royina, obvioudy insufficiently potent to bresthe the near dead to life. "Not tdl, hair
curled dl wild down your back, gray eyes, face dl still—grave, he said you were grave." He looked her
up and down and gave ashort nod, asif satisfied with her graveness. "The very one.”

"Whosaid—who described me so to you?' demanded |sta, exasperated.

Goram jerked his head toward the bed. "Him."

"When?" |sta's voice came out sharper than she'd intended; Liss jumped.

Goram's hands opened. "When he wakes up."

"Doeshe wake up? | thought—L ady Cattilara gave me to understand—he had never come out of his
swoon after he was stabbed.”

"Eh, Lady Catti," said Goram, and sniffed. Issawasn't certain if he was making acomment or just
clearing hisnose. "But he don'tstay awake, see. He comes up most every day for awhile, around noon.
Wemainly try to get as much food into him aswe can, while he can swalow without choking. He don't
get enough. HE's wasting away, you can seeit. Lady Catti, she came up with asmart ideato put goat's
milk down histhroat with alittle leather tube, and you can seethat it helps, but not enough. He'stoo thin
now. Every day, hisgripislessstrong.”

"Ishecoherent , when he wakes?"
Goram shrugged. "Eh."

Not an encouraging answer. But if hewaked at al, why not now, for her kiss, or a any other time? Why
just at thetime that his brother dept hismotionlessdeep . . . her mind shied from the thought.

Goram added, "He does go on, sometimes. Some would say hejust raves."

Lisssad, "Isit uncanny, do you think? Some Roknari sorcery?

Istaflinched at the notion.| wasn't going to ask it. | wasn't going to suggest it. | want nothing to do
with the uncanny. "Sorcery isillegd in the princedoms, and the Archipelago.” For more than just
theologica reasons; it was scarcely encouraged in Chalion, ether. Y et given opportunity—and sufficient
desperation, crimindity, or hubris—a stray demon might present as much temptation to a Quadrene asto
aQuintarian. More, since a Quadrene who had contracted a demon risked dangerous accusations of
heretical transgression if he sought assistance from his Temple.

Goram shrugged again. "Lady Catti, she thinksit's poison from that Roknari dagger, because the wound
don't hed right. | used to poison ratsin the stables—never saw any that worked like this."

Lisssbrowsdrew in, as she studied the ill form. "Have you served him long?”
"Going on three years."
"Asagroom?'

"Groom, sergeant, messenger, dogs body, whatever. Tendant, now. The others, they're too spooked.
Afraid to touch him. I'm the only one who doesit redly right.”



She cocked her head to one sde; her puzzled frown did not diminish. "Why does he wear hishair inthe
Roknari style? Though | must say, it suitshim.”

"He goesthere. Went there. Asthe march's scout. He was good enough to pass, knows the tongue—his
father's mother was Roknari, for al she learned to sign the Five, hetold me once.”

Footsteps sounded outside, and he looked up in trepidation. The door opened. Lady Cattilara's voice
said sharply, "Goram, what are you about? | heard voices—oh. | beg your pardon, Royina."

Istaturned, crossing her arms; Lady Cattilaradipped in acurtsey, though she shot a brief scowl at the
groom. She wore an apron over the fine dress shed appeared in at dinner, and shewastrailed by amaid
bearing a covered pitcher. Her eyes widened alittle asthey passed over the courtly garb of the patient.
She breathed out through her nostrils, an incensed huff.

Goram hunched, dropping his gaze, and took refuge in asudden renewd of hisunintelligible mumble,

Istawas moved by his hangdog look to try to spare him trouble. Y ou must excuse Goram,” she said
smoothly. "I asked himif | might view Lord Illvin, because ..." Yes why? To seeif heresembled his
brother? No, that was weak. To see if he resembled my dreams? Worse. "I perceived Lord Arhyswas
most troubled by his plight. I've decided to write to acertain highly experienced physician of my
acquaintancein Vaenda, Learned Tovia, to seeif she might have any advicein the case. So | wished to
be able to describe him and his symptoms very exactly. Sheisadtickler for precison in her diagnoses.”

"That isextremely kind of you, Royina, to offer your own physician,” said Lady Catilara, looking
touched. "My husband is grieved indeed by his brother'stragedy. If the master physicians we have sent
for continue to prove unwilling to travel so far—such adeptstend to be old, we are finding—we should
be most grateful for such aid.”" She cast adoubtful glance at the maid with the pitcher. "Do you think she
would want to know how we feed him the goat's milk? I'm afraid the processis not very pretty.
Sometimes he chokesit up.”

Theimplications were clear, snister, and repulsive. Given dl the labor to which Goram had goneto
present hisfallen magter in the most dignified possible light, Ista had no heart to watch that |ong body
stripped of its courtly adornment and subjected to indignities, however necessary. | expect Learned
Toviaiswel acquainted with dl thetricks of nuraing. I do not think | need to mark it."

Lady Cattilaralooked relieved. With acarryon gesture to the maid and Goram, she ushered Istaand
Lissback out onto the gallery, and waked with them toward Istals chambers. Twilight was gathering; the
courtyard was atogether in shadow, though the highest clouds glowed peach against the degpening blue.

"Goramisavery dutiful man," Cattilarasaid apologeticaly to Ista, "but I'm afraid he's more than atrifle
sample. Though heisby far the best of Lord Illvin's men who have undertaken to attend him. They are
too horrified, | think. Goram had arougher life, before, and is not squeamish. | could not begin to
manage llIvin without him."

Goram'stongue was simple, but his hands were not, in Ista'sjudgment, for al that he seemed the
exemplar of alack-witted attendant. "He appearsto have arare loyaty to Lord Illvin."

"No great wonder. | believe he had been an officer's servant, in his younger days, and been captured by
the Roknari during one of Roya Orico'sill-fated campaigns, and sold as adave to the Quadrenes. In any
case, lllvin retrieved him—on one of histripsto Jokona, | think it was. | don't know if Illvin smply



bought him, or what, though it ssems there was some unpleasant misadventureinvolved init dl. Goram
has stayed by Illvin since. | suppose he'stoo old to go off and try to make hisway elsewhere." Cattilaras
gazeflicked up. "What did the poor fellow try to talk to you about?

Lisss mouth opened; Ista's hand nipped her arm before she could reply. Istasaid, "I'm afraid he's not
very lucid. | had hoped he was an old retainer and could tell me about the brothers youth, but it proved
not to be the case."

Cattilarasmiled in bright sympathy. "When Lord dy Lutez was till dive, and young, you mean?1'm
afraid the chancellor—was he dready Royalass chancellor, way back then, or just arising
courtier?—didn't come much to Porifors.”

"So you've explained," said Ista coolly. She adlowed Cattilarato ease her and Lissinto their own
chambers and escape back to her nursing supervision.

Or whatever it was she did, in lllvin's service. Istawondered if there was anything lacing that goat's milk
in addition to the honey, or what strange spices might be sprinkled on that food he bolted, once aday.
After which he gabbled incoherently, then dept the sun around, unable to be roused.

A seductively rational consideration, that one. Not a single dose of poison from a Roknari dagger, but an
ongoing regimen, from a source much closer to home? It would account for the visible symptoms quite
exactly. Shewas sorry she had thought of it.Less disturbing than dreams of white fire, though.

"Why did you pinch my arm?" Liss demanded when the door had closed.
"To stop your speech.”
"Widl, | figuredthat . Why?'

"The marchess was not best pleased with her groom's forwardness. | wished to save him a cuffing, or at
least, sharp words."

"Oh." Lissfrowned, digesting this. "I'm sorry | let him trouble you. He seemed harmlessin the stables. |
liked how he handled the horse. | never dreamed he would ask you for anything so foolish.” She added
after amoment, "Y ou were kind not to mock him, or refuse hisplea.”

Kindness had nothing to do with it."He certainly went to great painsto make it asattractive a
proposition as possible.”

The merry glint returned to Lissseyein response to her wry tone." That's so. And yet... it madeit all
seem sadder, somehow.”

Ista could only nod agreement.

* * *

IT EASED ISTA'SHEART TOHAVE LISSSPLAIN, PRACTICAL minigtrations again, readying
her for bed. Liss bade her acheerful good night and went off to deep in the outer chamber, within call.
She left the candle burning again at Ista's bidding, and Ista sat up on her pillows and meditated on the
day'snew reveations.



Her fingers drummed. Shefelt as restless as when she had used to pace round and round the battlements
a VadendaCadlle, till her feet blistered and the soles parted from her dippers and her attendants begged
for mercy. That had been an opiate for thought, though, not itsaid.

For dl that it seemed a string of accidents had brought her to Porifors, the Bastard had claimed she was
not here by chance. The gods were parsmonious, Lord dy Cazaril had once remarked to her, and took
their chances where they found them. He had not pretended it was a positive feature, god-gnawed man
that hewas. Isasmiled in grim agreemen.

How were prayers answered, anyway? For prayers were innumerable, but miracles were rare. The gods
st othersto their work, it seemed. For however vast agod might be, it had only the width of one soul a
atimeto reach into the world of matter: whether door, window, chink, crack, pinhole. . .

Demons, for dl that they were supposedly legion, were not vast, possessing nothing like the infinite depth
ofthose Eyes, but they seemed limited smilarly; except that they could chew away at the edges of their
living gpertures, and so widen them, over time.

So who here must she reproach for praying for her advent? Or perhaps not for her, but just for help, and
sending her was but anasty jape of the Bastard's. She had absolved Lord IlIvin when sheéd thought him
sensdess, but if Goram spoke truth, he had periods of ... if not lucidity, arousdl, after dl. And Goram
himsalf had certainly made supplication of her, with thework of his handsif not words. Someone had laid
that Slent prayer of thewhite rose across Ivin'sempty plate. Lady Cattilara plainly ached with the pain
of her longing for achild, and her husband . . . was not what he seemed, either.

Foolish beyond hope to send amiddle-aged former madwoman running down the roads of Chaion to
fetch up here, and for what? Failed saint, failed sorceress, failed royina, wife, mother, daughter, failed . . .
well, lover was not arole sheld ever attempted. Less even than failure, in her hierarchy of woe. At first,
upon discovering Lord Arhyssrelation to dy Lutez, sheld guessed thisfor atribunal on the gods parts,
for her old, cold murder and sin confessed to dy Cabon back in Casilchas. Feared that she was dated to
be dragged though dl that stale guilt yet again: Fetch a bucket of water for the drowning woman!

But now ... it seemed her self-involved expectations were mockingly thwarted. Not hersdlf, but another,
was the center of the god's attentions. Her lips puffed on a bitter laugh. And she was merely being . . .
what? Tempted to meddle?

Tempted, certainly. The Bastard had plainly primed her with that salacious kiss of His. His questing
tongue had sent amost cryptic message, but that part of it she had received clearly, body and mind.

What point, to wake that deeping appetite here, now? What point ever? No dishes had been served up
intiny, backwater Vaendaworth sdivating over, even if the curse had not paralyzed her as much below
the waist asaboveit. Shewas hardly to befaulted for failing her feminine duty to fal in lovethere. She
tried to imagine dy Ferrg), or any other gentleman of the Provincaras entourage, as an object of desire,
and snorted. Just as well. Anyway, amodest lady always kept her eyes downcast. She had been taught
that rule by age eleven.

Work, the Bastard had said.
Notdalliance .

But what work? Healing? Enticing thought. But if so it was nat, it gppeared, to be effected with asmple
kiss. Perhaps shed just missed something on her first try, something obvious. Or subtle. Or profound.



Or obscene?Though she had little heart for a second attempt. She briefly wished the god had been more
explicit, then took back the wish asill phrased.

But as disastrous as the Situation aready was, could evenshe make it worse? Perhaps she was here on
the same principle as young physicians set to practice their experiments and new potions on the hopeless
cases. So that no blame attached to their—usually inevitable-failures. The dying, they do have at
Porifors. A little practice piece, thistightly contained domestic tragedy. Two brothers, a barren wife, one
cadtle. . . perhapsit was not beyond her scope. Not like the future of aroyacy, or the fate of the world.
Not like the firg time the gods had conscripted her into their service.

But why sendmein answer to a prayer, when you know perfectly well 1 can't do a thing without
You?

It wasn't too hard to follow the logic ofthat oneto itsinevitable conclusion, ether.
Unless | open to You, You cannot lift a leaf. Unless You pour into me,Ilcannot do . . . what?

Whether asdlly port was a passage or abarrier depended not on the materials of which it was made,
but on its position. The free will of the door, asit were. All doors opened in both directions. She could
not open the gate of hersalf acrack and peek out, and expect to still hold the fortress.

But | cannot see. . .

She cursed the gods methodicaly, in five couplets, in ferocious parody of an old childhood bedtime
prayer, rolled over, and wrapped her pillow over her head. Thisisn't defiance. Thisis shuffling.

* * *

IFANY GOD DABBLED IN HER DREAMS, ISTA DID NOT REMEMBER IT when her eyes
opened in the night. But regardless of the phantasms that troubled the mind, the body ill had to piss. She
sighed, poked her feet out of bed, and went to open the heavy wooden shutter to let in alittle light. Near
midnight, she guessed, by the misshapen moon's slver sheen. Wl past the full, now, but the night was
chill and clear. She rummaged under the bed for her chamber pot.

Finished, she eased the lid back on with aclink, frowned at how loud the noise seemed in the stillness,
and pushed the pot back out of the way again. She returned to the window, intending to bar the shutters
once more.

A shuffling of dippered feet sounded in the courtyard below, then scuffed quickly up the sairs. Istaheld
her breath, peering between the spirds of iron. Catti again, al soft, shimmering silks, flowing over her
body like water as she moved in the moonlight. One would think the cursed girl would get cold.

She certainly wasn't carrying apitcher of goat's milk thistime. She wasn't even carrying acandle.
Whether she clutched some smaller, more perilous vid closeto her chest, or merely held her light robe
closed, Istacould not tell.

Sheeased Lord IlIvin'sdoor open in silence and did within.

Istastood still a her window, staring into the dark, hands wrapped around the cold iron foliage.



All right. You win. | can't stand this any longer.

Teeth grinding, Ista sorted through her clothes presently hung on the row of wall pegs, drew down the
black sk robe, and shrugged it on over her pale nightdress. She didn't wish to risk waking Liss by
blundering in the dark through the outer chamber to the door. Did her window even open? She wasn't
suretheiron rod holding the grating closed would move out of its stone groove at fird, but it came up
with atug. The grating pushed outward. She hoisted her hips up to the sill and swung her legs out.

Her bare feet made |ess noise on the boards of the gallery than Caitti's dippers had. Asno orange glow
had begun in the dark chamber opposite, Istawas unsurprised to find the inner shutters of Illvin's window
open to the moonlight, too. But from Istal's vantage, easing up to the edge of the sinuous iron vines that
guarded the opening, Catti was scarcely more than a dark shape moving among darker shapes, ascuff, a
breath, the squeak of afloorboard softer than a mouse's cry.

The spot on Ista's forehead ached like a day-old scalding.
| can't see a benighted thing. | want to see.
Inside the room, fabric rustled.

Ista swallowed, or tried to. And prayed, |sta-fashion: or made a prayer of rage, as some claimed to do
of song or the work of their hands. So long as it was from the heart, the divines promised, the gods
would hear. 1sta's heart boiled over.

I have denied my eyes, both inner and outer. | am not child, or virgin, or modest wife, fearing to
offend. No one owns my eyes now but me. If | have not the stomach by now to look upon any sight
in the world, good or evil, beautiful or vile, when shall I? It isfar too late for innocence. My only
hope is the much more painful consolation of wisdom. Which can grow out of knowledge alone.

Give me my true eyes. | want to see. | have to know.

Lord Bastard. Cursed be Your name.

Open my eyes.
The pain on her forehead flared, then eased.

She saw acouple of the old ghosts, firgt, hovering in air: not curioudly, for no spirits so faded and cold
could hold so coherent an emotion, but drawn as mothsto alight. Catti's hand, then, impatiently swishing
through the air, driving them off as one might brush away annoying insects.

She sees them, too.

|sta set asde theimplications of thisfor later reflection as her vison began to fill with that milky fire she
had seen in her dream. 1llvin was the source of it, aflickering incandescence that ran the length of his
body like spilled oil ignited by abrand. Catti was much darker,

solider, but the details of her face, body, hands, dowly took shape and certainty. She was standing by
thefar sde of Illvin's bed, and the rope of white fire was running out through her twisting fingers. Ista
turned her head just enough to follow it, out the door, crossing the court. Without question, itsliquid
movement was away, not toward, the supine figure in the bed.



Hewas dressed again in the practica undyed linen robe, though his hair was still negtly braided. Cati
reached down, plucked free the knot of the belt, and laid each half open, from shoulder to ankle. Hewas
naked beneath except for the pale white strip of abandage encircling his chest just below the heart, the
hidden well from which that pae fire gushed and drained.

Catti's face was chill, ill, nearly expressionless. She reached down to touch the bandage. The white
light seemed to wind around her dark fingerslike wool.

Of one thing Istawas certain: Cattilarawas not the gate for any god. God light, in dl its hues, was
unmistakable to the inner eye. And Istaknew only one other root for such sorceries.

So where is the demon?Istahad not felt its malign presence before; what she had mainly feltin
Cattilara's company wasiirritation. Enough to mask that deeper unease? Not entirely, it seemedin
retrogpect, even if Istahad misperceived her recurring clotted tension around the marchess as base envy.
Partly misperceived, she corrected with grim honesty. Issamarshaed al the clarity of vison she could,
widening her inner eyeto takein dl theliving light that rippled in unhappy disorder around the room.

Not light: darkness, shadow. Floating under Cattilara's breastbone, atight, dark violet knot, turned in on
itsdlf. Hiding? If S0, not quite successfully, like acat in asack that had forgotten to pull initstail.

But which was the possessor, which the possessed? The termsorcerer applied, confusingly, to both
spiritud states; for dl that the divines claimed they were theologically distinct, from the outside there was
little practica way to tll them gpart.

| cantell, it seems. But then, I'm looking from the other side. Cattilararode this demon, not the other
way around; it was her will that prevailed here, her soul that was ascendant in that lovely body. For the
moment.

Cattilararan one fingernail down Lord Illvin'storso from the hollow of histhroat to hisnavel, and
beyond. The fire seemed to intengify initstrail, divert downward asif flowing through anew channd.

She eased hersdlf onto the bed beside him, leaned in, and began to methodicaly caress his body, from
the shoulders downward, from the ankles upward, recentering the fountain of light over hisgroin. Her
caresses grew more explicit. The gray eyelids never flickered, but other parts of Illvin's body began to
respond to thisfocusing of attention. Alive hewas on onelevd, fleshif not mind. Visbly.

Arethey lovers, then?lgtas brows knotted. For dl the efficient expertise, that was the most unloving
touch Istahad ever seen. It sought to stimulate, not gretify, and took no satisfaction for itsdf. Ifher hands
hed the privilege of tracing that ivory skin over whipcord muscle, that darker velvet senstivity, they would
not be rough, abrupt, clawed with tension.Her palmswould be open, drinking ddlight. That is.... if she
ever had the courage to touch anyone. The passion here was anger, not lust.Lord Bastard, your
blessings are being wasted in that bed.

Catti waswhigpering. "Yes. That'sright. Come on." The busy fingersworked. "It's not fair. Not fair.

Y our seed isthick, and yet my lord's has turned to water. What need have you for it? What need have
you for anything?' The hands dowed again. Her eyes glittered, and her voice dropped till further. "We
could ridehim, you know. No one would ever know. Get achild al the same. It would be half Arhyssat
least. Do it now, whiletheres il time"" Had that dark knot benesth her breastbone fluttered?

A little Sllence, then her voice hissed. "1 don't want second-best. He never liked me anyway. All his



stupid jokes| could never get. Thereisno man for me but Arhys. There will never be any man for me but
Arhys. Alwaysand forever."

The knot seemed to cringe inward again. Aye, Istathought to it. You are not the pregnancy she seeks,
I'll warrant.

Cattilara's hands opened: framed taut, aching flesh spinning athread of white firefromitstip. "There.
That should hold for long enough.” She eased off the bed, which creaked, and flipped the robe dmost
closed again. Raised the sheet again, very gently, and lowered it to Illvin's chest. Her hand coursed just
above the white line, not touching it, as she dipped around the foot of the bed. Istaducked downina
crouch, hiding her face and hair beneath her wide black deeve. The creak of the door opening and
closing again, the snick of alatch. Footsteps rising on tiptoe, hurrying away.

Ista peeked over the balustrade. Catti rippled avay over the pavement below, silks fluttering behind her
as sheran, following the continuous line of light. Light that cast neither shadow nor reflection. She, and it,
vanished under the arcade.

What isthis sorcery, Cattilara? Istashook her head in bewilderment.

| shall feed my starving eyes, then. Perhaps, when they are full enough, they will teachme....
something.

And if not, | shall still have snatched a crumb.

The hinges on the door to Illvin's chamber were very well oiled, 1stanoticed. The heavy carved door
moved easly. From here, she could hear faint snores from the next chamber, beyond an inner door.
Goram, or some like attendant, deeping within cdl, should amiracle occur and Illvin waketo call.
Careful not to touch the floating line of light, she eased her way around a chest and padded acrossthe
rugsto lllvin's bedsde. The opposite side from the one Catti had taken. She ddlicately lifted his sheet
down, opened hisrobe as Catti had, and studied him atogether.

Ignoring the obvious for amoment, shetried to study the swirling light, to read some pattern or message
init. The brightest was collected a his groin, temporarily, but nodes glimmered over nave, lip, and
forehead aswell as heart. Lip and forehead were extremdly faint. She was certain he was thinner than
when she had seen him in her first dream, cheeks more hollowed, ribs. . . she had not seen hisribs
before, but she could surely count them now. She could mark the line of his pelvic bone, beneath his skin.
Her finger traced it, paused.

He moved, barely: faint, highly recognizable twitches of lug... or, perhaps, the echoes of such
movement, coursing back through the trembling line of light like awave returning from some farther
shore? Minutes dipped by; she could count her heartbeats. She could count his. They quickened. For the
first time, hislips moved, but only to emit alow groan.

A drain, ashudder, abrighter blaring of light, then it was over. The cold fire coursed chaoticaly over his
body, then recentered its well-spring over the dressing below his heart and pulsed on. Pumping ot. . .
what?

Hisflesh went back to looking disturbingly deed.

"So," Ista breathed. "lan't that. . . curious.”



Wisdom, or even knowledge, €luded her ill. Well, some aspects of what she had just witnessed were
very clear. Some. . . werent.

Softly, she closed hisrobe, tied its belt. Drew the sheet up asit had been. Studied the floating line of
light. She remembered her dream of it.

Darel?

She certainly wasn't getting anywhere just saring at it. She reached forward, arched her hand around it.
Paused.

Goram, | salute you.

She hitched her hip up on the bed and leaned forward. Touched her lipsto Illvin's, then took a deeper
caress from them. Closed her hand.

The light sputtered out.

His eyes sprang open; heinhaled her breath. She propped herself on one hand, beside his head, and
gazed down into those eyes, as dark as she remembered from her first visons. His hand moved, circled
up behind her head, gripped her hair.

"Oh.That's a better dream.” Voice dusky as old honey, a soft northern Roknari-tinged accent: richer by
far than shed remembered from her own deegping visons of him. He kissed her in return, cautioudy at
firdgt, then more confidently—not so much in belief, as dizzily dispensing with belief.

She opened her hand. Thelight renewed itsdlf, spiraled up from him, sped away. With asigh of anguish,
he faded again, eyelids not quite meeting. The gleam between his lashes was the more disturbing for being
so0 motionless. Gently, she closed them for him.

She was by no means sure what she had just done, but the line of light had vanished aong the whole of
itslength that she could see. On itsterminating end, aswell? And if that wasthe case ... had it been
another's turn to swoon? Arhyss? In Catti's arms?

Once, between ignorance, frenzied impatience, and terror, she had helped create a disaster. The night
Arvol dy Lutez had died in the dungeons of the Zangre had been turbid with sorcery like this. Shot with
searing vidons, likethis.

But set in motion by an Isa—notlikethis. . .

Theterror that now throbbed dully in her head, she could do little about but endure.In endurance, if
nothing else, | am by now an expert. Impatience she could swallow like aphysician's bitter draught.
Ignorance. . . she might advance upon. Like an army with banners, or just aforlorn hope, she could not
say. But Istawas not ready to face another night'swork like that one until she knew whether she was
about to commit miracle or murde.

Swiftly, regretfully, sherose from Lord Illvin's bedside, patted the sheet out straight, drew her black
robe about her, and dipped away through the door. She ran on tiptoe aong the galery, lifted up the
grating of her window, and jerked hersdlf back through. Slid the locking rod down. Closed and barred
theinner shutters. Sat back in her bed and watched the crack.



In another moment, the distant red glow from a candle wavered past, and dippered feet padded swiftly
downthe gdlery. In afew minutesthey returned the same way—dowly, pensvdy. In puzzlement?
Whispered down the steps again.

I amill suited to this murky task. The Bastard wasn't even her proper god. Ista had no doubt of her
parentage, nor of the objects of her clumsy, stunted, hopel ess desires. Though a disaster out of season,
| surely am. But however many better godly couriers had been dispatched, she appeared to be the one
who had actudly arrived. So.

One way or another, she was determined to meet Lord Illvin awake tomorrow. What wasraving
incoherence to others might prove plain as god light to amadwoman.

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

THE SUN WASBARELY OVER THE HORIZON WHEN LADY Cattilarabustled in ready to
escort Istato the morning temple services, with aladies archery contest and aluncheon to follow. This
time, Istahad her excuses marshaled and ready.

"I'm afraid | tried to do too much, yesterday. | wasfeverish and ill last night. | mean to keep quietly to
my chamberstoday and rest. Please do not think that | must be entertained every minute, Marchess.”

Lady Cattilaralowered her voice to aconfidentia tone. "In truth, the town of Porifors haslittle diverson
to offer. We are the frontier, here, and as harsh and smple as the task we must perform. But | have
written to my father—Oby isthe second town of Caribastos after the provincar's own seet. | am sure my
father would be deeply honored to receive you therein amanner more befitting your rank.”

"l am unfit to travel anywherejust yet, but when | am, Oby would be amaost welcome halt on my return
journey.” Margindly less exposed than Poriforsto the dangers of the border, and rather more heavily
manned, Ista could not help reflecting. "That isadecison for another day.”

Lady Cattilara nodded sympathetic understanding, but looked pleased at the royina's vaguely worded
acceptance. Yes, | would imagine you would be relieved to see me shuffled off elsewhere.
Or—something would. Istastudied her.

Outwardly, she seemed the same as ever, dl soft green silks and light linens over abody of yielding
feminine promise. Inwardly . . .

Istaglanced & Liss, hovering solicitoudy to finish dressing Istals hair and wrap her in her outer garments.
A wholesome person had a soul congruent with the body, spirit occluded by the matter that generated
and nourished it, and thus nearly asinvisible to second sight asto the Sight of the eyes. In the present
god-touched magnification of her sengtivity, Istafancied she could perceive, not intellect or emotion, but
the state of the soul itsdlf. Lissswasbright, rippling, colorful with swirling energies, and entirely centered.
The maid who waited to carry off the wash water had a quieter soul, darkened with a smear of
resentment, but equaly congruous with the rest of her.

Cattilaras spirit was the darkest and densest, roiling with strain and secret distress. Beneath its surface
another boundary lurked, darker and tighter till, like abead of red glass dropped in aglass of red wine.
The demon seemed much moretightly closed this morning than it had last night. Hiding? From what?

From me, Istaredized. The god scars upon her that were invisible to mortal eyeswould surely shinelike



watch firesin the dusk to ademon's peculiar perceptions. But did the demon share dl its observations
with the mount it rode? How long, indeed, had Lady Cattilara been infested by her passenger? The dying
bear had felt ragged, asif its demon were some ravenous tumor spreading tendrilsinto every part of it,
consuming and replacing the bear's soul-stuff with itself. Whatever else Cattilaras soul was, it seemed il
mosily her own.

"Did Lord Arhysreturn safdly last night, to your heart's ease?" Itainquired.
"Oh, yes" Cattilara's smile grew warm and secret.
"Soon your prayersto the Mother will change from supplication to thanksgiving, I'll warrant.”

"Oh, | hopeit may it be so!" Cattilarasigned hersdf. "My lord has only a daughter—athough Livianais
apretty child, risng nineyearsold, liveswith her materna grandparents—but | know he longsfor ason.
If I might bear him one, he would honor me above al women!™

Above, perhaps, the memory of hisfirst wife? Do you compete with a dead woman, girl?The
blurred light of retrospective could lend a perfection hard for breathing flesh to match. Despite hersdlf,
|stawas moved to pity. "I remember this awkward period of waiting—the monthly disgppointments—my
mother used to write me severe letters, full of advice on my digt, asif it weremy fault that my womb did
not fill."

Cattilaras face livened with eager interest. "How unjust! Roya las wasquite an old man—mucholder
than Arhys." She hesitated curioudly, then asked in ashyer voice, "Did you ... do anything specid? To get
|sdle?"

Istagrimaced in remembered aggravation. "Every lady-in-waiting in the Zangre, whether they'd ever
borne a child or not, had a dozen country remediesto press upon me."

Cattilarainquired, with unexpected wryness, "Did they offer any to las?'

"A fresh young bride seemed tonic enough for him." At first. lass oddly diffident early lustfulness had
faded over time and with his otherwise well-conced ed disgppointment at agirl child'sbirth. Age and the
curse more than accounted for the rest of his problems. |sta suspected that rather than swallowing
noxious potions, he had taken to adding a private detour for stimulation by hislover before he visited her
chamber. If she had continued infertile, might Lord dy L utez have persuaded lasto cut out the middle
step and admithim directly to her bed? How long before the rel entless expectation would have pressured
Istato compliance? Righteous indignation at such blandishment burned al the hotter when it concealed
real temptation, for Arvol dy Lutez had been astriking man. That part, at least, of Cattilaral's strange rage
at her brother-in-law Illvin presented no block to Ista's understanding whatsoever.

Istablinked, as a solution to the knotty problem of having Cattilara—

and her demon—underfoot at |1vin's noontime awakening occurred to her. An ugly ploy, but effective.
She added smoothly, "For mysdlf, the last thing | tried before | became pregnant with Teldez was the
poultice of finger-lily flowers. That remedy was the contribution of Lady dy Varasold nurse, as| recall.
Lady dy Varaswore by it. Shedd had six children by then."

Cattilara's gaze grew suddenly intent. "Finger-lilies? | don't believe | know that flower. Doesit grow here
inthe north?"



"l don't know. | thought I saw some growing near the meadow where Lord Arhys had his camp, the
other day. Lisswould recognize the plant, I'm sure." Behind Cattilara's shoulder, Lisss browsflew upin
protest; Istaraised two fingersto command her silence. Istawent on, "The old nurse had it that they must
be gathered by the supplicant hersdlf, barefoot, at high noon when the sun is most fecund. Cut with a
slver knifewhile praying to the Mother, the petals wrapped in aband of cheesecloth—or silk, for a
lady—and worn about the waist until she next lieswith her husband.”

"What was the wording of the prayer?' asked Lady Cattilara.

"Nothing specid, solong asit wassincere."

"Thisworked for you?'

"How can one be sure?’ In fact, sheld never quacked hersdlf with any of the suggestions she'd been
pelted with by her well-wishers. Except for prayer.And we all know how well that worked, in the end.
Istamentally composed her next lure, but was cut short by her fish leaping into her net.

"Royina. . . ancethereisto beno ladies fetethisnoon . . . might | borrow your handmaiden Lissto
assst meinlocating some of these wonderful blooms?!

"Certainly, Marchess" Iasmiled. "'l shdl rest and write letters.

"I will see you are brought luncheon,”" Cattilara promised, and curtseyed hersalf out. To go look for a
dlver knifeand aslk scarf, Ista guessed.

"Royina," Liss hissed, when the marchess's steps had receded down the outside stairs. "1 don't know
anything about thisflower you're talking about.”

"Actualy, it'sashort green shoot that haslittle flowers dangling in arow, caled Mother'sbells, but it
hardly matters. What | wish of you isthat you get the marchess asfar away from Porifors asyou can
persuade her to ride by noon. Let her pick any flower that isn't poisonous.” Now, there was another
temptation . . . Istarecalled childhood encounters with blister-ivy and stinging nettle, and smiled grimly.
But whatever was going on with Cattilarawas deathly serious, and no pretext for japery, no matter how
the girl set Istasteeth on edge. "Mark if she becomes suddenly anxiousto return, or otherwise behaves
or speaks oddly. Delay her aslong as you reasonably may, however you can.”

Lissfrowned, her brow wrinkling. "Why?'

|sta hesitated. "When the stationmaster hands you a sedled pouch, do you peek insde?!

"No, Royina" said Lissindignantly "I need you to be my courier inthis."

Lisshlinked. "Oh." She executed her bow-curtsey.

"The exercise will do the marchess no harm. Though ... it would be well, dso, if you are subtle in your
misdirection, and take care not to offend her." That the demon dared not show itself before Istadid not

guarantee that it dared not show itsdlf at dl. Istahad no idea of its powers and limits, yet.

Baffled but obliging, Liss undertook the charge. Istaate alight breakfast in her room, opened the
shuttersto the morning light, and settled down with borrowed pens and paper.



Firgt was a short, sharp note to the provincar of Tolnoxo, none too ddicately conveying Ista's
displeasure with his casua trestment of her courier and hisfailure more speedily to produce the lost Foix
and Learned dy Cabon, and ademand of better assistance to Ferda. A more candid letter to the
archdivine of Maradi, pleading for the Templesaid in searching for the afflicted Foix and his companion.

Liss had found her way to Porifors speedily enough; what dire delay could be keeping the pair of them . .
?

Istasubdued her pent-up anxiety by penning aletter to Chancellor dy Cazaril in Cardegoss,
commending Liss and Ferdaand Foix and their company for their recent courage and loyaty. Thena
bland missiveto Vaenda, assuring dl of her safety, neglecting to mention any of the unpleasant details of
her recent adventures. A somewhat less bland but equally reassuring note to Iselle and Bergon, asserting
that she was safe but desiring conveyance. . . She glanced through theiron grille toward the opposite
gdlery, and set the last one aside unfinished, not so sure she desired conveyance just yet.

After atime spent thoughtfully tapping her cheek with the feather of her quill, she reopened and added a
postscript to the letter to Lord dy Cazaril.

My other sight hasreturned. Thereisa difficult situation here.

* * *

AT LENGTH, A PAGE APPEARED TO COLLECT LISS FOR HER NOON expedition with the
marchess. Sometime after that, amaid arrived with aluncheon for Istaon atray, accompanied by a
gentlewoman of the marchesssretinue evidently detailed to keep Ista company. I1sta bade the maid set
the tray on the table and leave her, and ruthlesdy dismissed the disappointed lady-in-waiting aswell. As
soon as their footsteps had faded outside, Istadipped through the outer chamber and out the door. The
sun, she noted grimly, shone down high and hot into the stone court, making black accent marks of the
shadows. At the opposite end of the gallery, she knocked on Lord Illvin's carved door.

It swung open. Goram's rusty voice began, "Now, did you have that fool of acook stew the meat softer
today—" then died away. "Royina." He gulped and ducked his head, but did not invite her inside.

"Good afternoon, Goram.” Istalifted her hand and pressed the door wide. He gave way helplessly,
looking frightened.

The room was dim and cool, but agrid of light fell through the shutters onto the woven rugs, making the
muted colors briefly blaze. Ista's eye summed the semblances with her first dream vision, but dismissed
them abruptly from her attention when her second sight took in Goram.

His soul was bizarre in appearance, unlike any other that she had yet seen. It reminded her of nothing so
much as atattered cloth that had been splashed with vitriol, or esten away by moths, until it hung together
only by afew strained strings. She thought of the ragged bear. But Goram clearly was not presently

demon-infested, nor was he dying.He isn't well, though. Isn't. . . quite right. She had to wrench her
perception back to his gnarled physica surface.

"I wish to speak with your master when he wakes," shetold him.
"He, um, don't lways talk so's you can make out anything.”

"That'sdl right."



The groom's head drew in upon his shouldersin the turtle hunch again. "Lady Catti, shewouldn't likeit."
"Did she chide you yesterday, after | left?' And how fiercely ?
He nodded, looking at hisfeet.

"Well, she's busy now. She has ridden out from the castle. Y ou need not tell her | was here. When the
servant brings Lord lllvin'stray, take it and send him away, and no one will know."

llm.ll

He seemed to digest her words a moment, then nodded and shuffled backward, allowing her entry.

Lord Illvinlay upon the bed in hislinen robe, hishair unbraided and brushed back as she had first seen it
in her dream. Motionless as death, but not stripped of soul-stuff; yet neither was his soul centered and
congruent like Lisss, or even like tattered Goram's. It was as though it were being forcibly pulled out
from hisheart, to stream away in that now-familiar line of whitefire. The barest tint of it remained within
the confines of hisactua body.

Istatook a seat on achest by thewall to llIvin'sright and studied that silent profile. "Will he wake soon?!

"Mogt likey."

"Carry on asyou usudly do, then."

Goram nodded nervoudy and pulled astool and asmall table up to the opposite side of the bed. He
jumped up at aknock on the door. Istaleaned back out of view as he accepted a heavy tray covered
with alinen towel and sent its bearer off. The manservant sounded relieved to be so dismissed. Goram
settled down on his stoal, his hands gripping each other, and stared a Lord IlIvin. Silence settled thickly

over theroom.

Theline of whitefire gradually thinned. Drew down to the merest faint thread. 11lvin's body seemed to
refill, his soul-stuff deeply denseto Istals second sight, but churning in complex agitation.

[vin's lips parted. Abruptly, hisbreath drew in, then huffed out. His eyes opened to stare wildly at the
ceiling. Hejerked suddenly upright, his hands covering hisface.

"Goram? Goram!" Panic edged hisvoice.

"Here, mord!" said Goram anxioudly.

"Ah. Therey'are." lllvin's speech was durred. His shoulders dumped. His rubbed hisface, dropped his
handsto the coverlet, stared at his feet, the grooves degpening on hishigh brow. "I had that desperate
dream again last night. The shining woman. Five gods, but it was vivid thistime. | touched her hair ..."

Goram looked across at Ista. Illvin's head turned to follow his glance.

Hisdark eyeswidened. "Y ou! Who are you ? Do | dream till?"

"No. Not thistime." She heditated. "My nameis... Ista. | am here for areason, but | do not know what
itis"



Hislips puffed on apainful laugh. "Ah. Me, too."

Goram hastened to arrange his pillows; hefdl back into them, asif thislittle effort had already exhausted
him. Goram followed up immediately with abite of stewed meat on a spoon, redolent with herbs and
garlic. "Hereés mest, mlord. Edt, est, quickly.”

[llvin took it in, evidently before he thought to resist; he gulped it down and waved the following bite
away. Heturned his head toward Istaagain. "You don't . . . shinein the dark, now.Did | dream you?"

”YS,"

"Oh." His brows knotted in bewilderment. "How do you know?' Hefailed to duck the insstent spoon,
and was perforce sillenced again.

"Lord Illvin, what do you remember about the night you were stabbed? In Princess Umerue's
chambers?'

"Stabbed, me? | wasnot. . ." His hand felt beneath his robe for the bandage around historso. "Curse
you, Goram, why do you keep winding this benighted rag around me? | havetold you ... | havetold you
.. Heclawed it away, pulled it loose, flung it down on the foot of the bed. The skin of his chest was
unmarked.

Istastood, came to the bedside, and turned the white cloth over. The dressing pad was soaked with a
dull red-brown bloodstain. She angled it toward his gaze, raising her brows. He frowned fiercely and
shook his head.

"l have no wound! | have no fever. | do not vomit. Why do | deep so much? | grow so wesk ... | totter
likeanewborn calf ... | cannot think .. . five gods, please not a pasy-stroke, drooling and crippled ..."
Hisvoice sharpened in darm. "Arhys, | saw Arhysfal at my feet. Blood—whereis my brother—?"

Goram's voice went exaggeratedly soothing. "Now, m'lord, now. The marchisfine. I'vetold you that
fifty times. | seehim every day.”

"Why doesn't he come to see me?' Now the durred tongue was querulous, edging on awhine like an
overtired child.

"He does. You're adeep. Don'tfret you s0." The harried Goram glowered briefly at Ista. "Here. Eat

Arhyswas in Umerue's chamber that night, too?Already the tale began to diverge from Cattilara's
tidy verson. "Did Lord Pechma stab you?' Ista asked.

[llvin blinked in confusion. He gulped down the latest bite Goram inserted, and said, ""Pechma? That
fecklessfool ? Ishe ill here a Porifors? What has Pechmato do with any of this?"

Istasad patiently, "Was Lord Pechmathere a al?
"Where?'

"In Princess Umerue's chamber."



"No! Why should he be? The golden bitch treated him like adave, same astherest. Double-deding . . .
double..."

| stas voice sharpened. " Golden bitch? Umerue?!

"Mother and Daughter, but she was cruelly beautiful! Sometimes. But when sheforgot to look a me, she
was plain. Aswhen | saw her before, in Jokona. But when her amber eyes were on me,| would have
played her dave. No, not played. Been. But she turned her eyes on poor Arhys... dl womendo. . . ."

Well, yes. ..

"She saw him. Shewanted him. Shetook him, aseasily aspicking up a, up a, something ... | figured it
out. | followed. She had him down on the bed. She had her mouth on his...."

"Meat," said Goram, and shoved in another bite.

An exotic woman, avirile man, amidnight vist, aspurned suitor . . . therolesthe same, but the actors
atered from Cattilaras verson? Not Pechma but I11vin, the murderous intruder on some intimate scene?
It hung together; it was not hard to imagine that Umerue, sent to woo Illvin for the sake of some aliance
with Jokona, might for either persond or political reasons switch targetsto his elder and more powerful
brother. Caitilarawas an impediment to such adesign, true, but she wasjust the sort of bump in the road
that subtle poisons were designed to smooth away.

What was harder to imagine was any such seductress getting past Cattilarato Lord Arhysin thefirst
place. Cattilaraplainly regarded Itain the light of an ederly aunt, albeit onewith addicioudy tragic
romantic history, but neverthel ess the marchess had made clear her claim on Arhysin every possible way
before | sta's eyes. Was her fierce possessiveness just habit—or the result of arecent fright?

The new tale had aweight of likelihood. The despised bastard, half disenfranchised areaedy, having a
beautiful princess dangled before his eyes, only to have her suddenly snatched away by an elder brother
who had it dlincluding abeautiful wife, with no need of more; therich, steling from the poor ... Reason
aplenty to attempt fratricide in ajealous rage. Lesser men committed like acts everywhere, Quadrene or
Quintarian, of every raceand in every clime.

So: lllvin, attacking his brother and his paramour in afit of jealousy, knifing the bitch-princess, having the
weapon wrested from him and knifed in turn by the horrified Arhys, and left for dead in the sheets?

Wait. lllvin carefully stripped naked, his strangely unbloodied clothes negtly piled on achair, the knife
transferred back to Umerue's body, andthen left for dead, Istarevised this. Her nose wrinkled in doubt.

Lord Pechmaand his horse somehow got rid of, too. Conced ment didn't seem Arhyss style,
but—suppose he feared awar of reprisal from the prince of Jokonafor the death of his beautiful—or
plain-sster? Reason enough to stedl himsdlf to perform the rearrangements, to cast the blame upon the
fled Jokonan courtier. Or murdered and buried Jokonan courtier, asthe case might be. Arhys certainly
had the strength and nerve for such an act. The misdirection would aso have served to conceal Arhyss
infiddlity from his deegping wife. Arhyss public prayers and concern for hisfalen brother, more
migdirection, or thefruit of guilt.

Another nicdly tidy tale. It only failed to account for the advent of Cattilara's demon, and one mortal
wound seeming to be shared between two brothers. And the fact that Cattilara seemed to know more



about what was going on than Arhys did. And Ista's dreams. And the rope of fire. And the visitation of a
god. And. ..

"l believe" sad Lord Illvinin athin voice, "that | am going mad.”
"Wdl," said Istadryly, "do you desire an experienced conductor on that road? If so, | am your woman."
He squinted at her in utter bewilderment.

From her dream in the tent, she remembered Arhysswail of woein acandlelit chamber. But wasthat an
image from the past, or an image from the future?

She had no doubt that the man before her was capable of clever and subtle lies, when he had hiswits
about him. It was equally clear that hiswits had gone away on the road as beggar boys, just now. He
might babble or rave or hdlucinate, but hedid not lie. So ... how many different ways might three people
kill two of each other with one knife? I sta rubbed her forehead.

Goram bobbed an unhappy bow at her. "Lady. Please. He must get a chanceto eat. And piss.”
"No, don't let her go!" lllvin'sarm shot out, fell back weakly.

She nodded at the anxious groom. "1 will go out for alittle. Not far. I'll come back soon,” she added to
the agitated lllvin. "l promise.

Shelet hersdlf out onto the gallery and leaned againgt the wall with her arms crossed. She studied the
floating line of light, reduced to afaint thread but still unbroken.

So. lllvin never saw his brother to spesk with; Arhys never saw Illvin awake. Since that night, the two
had never had a chance to compare their experiences, or whatever fragments they each remembered of
their experiences.

Lady Cattilara, however, saw both. Spoke to both. Told whatever tales she pleased, to both.

Let us see if we can change that condition.

Istawaited awhile for Goram to finish attending to his master's more intimate needs, to get him back to
bed, to hastily stuff whatever foods, made soft for asick man, down hisgullet that time permitted. The
rope was beginning to thicken dightly. Then noticeably. She reached out and delicately pinched thumb
and forefinger around itinan O.

Lord Bastard, guide me as You will. Or, in Your case, whim,

She willed the rope to shorten, running back through her palm like spun wool. More than just sight had
been included in the Bastard's gift, it seemed, for the manipul ation seemed effortless. At first she mimed
drawing it in hand over hand, but soon discovered she could smply bid it to flow. She kept her eye on
the arcade opposite, where the passage came through from the next court.

Lord Arhys strode through onto the sun-splashed stones.

Hewore light clothing suited to the hot afternoon, hisgray linen vest-cloak with the gold trim swinging
about his calves. He was clean, his beard new-trimmed. He yawned hugely, glanced up in concern at the



corner room, saw her leaning on the balustrade, and gave her a courtier's bow.

Just wake from a nap, did you? And | know exactly how late you were up last night.

With difficulty, Iatore her gaze from his eegant surface.

His soul was gray, strangely pale, off center, asif it lagged alittle after him and lft atrail of smoke.
Ah. Yes. Now | see.Istastood up straight and moved toward the stairs, to meet him climbing up.

They came face-to-face, with her standing two steps above the tread upon which his booted feet
paused. Arhyswaited politely, smiling a her in puzzlement. "Royina?"

Shetook that strong chinin her hand, shivering at the tactile brush of hisbeard on her pam, leaned
forward, and kissed him on the mouth.

His eyes widened, and he made a surprised muffled noise, but he did not retreat. She tasted his mouth:
cool aswater, and asflavorless. She drew back, sadly. So. That didn't work either.

Hislipstwisted up in aconfused, enchantingly crooked grin, and he cocked his eyebrows at her asif to
say,What isthis, lady? Asif women kissed him spontaneoudly on staircases every day, and he
consdered it uncivil to dodge.

"Lord Arhys" said Ista. "How long have you been dead?’

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

ARHYSS SMILE GREW FIXED AND WARY. HE REGARDED ISTA WITH startled concern, as
if he feared the mad royinawas having ardapseright in front of him, and, as her inadvertent hog, he
would be held responsible. "Madam—you jest . . . 7" Aninvitation to recant. A clear suggestion,Please,
don't dothis. . .. "My kissesare not usualy so scorned!”

"l have sddom fdt further fromjest inmy life."

Helaughed uneasily. "I admit, my fevers have been atrouble to me this season, but | assureyou, | am
far from the grave.”

"Y ou have no fever. You don't even swest. Y our skin isthe same temperature asthe air. If it were not
s0 beadtly hot in this climate, more people would have noticed by now."

He continued to Stare at her with the same perplexed expression.
Five gods. He really does not know. Her heart sagged.
"I think," she said carefully, "that you need to talk with your brother."

He grimaced in pain. "Would that | could. | pray for it daily. But he does not wake from his poisoned
wound."

"Y es, he does. Each noon, when you have your little nap. Y our only deep of the day. Has your wife not



told you this? She goes dmost every day to oversee hiscare.” And sometimes at night, as well.
Although it's not exactly hiscare that concerns her then, | expect.

"Roying, | assureyouitisnot s0."
" gpoke with him. Come with me."

The dishdieving tilt of his mouth did not change, but when she turned and mounted the stairs again, he
followed.

They entered Illvin's well-kept chamber. Goram, sitting watching his charge, saw Lord Arhys and shot to
hisfeet, offering him hisjerky, awkward bow, and a servile mutter that might have been, "M'lord.”

Arhyss gaze swept down the sill form in the bed. Hislipsthinned in disgppointment. "It isal the same.”
Istasad, "Lord Arhys, st down.”

"I shdl stand, Royina." Hisfrown upon her was growing less and less amused.

"Suit yoursdf.”

The rope of white fire between the two was short and thick. Now that she knew to look for it, she could
fed the demon's presenceinit aswell, afaint violet glow like achannel that underlay everything. It ran
three ways, but only onelink flowed with soul-stuff. She wrapped her hand about the bond running
between the two men, squeezing it down to haf its breadth. The constrained white fire backwashed into
[llvin's body.

Lord Arhyss knees gave way, and he collapsed in aheap.

"Goram, help themarch to achair,” Istaingructed.Hold, she silently commanded her invisbleligature,
anditdid.

Shewalked up by IlIvin's bedside, studying the nodes of light. Go up, she commanded them silently, and
made to push them with her hands, concentrate them at the forehead and the mouth, as Cattilarahad at...
that other theologica point. Thelight pooled as she willed. Say there. She cocked her head and studied
the effect. Yes. | think.

Goram hurried to drag the chair, made of polished, interlaced curves of wood, out from thewall to
Illvin's bedside. He hauled the startled-looking Arhys up by the shouldersand sat himinit. Arhysclosed
his mouth, rubbing at his face with a suddenly wesk and shaking hand. Grown numb, was he? She
ruthlessly stole Goram's stool and set it at the end of the bed, settling herself where she could best watch
both brothers faces.

[llvin's eyes opened; he took a breath and worked his jaw. Weakly, he began to push himsalf up on one
elbow, until hisgazetook in hisbrother, Stting at hisright hand gaping at him.

"Arhysl" Hisvoice rang with joy. His sudden smile transformed hisface; Istarocked back, blinking, at
the engaging man so revealed. Goram bustled to shove pillows behind his back. He struggled up further,
openmouthed with wonder. "Ah! Ah! You aredive! | did not believe them—they would never meet my
eyes, | thought they lied to spare me—you are saved! | am saved. Five gods, we areall saved!" He
collapsad back, wheezing and grinning, burst into shocking tearsfor five breaths, then regained control of



hisgasping.
Arhys stared like a stunned ox.

The dur was gone from llIvin's voice now, Istanoted with relief, though his lower limbslay nearly
parayzed. She prayed that hiswitswould be likewise clarified. In alevel tonethat she wasfar from
feding, she asked, "Why did you believe your brother to be dead?’

"Y e gods, what was| to think?l felt that cursed knife go in—to the hilt, or | never survived abattle at
some other poor bastard's expense— | could fed the push and give against my hand when it pierced the
heart. | amost vomited.”

Five gods, please, not fratricide. | didn't want thisto be fratricide . . . She kept her voice steady
despite the shaking in her belly. "How did you cometo this pass? Tdll me everything. Tell mefrom the

beginning.”

" Shetook him off to her chambers.” He added to Arhys, "1 wasin a panic, because Cattilara had heard
it from that meddling maidservant, and was determined to go up after you. | was sure she was unnatura
by then—"

"Which she?' sad Iga. "Princess Umerue?'

"Y es. The glittering golden girl. Arhys'—hisgrin returned, notably twisted—"if you would please stop
faling over backward every time some aspiring seductress blows akiss at you, it would be agreat
comfort to your relatives.”

Arhys, hiseyes crinkling with addight that mirrored Illvin's, bent his head in asheegpish look. "I sweer, |
do nothing to encourage them.”

"That, I'll grant, is perfectly true,” lllvin assured Ista, as an aside. "Not that it's any consolation to the rest
of us, watching the women flock past us without aglancein order to hang on him. Reminds me of a
kitchen boy feeding hishens™

"It'snot my doing. They throw themselvesat me." He glanced at |sta, and added dryly, "On staircases,
even.

"You couldduck ," suggested Illvin sweetly. "Try it sometime.”

"l do, blast you. Y ou've ahighly flattering view of my ripening yearsif you imagine Cattilaraleaves me
any spareinterest in daliance, these days."

Istawasn't quite sure how this statement squared with his actions on their first ride, but perhaps he was
ascharming to al rescued ladies, if only to divert them from weeping fits. With regret, I sta cut across
their—obvioudy practiced, aswell as obvioudy hugely relieved—mbanter. No doubt the god had sent her
into this painful maze, baiting her with equal parts of curiosity and secret obligation, but she had no desire
tolinger init. "Then why did you go to Princess Umerue's chambers? If you did.”

Arhys hestated, the levity draining from hisface. He rubbed his forehead, and then hisjaw and hands. "1
don't quite know. It seemed like agood idea at the time.”

Illvin said, "Cattilarawould have it that the princess had dipped you alove potion, and you were not in



control of yourself. For al my impatience with her fancies, | ... hoped that it might be so. Because the
dternative was much worse."

"What, that 1'd fallen in love with Umerue?"
"No. That wasn't what | wasthinking.”
| stal's gaze upon him sharpened. "What were you thinking?"

[llvin'sface grew introspective, grave. "Because she'd had the same effect on me. At first. Then she saw
Arhys and forgot me. Dropped meto earth like asack of bran. And . . . my wits came back to me. |
finaly remembered where 1'd seen her before, except that it wasn't quite her—Arhys, do you recall my
little trip down to Jokona about three years ago, when | went disguised asahorse dedler? Thetime |
brought back Goram and the ground plan of Castle Hamavik."

"Yes.."

"I bought some stock from the lord of Hamavik. Paid too much, which made him happy and loquacious
and inclined to take mefor afool. He trested meto dinner at his seaside villa, by which I might have
guessed how much hed skinned meif | hadn't known aready. He showed off al hisbest possessionsto
me, including, briefly, hiswife. A princess of Jokona, granddaughter of the Golden Generd himsdlf, he
told me, asif she were apretty bit of blood stock he'd done a sharp trade for. Which | gather he must
have, for the Regent Dowager Joen is not reputed to spend her children cheaply. Five gods, but hewasa
repulsive old goat. Golden she was, but she was the saddest silent mouse of awoman I'd ever seen.
Drab. Fearful.And she didn't speak more than six words of |bran.”

"Not the same princess, then," said Arhys. "The prince of Jokonahas apack of ssters. Y ou mistook
onefor another, perhaps. Umerue's tongue was bold and witty."

"Y es. She made bilingual puns. Y et unless she has atwin sster of the same name, I'd swear her for the
samewoman." Illvin sighed, then his brow wrinkled. " Catti went ripping up to the princesss chambersin
afury, and | went charging after her. | wasafraid of—I knew not what, but | thought, if nothing else, |
might somehow warn you, and prevent ascene.”

"My faithful flank men."

"Thiswent beyond the bounds of duty, | thought. Y ou were going to owe me, and | meant to collect,
too. | begged Catti to at least let me go infirgt, but she ducked under my elbow. Our tumbling entry
could not have been moreill timed. Speaking of bold tongues.”

Dead men, Ista noted, couldn't blush. But they could at least ook shamefaced.

"Evenl couldn't blame Catti for going into afrenzy,” 1llvin continued. "Buit if that over decorated dagger
had been sitting at the bottom of that pile of gear instead of atop it, | might have grabbed her quicker.
She went straight for the princess, screaming. Wanted to cut her face off. For understandabl e reasons.”

"I remember that part,” said Arhysdowly, asif unsure. "It comesback ..."

"Y ou pushed the golden dut out of theway, | seized Catti's knife hand, and between us we might have

saved the moment if you hadn't tripped, lunging out of bed. Were you in such awhirl of lust that you
couldn't wait to undress? If1'd had such an opportunity—never mind. But the best swordsmanin



Caribastos, hobbled by his owntrousers — five gods, Arhys Catti wouldn't have had the strength to
drivethat big blade homeif shehad been trying for you, if you hadn't toppled into us with your ankles
twisted up." Hisindignation faded, and his excited voice dowed."”| felt the blade go in. | was sure we'd
doneyou, anong usdl.”

"It wasn't Catti'sfault!" Arhyssaid hatily. "Oh, thelook of woe upon her face—it waslike being
stabbed again. No wonder she. . . After that. . . after that, | don't remember."”

"Youfel a my feet. Thefool girl yanked the blade back out of you—I shouted,No, Catti! Too late.
Though I'm not sureif leaving it in would have slaunched anything, the way you spurted. | wastrying to
get one hand pressed to your wound and hang on to Catti's deeve with the other, but she twisted right
out of her over robe. Umerue was shrieking, climbing back over the bed to try to get to you—I wasn't
surewhy. Catti plunged the knife straight into her somach. Umerue grabbed the hilt,

then looked up and gave me the saddest look. And saidOh, inthislogt littlevoice. Like. . . like her
voicewhenfirst | ever saw her." Hisvoice faded further. "She just saidOh. Catti's face took on avery
strange air, and after that...| don't remember.” He sank back on hispillows. "Why can't| ... ?"

|stals hands were trembling. She hid them in her skirt. "Whatdo you remember next after that, Lord
lllvin?' she asked.

"Waking up here. With my head buzzing. Dizzy and sick. And then waking up here again. And again.
And again. And again. And—somethingmust have happened to me. Was| hit from behind?'

"Cattilarasaid Pechmastabbed you," said Arhys. He cleared histhroat. "And Umerue.”

"But hewasn't there. Did he comein after us? And besdes, | am not"—IIIvin's hand went to his chest,
beneath the sober linen, and came away smeared carmine—"ow! . . . stabbed?

"What was Pechmallike?' asked Ista, doggedly.

"Hewas Umeruesclerk,” said Arhys. "He had adisastrous taste in clothing, and was the butt of her
retinue's jokes—there's away's one such feckless fellow. When Cattilaratold me he had attacked 1vin, |
said it wasimpossible. She said it had better be possible, or we'd have awar with Prince Sordso before
the body was carted home. And that no one among the Jokonans would stand up for Pechma. And
indeed, she proved right about that. She also said to be patient, that I1lvin would recover. | was beginning
to doubt, but now | seeitisso!"

Istasaid, "Y ou've eaten no food for over two months, yet you didntwonder !"

[llvin glanced up from his smeared hand to stare at Arhys, startled, his eyes narrowing.

"| ate. | just couldn't keep it dl down.” Arhys shrugged. "I seem to get enough.”

"But he'sgoing to bedl right now," said lllvin dowly. "lsn't he?!

Ista hesitated. "No. He's not.”

Her gaze traveled to the sllent auditor of dl this, haf crouched by the far wall. "Goram. What did you
think of Princess Umerue?'



The noise he made in histhroat sounded like adog growling. " She was bad, that one.”
"How could you tell?"

Hisface wrinkled. "When shelooked at me, | was cold afraid. | stayed out of her sight.”
Ista considered hisravaged soul-stuff.| imagine you would .

"1 would liketo think that Goram helped bring me back to my senses” said Illvin ruefully, "but I'm afraid
that wasjust the effect of Umerue'sinattention.”

Istastudied Goram briefly. His soul-scars were adistraction in this reckoning, she decided; they were an
old injury, old and dark. If, as she was beginning to suspect, he'd once been demon-gnawed, it was well
beforethistime. Which left. . .

"Umerue was asorceress,” | sta stated.

A brief, fierce grin flashed acrossllvin'sface. "I guessed it!" He hesitated. "How do you know?' And
after another moment, "Whoare you?'

| have seen her lost demon, Istadecided not to say just yet. She desperately wished dy Cabon were
here now, with the theologica training to unravel thistangle. lllvin was staring & her morewarily of a
sudden, worried—»but not, she thought, disbelieving.

"They say you were seminary-trained in your youth, Lord Illvin. Y ou can't have forgotteniit dl. | wastold
by alearned divine of the Bastard's own order that if ademon's mount dies, and the departing soul has
not the strength left to drag it back to the gods, it jumps to another. The sorceress died, and the demonis
in neither of you, | assure you. Who'sleft?"

Arhyswaslooking sick. For awalking corpse, this ought to have been an improvement, 1 sta thought, but
it wasnt. "Catti hasit," he whispered.

He wasn't arguing with her about this one, she noticed. |sta nodded approvd, feding absurdly like some
tutor commending apupil for getting hissumsright. "Yes. Catti hasit now. Andher biddingisfor it to
keep you dive. Well, animate. In asfar asits powers may be forced to work that way."

Arhyss mouth opened, closed. He said at last, "BLt. . . those things are dangerous! They consume
people dive—sorcererslose their soulsto them. Caiti, she must be treated—I must summon the Temple
theologians, to cast it out of her—"

"Hold amoment, Arhys" said Illvin, sounding strained. "I think we need to think thisthrough ..."

A thumping sounded on the gallery outside: running feet. Two pairs. The door was yanked open.
Cattilara, barefoot, in disarrayed riding dress, her hair wind-wild, tumbled through gasping. Liss followed,
nearly asout of bregth.

"Arhysl" Cattilara cried, and flung hersdf upon him. "Five gods, five godd What has that woman done
toyou?'

"Sorry, Roying," Liss muttered to Istas ear. "We were in the middle of thisfield when she suddenly cried
that there was something wrong with her lord, ran for her horse, and galloped off. There was no diverting



her with anything short of acrossbow bolt.”

"Sh. It'sdl right." Istaquelled atwinge of nauseaat her trick on Catti, effective though it had been.
"Well—sufficient. Wait by Goram, but do not speak or interrupt. No matter how strange what you hear
may sound.”

Lissdipped dutifully and went to lean on thewall by the groom, who nodded wel come. She cocked her
head dubioudy at Lady Cattilara, sobbing in Lord Arhyss enfeebled grip.

Cattilaragrasped hishand in turn, tested its weakness, and turned her tear-stained face up to her
husband's. "What has shedone to you?' she demanded.

"What haveyou doneto me, Catti?' he asked gently in turn. He glanced at his brother. "To both of us?"

Cattilaralooked around, glaring a Istaand at Illvin. "Y outricked me! Arhys, whatever they say, they
He"

[llvin's brows went up. "Now, there's acomprehensve indictment,” he murmured.

Istatried to ignore the distracting surfaces for amoment. The demon was astightly closed asIstahad
yet seen it, dense and shiny, asif, al other routes blocked, it wastrying to fleeinsdeitsdf. It seemed to
tremble.

Asif interror? Why?What doesit think | can do to it? More:What does it know that | don't? Ista
frowned in mydtification.

"Catti." Arhys stroked her wild hair, patting it smooth, absorbing her sobs on his shoulder. "It'stimeto
tell thetruth. Sh, now. Look a me." Hetook her chin, turned it to hisface, smiled into her wet eyeswith
alook that would have made Istas heart, she thought, melt and run down into her shoes. It had an even
lessuseful effect on the hysterical Caitti. She dithered out of hisweak grip and crouched &t hisfeet,
weeping on hiskneeslike alogt child, her only clear words arepested, No, no!

[llvinrolled his eyes ceiling ward, and rubbed at hisforehead in exasperation with an equaly weak
swipe. Helooked as though he would gladly trade what was left of hissoul at this moment for escape
from the room. He glanced up to meet |stal's commiserating gaze;, she held up two fingers, Wait. . .

"Yes, yes" Arhys murmured to hiswife. Hishand, on her head, gaveit a soft little shake from sideto
sde. "I command al here a Porifors, dl itslivesarein my hands. | haveto know dl. Yes."

"Good, Arhys," muttered Illvin. " Stand up to her, for once.”

I sta pressed her hand to her mouth, for Arhys was speaking. Yes, better that this should come from
him. She will not resist him, or at least, not as much.

"What happened after you stabbed the ... sorceress?' Arhys asked. "How did you capture her demon?’

Catti sniffled, swallowed, choked, and coughed. In arough voice she answered, "It justcame to me. |
didn't doanything. It wasether meor Illvin, and it was more afraid of Illvin." A grim little smileflested
across her face. "It promised me anything if | would flee away. But there was only one thing | wanted. |
wanted you back. | made it put you back. It till wantsto escape, but I'll never let it,never."



Will againgt will. The demon, Ista suspected, was experienced, strong with the consumption of more
than onelife. But on certain narrow issues, Cettilarawas more willful. More than willful : obsessed. If the
demon had mistaken Catti for amore tractable mount than Illvin, it had beenin for an interesting surprise.
For dl her exasperation with Catti, Istafelt acertain dark satisfaction at the thought of the demon's

dismay.

"Youdoredize" Idasad, "that the demon issteding life from Illvin to keep Arhys. . . moving?'
Catti's head jerked up. "It's only fair.He stabbed Arhys; lethim pay!"

"Hold hard!" said lllvin. "It wasn'tjust mein that botch-up.”

"If you hadn't grabbed my hand, it wouldn't have happened!”

"No, nor if Arhys hadn't tripped, or if Umerue had dodged the other way, or, or any of ahundred other
things. But wedl did. And it did." Hismouth set in aflat line.

"Yes" said Istadowly. "Four persons combined to effect an outcome desired, | daresay, by none. | am
not so sure about the.. . . fifth party present.”

"It'strue," sad Illvin, "that demons thrive on misfortune and disorder; it istheir nature, and the magic they
lend partakes of that nature. Or so the divines always taught me." He turned againgt his pillows and
sudied hissigter-in-law uneadly.

"Wl this demon was sent here," said Cattilara.” On purpose. It was supposed to seducelllvin, or
Arhys, or both, and take Castle Porifors from within for the prince of Jokona. | stoppedthat from
happening. Asmuch as any soldier pushing back ascaling ladder in asiege.” Shetossed her hair and
glowered, asif daring anyoneto criticizethis achievement.

Illvin'slips pursed in alook of sudden enlightenment. Arhyss brows drew down in dismay.
"And Lord Pechma?' prompted Ista

"Oh, Pechmawas easy. The demon knew dl about him." Cattilarasniffed disdain. "All | had to do, after
I'd arranged Illvin and walked Arhys back toour bed, was find Pechmaand accuse him, and convince
him he would be hanged out of hand in the morning if he didn't run away. He did the rest himsdlf. He's
probably ill running.”

The young woman had spent abusy night, Istareflected. The artistic mdice of Illvin's naked
arrangement took her aback. A little revenge, perhaps, upon aman who'd remained steadfastly
undazzled by his brother's choice of bride?

"Sonone of thisisArhys's fault,” Catti continued passionately. "Why shouldhe be the only oneto suffer?”
Sheturned her angry faceto Ista. " So, you—whatever you have doneto bind him to this chair—you let
himup!"

Istatouched her lips. "Very many people suffer, who are not at fault,” she said. "It'snot anew condition
intheworld. | will—asyou say, relesse—Arhysin awhile, but al must spesk fredy first. The Temple
tellsusthat demonswork their wonders at aterrible cost. Just how long do you imagine you can keep

thisonegoing?'



Cattilarasjaw set. "1 don't know. Aslong as| breathe and have will! Because if the demon magic stops,
Arhysdies."

"If ... that isindeed the dternative,” Illvin put in suddenly, *perhaps this turn and turnabout is no bad
thing. | can stand to share.. . . haf, say. Suppose haf of each day should be Arhyss, and haf mine?!

And then he need not be afratricide? Or even one-quarter of afratricide? The rising hope waswrit plain
in hisface. Cattilara brightened at the unexpected offer of dliance, and shelooked up at Illvin with new

Speculation.

Ista hesitated, shaken in her certainties.Uncertainties, her bleak thought corrected. "1 think," she said,
"this cannot work, or cannot work for very long. However starved it is, the demon must be dowly
consuming Catti, or it should have faded by now, or been unable to maintain its spell. Learned dy Cabon
told me that the demon aways turns the tables on its mount, given enough time.”

"So Arhysissaved, | will taketherisk!" said Cattilara

Arhys drew a sharp breath of protest and shook his head.

"Seems amog worthwhileto me," muttered IlIvin darkly.

"Butit'snot arisk. It'sacertainty. And Arhys diesthe same, and Cattilarais destroyed.”

"Butwhen, how long,that's the question!" Cattilaraargued. "All sorts of other things could happen
before. . . then.”

"Yes, and | cantell you some of them,” said Ista. "lllvin, | am sure, studied the theology of deasth magicin
the Bastard's seminary. | had a closer acquaintance with it, once. Arhysisn'talive now. The demon
captured his severed spirit and returned it to haunt his own body. A familiar, congenial abode, | suspect,
in someways. But heis cut off from the support of hisgod, and his spirit isequally torn from the
nourishment of matter. He cannot maintain life, except by whet is plundered from Illvin, nor increeseit,
norengender it."

Cattilaraflinched, hunching her shouldersin protest.

Istafelt her way further into the dark consequences. " So his fate must be the fate of the logt spirits.
Sowly to fade, to blur, to grow unmindful of himsdlf, the world, his memories—hisloves and hates—to
forget. Itisasort of senility. | have seen the blind ghogts drifting. It isaquiet damnation, and
merciful—for them. Lessmerciful for aman il in hisbody, | think."

"Y oumean héell losehiswits " said lllvin, aghast.

"That's. . . not so good,” said Arhys. "l have not so many to spare asyou.” He attempted to smile at his
brother. The attempt failed miserably.

Istabit her lip and forged on. "I have aguesswhy the demon giveslIvin so little time, barely
enough—no, not even enough—to eat. Why their shares are so very uneven. | think, when lllvinis
awake, thedemon .. . . loses ground, maintaining Arhyss body. For every hour of waking life given to
[lvin, the dead body decays alittle more. In time, the rot shall start to be evident to the senses of others.”
It was evident to her heightened sengitivity dready, now that she knew how to look.l do not love my
new education. "Isthat the fate you desire for your handsome husband, Lady Cattilara? A senilemind



trapped in adecomposing body?"

Cattilara's lips moved, No,no, but she did not speak. She hid her face against Arhyss knees.

Gods, why did you give this vile task to me?1staspoke on, relentlesdy. "llIvin isdying too, being
dowly drained of more life than he can replace. But if 1livin dies, Arhyswill . . . stop, aswell. Both their
mother's sons lost together.Not her wish, | can assure you. Which end will comefirginthisevil rece, |
cannot guess. But that isthe ultimate arithmetic of demon magic: two livestraded for one, then that one
subtracted. Leaving, for al your pains, nothing. Do | have my taly theologicaly correct, Lord Illvin?!

"Yes," hewhispered. He swallowed and found his voice. "Demon magic—the divines ssy—invariably
engenders more chaos than it ever produces order. The cost is dways higher than the prize. Some who
dabble in demonstry to spread the cost to others and keep the prize for themsalves. It seldom works for
long. Although it is said that some very wise and subtle theologians, Temple sorcerers, can use the demon
magic according to its nature, and not againg it, and yet effect good. | never quite understood that part.”

Istawas very unsure about her next move, but it seemed the logicd progression. She had a profound
mistrust of logic; it was quite as possible to reason one'sway, step by dow step, into amire of degp Sin
asitwastofal intoit headlong. "I have now heard depositions from all concerned here except one. |
think this demon has acquired the gift of speech. One wonders from whom, if it can make ... bilingua
puns, but anyway. | would speak with it. Lady Cattilara, can you let it come up for atime?’

"No!" Shefrowned at Istals look, and added, "It's not me that's the problem. It triesto get away. It will
try to run off with my body, if it can.”

"Hm," said Ista. She didn't greatly trust Cattilara, but this assertion could well betrue.

"Tieher tothe chair,” Liss suggested laconicaly from her place by thewall. Istalooked over her
shoulder at the girl; Lissraised her eyebrows and shrugged. She kept a detached posture, but her eyes
were wide and fascinated, asif she were watching a play and wanted to hear the next act.

"Y ou don't understand,” said Cattilara. "It won't want to go back in, afterward.”

"l will undertaketo hold it," said Ista.

Illvinfrowned curioudy &t her. "How?"'

"I don't think you can," said Cattilara.

"Itdoes. Or it would not fear me so, | think."

"Oh." Cattilaras face screwed up in thought.

"I think," said Arhys dowly, "this prisoner'sinterrogation could be amost important one. It touches on
the defense of Porifors. Will you dareit, dear Catti—for me?"

She sniffed, frowned, set her teeth.
"I know you have the courage,” he added, watching her.

"Oh—very wdl!" She made aface and climbed to her feet. "But | don't think thisis going to work."



The young marchess watched with dismay as Goram, with Lisss assistance, dragged the haf-paralyzed
Arhysout of the chair to Sit on the floor propped up against the side of the bed. Cattilara cooperated,
though, plopping down in his vacated spot and laying her hands out on the wooden arms. Goram
hastened to produce makeshift tiesfrom Illvin's stock of belts and sashes.

"Usethecloths" Arhysadvised anxioudy. "So they will not cut into her skin.”
Istaglanced at the scabs circling her own wrigtslike bracelets.
"Tiemy ankles, too," Cattilaraingsted. " Tighter ."

Goram was overcautious, under the march'sworried eye, but Lissfinaly achieved knotsthat Cattilara
approved. Theties seemed more bundles than bindings by the time Lissfinished.

Istamoved her stool over to face Cattilara, very conscious of Arhyss strong, limp body laid out by her
skirts. "Go ahead, then, Lady Cattilara. Release the demon, let it up.”

Cattilaras eyes closed. Ista half closed hers, trying to see those inner boundaries with her inner eye. It
was not so much a case of letting, it seemed, asdriving. "Come out, you," Cattilara muttered, sounding
like aboy poking abadger out of its hole with astick. "Up!"

A surge of invisbleviolet light—Istasummoned al her sengtivity. On the surface, Cattilaral's expresson
changed, the stiff anxiety giving way, briefly, to alanguid smile; her tongue ran over her lips, lascivioudy.

She grimaced, asif stretching the muscles of her face in unaccustomed directions. The violet tinge flowed
throughout her body, to the fingertips. Her breath drew in.

Her eyes snapped open, widening in terror at the sight of Ista. " Spare us, Shining Onel™ she shrieked.
Everyonein theroom flinched at the sharp cry.

She began to rock and yank at her bindings. "Let us up, untie usl We command you! Let usgo, let us
go"

She stopped, and hung panting, then ady look flashed in her face. She sank back, closed her eyes,
opened them again, returning to that tiff, blinking anxiety. "Asyou see, it'susdess. The stupid thing won't
come out, even for me. Let me up.”

Theviolet tint, Istanoted, still filled Cattilara's body from edge to edge. She waved back Liss, who had
started forward with a disappointed look on her face. "No, the creature lies. It's ill right there.”

"Oh." Lissreturned to thewall.

Cattilara's face changed again, dissolving into rage. "L et usgo! Y ou blockheads, you have no idea what
you have brought down on Poriforgl" She bucked and jerked with terrifying strength, rocking the chair.
"Hee, flee! Wemust flee! All flee! Go whileyou can. She iscoming.She iscoming. Let usgo, let usgo—"
Cattilaras voice rose and broke in awordless scream. The chair began to topple: Goram caught it and
held it asit thumped and scraped.

The frenzied struggles did not diminish, though Cattilaragrew scarlet with the effort, and her breath
pumped in frightening rasps. Was the demon desperate enough to seek its escape through Cattilara's
death, if it could arrangeit? Y es, Istadecided. She could well pictureit breaking its mount's neck by



running madly againgt awall, or flinging her headfirst over abacony. Threatening pain to Cettilaras body
was obvioudy usdless, evenif Arhyswould. . . well, hed have no choice but to St il for it. But it was
clearly afutiletactic.

"Very well." Isasighed. "Come back up, Lady Cattilara.”

The violet tide seemed to dosh back and forth within the confines of Cattilaras spasming body. Thetint
receded, but then flooded back. Cettilara unable to regain control ? |sta hadn't expected this.Oh, no. And
| promised her | would hold it. . .

"Stay," said Ista. "l was sent by the god to cut thisknot. Release Arhys, and | will release you." Would it
believe her? More important, would the threat jolt Catti into ascendancy again?

The demon-Catti frozein itsfight, staring through wide eyes. The soul-stuff in the conduit gushed back
toward lllvin. Abruptly, the horrified expression drained from Arhyssface, to be replaced with—nothing
a dl. A dack, pale stillness. He toppled over on hisside like arag doll faling. Like a corpse collapsing.
Poriforss brilliant champion turned to a carcass, amass of dubious met it would take two men to drag

away.

But his spirit was not uprooted in the white fire I tahad seen in the dying before. His ghost merely
drifted gpart, shifting from the locus of his body but scarcely otherwise changed. A shock of horror raced
through Isa.Five gods. He is sundered already. His god cannot reach him. What have | done?

"Mmmmmm PUT HIM BACK!" Cattilararaged up to full control of her body like an unleashed mastiff
taking down abull by itsnose. Theviolet light snapped closed into atight, defensive bal, the channdls
regppeared, the fire flowed again. Arhyss breath drew in with ajerk; he blinked and opened hisjaw to
gretch hisface, and pushed himsalf back into asitting position, looking half stunned.

Istasat shaken. The ploy had worked on Cattilara as her impul se had guessed, but had revealed . . .
something she scarcely understood. Nomore ploys. | have not the stomach for them.

Cattilarahung wheezing in her bindings, staring maignantly &t Ista. "Y ou. Y ou horrid old bitch. You
tricked me."

" tricked the demon, too. Are you sorry?' She signed to Goram and Liss, and they began cautioudy
unwinding the marchesssredraints.

[1lvin, who had been peeking worriedly over the side of hisbed at his brother, leaned back again and
sared in disquiet at Ista. "How are you doing this, lady? Are you perchance a sorceress, too? Are weto
trade one demon enemy for astronger one?”

"No," sad Ista "My unwelcome gifts stem from another source. Ask Catti's ... pet.It knows." Better
than | do, | suspect. If possession of or by ademon made one a sorcerer, and the hosting of agod
made one a saint, what ambiguous hybrid did one become in the hands of the demon-god?

"God-touched, then—you clam?' he asked. Neither believing nor dishdieving yet, but watchful.

"To my everlasting sorrow.”

"How came this about?"



" Some suffering bastard prayed to a god too busy to attend to him, and He del egated the task to me. Or
s0 Hefeigned."

[llvin sank down in his sheets. "Oh," he said very quietly, as her meaning sank in. After amoment, he
added, "I would spesk more with you on this. In some, um, less busy hour."

"I'll seewhat | may do."
Arhys moved his nearly nerveless hand to caress hiswifes ankle. "Catti. Thiscan't go on.”

"But love, what shdl wedo?" She rocked her head to favor Istawith a heartbroken glare. ™Y ou cannot
take himnow. It'stoo soon. | will not give him upnow.” She rubbed at the red marks on her arms as her
tiesfdl avay.

"He's dready had more time than is given to many men,” Ista chided her. "He accepted therisks of his
soldier's calling long ago; when you bound yourself to him in marriage, you accepted them, too.”

But what of his sundering?Desath of the body was grief enough. The dow decay of the ghosts, souls
who had refused the gods, was a self-destruction. But Arhys had not chosen thisexile; it had been
imposed upon him. Not his soul's suicide, but itsmurder . . .

| statemporized. "But no, it need not be today, in hasty disarray. Thereisalittletime yet. Enough to put
his affairsin order while he can gtill command hiswits, if he does not tarry, enough to write or speak his

farewells. Not much morethan that, | think." She considered Illvin's dangeroudy emaciated fragility. This
tangle isfar worse than | first guessed. And even second sight does not yet see a way out.

Arhys shoved himsdlf upright. ™Y ou spesk sense, madam. | should call the temple's notary to
me—review my will—"

"It'snot fair!" Cattilaralashed out again. "lllvin dew you, and now héll gain dl your possessond™

[llvin's head jerked back. "1 am notdestitute. | do not desire the dy L utez properties. To avoid that taint,
| would gladly give up any expectations. Will them to my niece, or to the Temple—or toher, even.” A
twigt of hislipsindicated his brother's wife. He hesitated. "Except for Porifors.”

Arhyssmiled, staring down at his boots. "Good boy. We do not yield Porifors. Hold to that, and you
shdl serve me dtill, even when my grave has swalowed dl vows.”

Cettilaraburst into tears.

Istalevered her exhausted body upright from her stool. She felt as though she had been beaten with
gticks. "Lord Illvin, your brother must borrow of you for alittle longer. Areyou ready?'

"Eh," he grunted, without enthusiasm. "Do what you must." He glanced up at her and added with
suppressed urgency, Y ou will come again, yes?"

"Yes" She moved her hand, released her ligature.
[llvin sank back. Arhysrolled to hisfeet, apicture of strength again. "Ah!*

He enfolded the weeping Cettilarain hisarmsand led her out, murmuring comforting endearments.



Yes, Istathought bitterly. You caught her—'ll bet you didn't even try to dodge —you deal with her . .
And hewould, shefdt sure. What less would one expect from aman with sogp in hissaddlebags. . . ?
Her temples were throbbing.

"Liss, I'm going to go lie down now. | have a headache."

"Oh." Liss came promptly to her Sde, offering her arm in support. As alady-in-waiting she had her
limits, but Istahad to alow, she was one of the best courtiers sheld ever encountered. "Would you like
me to bathe your forehead in lavender water? | saw alady do that, once."

"Thank you. That would belovey."
She glanced back at Lord Illvin, lying silently, emptied of life and wit again. "Take care of him, Goram.”

He bobbed a bow, gave her alook of inarticulate frustration, and abruptly dropped to hiskneesand
kissed the hem of her skirt. "Blest One," he mumbled. "Free him. Free usal.”

Ista swallowed aggravation, produced an unfelt smilefor him, extracted her skirt from hisgrip, and let
Lissusher her out.

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

A PALL WAS CAST OVER PORIFORS THAT EVENING. THE CASTLE'S master and mistress
withdrew into private conclave, and al the planned entertainments were abruptly canceled. Istacould
only berdieved to bel€ft in her chambers. Toward sunset, Liss reported, afew of Arhysskey officers
were cdled to him, and exited much later looking very grim. Ista hoped the march had mustered the wit
to leave the origina story of Umeru€'s death intact and devise some other taleto cover his
impending—or was that retroactive?—lethd iliness. But given that the truth implicated the marchessfor
the Jokonan princesss murder, Ista couldn't picture Cattilararushing to, nor Arhys permitting, public
confesson.

|stal's dreams were untroubled that night by gods or visions, athough made unpleasant enough by murky,
eratic nightmaresinvolving either disastroustravel on broken-down or dying horses, or confused
wandering through crumbling, architecturally bizarre castlesfor the repair of which she was somehow
responsible. She woke poorly rested, and waited impatiently for noon.

She sent Lissto help Goram and warn him of her visit, then watched for the medl tray to be brought up.
It washanded in a Lord Illvin's door by the maid; shortly afterward Liss emerged and strolled acrossthe
gdlery to Ista's chambers.

"Goramwill signd by opening the door when he'sready," Liss reported. She was subdued, till unsettled
by yesterday's evil wonders and increasingly worried for Foix, for al that |sta had assured her that he
must be in the hands of the archdivine of Maradi by now. Liss had been more consoled by Ista's pointing
out that Lady Cattilara had hosted a more powerful demon than Foix's for over two months without
vigble deterioration. Ista only wished her own heart could share in the reassurance she ladled out.

At last the carved door on the gallery opposite swung open, and Liss escorted | sta across.

[llvin was ditting up in bed, dressed in tunic and trousers, hair brushed back and tied at his nape.



"Roying," he said, and bowed his head. He looked both wary and shocked. Goram or Liss or both had
presumably finally informed him of Istasrank and identity, in the little time since he had returned to
consciousness. "I'm sorry. | swear | prayed for help, not for you!"

His speech was durred again. Istawas reminded that while sheld had aday to digest the developments,
[lvin had only been granted an hour. She sighed, went to his bedside, and stole the whitefire from the
lower half of his body to reinforce the upper. He blinked and gulped.

"It's not that—I didn't meanto inault ..." Hiswordstrailed off in embarrassed confusion, not durred now,
just mumbled. He attempted to shift hislegs, failed, and eyed them with misgiving.

"l sugpect,” shesaid, "thatroyina is not the capacity in which | was called here. The gods do not
messure rank aswe do. A royinaand achambermaid likely look much the same, from their perspective.”

"Y ou must admit, though, chambermaids are more numerous.”

She amiled bleakly. "l seem to have acdling. It isnot by my choice. The gods appear attracted to me.
Likefliesto blood."

He waved one weakened hand in protest at this metaphor. "I confess, | have never thought of the gods
asflies”

"Neither havel, redly.” She remembered Staring into those dark infinities. "But dwelling on their regl
nature hurtsmy . . . reason, | suppose. Saps my nerve.”

"Perhaps the gods know what they are about. How did you know what | dreamed? | saw you three
times, when | waked in my dreaming. Twice, you shone with an uncanny light.”

"| dreamed those dreams, t00."
"Even the third one?"

"Yes." No dream, that, but she was abashed by that rash kiss. Though after Cattilara's performance, it
had seemed such asmall sdf-indulgence. . .

He cleared histhroat. "My apologies, Royina."

"What for?"

"Ah..." Heglanced a her lips, and away. "Nothing."

Shetried not to think about the taste of his reviving mouth. Goram dragged the somewhat battered chair
to lllvin's bedside for her, and put out the stool at the bed'sfoot for Liss, before retreating to stand at a
hunched sort of attention by the far wall. Istaand Illvin were |eft staring at one another in equd, shewas
sure, bafflement.

"Supposing,” he began again, "that you are not here by chance, but by the prayers of, well"—he cleared
histhroat in embarrassment— "someone—it must beto solvethistangle. Y es?!

"Say rather, uncover it. Its solution dudes me.”



"I thought you had agency over Catti's demon. Will you not banish it?"

"I don't know how," she admitted uneasily. "The Bastard has given me my second sight—given me back,
| should say, my second sight, for thisis not the first time the gods have troubled me. But the god gave
me no ingructions, unlessthey are contained in another man | saw in my dreams.” And vice versa. Upon
consideration ... was dy Cabon's appearance, on the hedls of the Bastard's mysterious second kiss, some
sort of intimation of just that?" The god sent me a spiritua conductor, Learned dy Cabon, and | dearly
desire his counsd in thisbefore | proceed. He has studied something, | believe, about how demons are
properly dispatched back to their Master. I'm certain he is meant to be here.

But | havelost him ontheroad, and | fear for his safety.” She hesitated. "I'm not in haste in this matter. |
see no merit in releasing Arhysfrom hisbody only to doom him to the damnation of alost ghost.”

Hegrew ill. "A ghost? Areyou sure?'

"l saw it, when the spell was interrupted here yesterday. Nothing . .. happened, and it should have.
Thereisawhite roaring, when the doors of a soul are opened by degth to the gods; it isahuge event.
Damnation isbut asilence, adow freezing." She rubbed her tired eyes. "And more—even if | knew how
he might find hisway to hisgod, | am by no means sure that Arhys can convince hiswifeto release him.
Yet if he does not persuade her, who else could? Not me, | fear. And even if shewould let him go ... the
demon she has contracted seems skilled and powerful. If she no longer is sustained by the overmastering
will to keep Arhys seeming-dlive, if she collgpsesinto grief—shewill bevery vulnerableto it.”

Hevented a"Hm" of degpening doubt.
""Has she much strength of character, in your observetion?!

Hefrowned. "I would not have said so, before this. Lovely girl, adores Arhys, but I'd swear that if she
held up alighted candle beside one pretty ear, | could blow it out through the other. Arhys doesn't seem
tomind." He smiled wryly. "Although if such beauty had worshipped me so ardently, my opinion of her
wits might well have risen higher upon the swelling of my heed, or whatever, too. Y et—she resisted the
cloud of Umerue's sorcery, and | ... did not.”

"I suspect Umerue underestimated her. And that's another thing,” said Ista. "How could a princess of
Jokona, adevout Quadrene, come by ademon in thefirst place? And keep it concealed, or otherwise
evade accusation? They burn sorcerers there, though how the Quadrene divines keep the demon from
jumping to another through the flames, | don't know. They must do something to tieit to its mount before
digpatching them both."

"Y es, they do. It involves much ceremony and prayer. An ugly business; worsg, it doesn't dwayswork."
He heditated. "Catti said the sorceress wassent."

"By whom? The prince her brother? Assuming she had been dumped back into his household by her last
late husband's heirs"

"l believe shewas, yes. Bt . . . it's hard to picture Sordso the Sot dabbling in demonsfor the sake of
Jokona."

"Sordso the Sot? Is that what the men of Caribastos call the young prince?’



"That's what everybody calls him, on both sides of the border. He chose to spend the hiatus between his
father's death and the end of his mother's regency not in studying statecraft or warfare, but in wine parties
and versfying. He's actudly quite a pretty poet, in a saf-conscioudy melancholy sort of vein, judging by
the samples I've heard. We al hoped he would pursue the calling, which looked to be more rewarding
for him than aprincestrade." He grinned briefly. "My lord dy Caribastos would be glad to givehim a
pension and a paace, and take the burdens of government off his narrow shoulders.”

"It ssemsthe princeis not so inattentive now. It was he who sent the raiding party into Ibra, which fled
east from Rauma over the mountains and so encountered me. They had taly officersto account the
princesfifth. Did Lisstdl you of this?"

"Only in brief." He nodded to the riding girl, who nodded back in confirmation. He paused, his dark
brows drawing down. "Rauma? Strange. Why Rauma? "

"| guessed that it was to encourage the Fox of Ibrato keep histroops at home, come the fal campaign,
instead of sending them in support of hisson againg Visping.”

"Mm, could be. Raumajust ssems very deep in lbran territory to strike at so. Bad lines of retreat, asthe
raiders gpparently found.”

"Lord Arhys mentioned that by his reckoning, of the three hundred men who left Jokona, only three
returned.”

lllvinwhidled. " Goodfor Arhys. Costly diversion for Sordso!"

"Except that they came very closeto paying for dl by carrying me off with them. But that could not have
been part of their origina plan. They didn't even carry maps of Chalion.”

"I know the march of Raumaof old. I can imagine he would give the Jokonans a hot welcome. He used
to be one of our better enemies, till we al became in-lawswith Ibra. Y our daughter's marriage took a
great ded of pressure off Poriforss western flank, for which | do thank her, Royina."

"Royse Bergon isadear boy." Not that |sta could hel p approving of anyone so plainly smitten with her
daughter as Isdlle's young Ibran husband.

"Hisfather theroyaisabit of acactus, though. Dry, spiny, will make your fingers bleed.”
"Well, he's our cactus now."
"Indeed."

Istasat back with atroubled sigh. "The news of this—at least, the news that a highborn lady of Jokonas
court harbored a demon and attempted to suborn a Chalionese fortress by sorcery—should not be
suppressed. | should write awarning to Archdivine Mendena at Cardegoss, and to Chancellor dy
Cazail, at least."

"That would bewell," he conceded reluctantly, “for al that | am gravely embarrassed by how closely
Umerue came to succeeding. And yet—it wasn't the archdivine of Cardegoss who was dragged by
chance and hishair hereto the hind end of Chalion. It wasyou. A more unlikely answer to my prayers|
can scarcely imagine." His mouth twisted up in puzzlement as he squinted &t her.



"Didyou pray to the Bastard, in your coherent moments?’

"Say,waking, rather thancoherent. It al seemsafog till—yesterday? Y esterday just now. Yes, | prayed
desperately. It wasthe only course lft to me by then. | couldn't even form the right words doud. Just
howling in my heart. To my god, whom | had abandoned—I haven't been much for prayer sncel
became aman. If Hed said,Boot off, boy, you wanted to be on your own, now eat what you cooked,
| should have thought Him within Hisrights." He added more dowly, "Why you? Unlessthistangle has
some older roots till, with my brother's father and Cardegoss court politics.”

His shrewd guess discomfited her. "1 have an old, dry knot of guilt till Ieft to be undone with the late
Lord dy Lutez, yes, but it has nothing to do with Arhys. Andno, Arvol wasnot my lover!™

[llvin looked taken aback at her vehemence. "I did not say so, lady!"

Shelet out her breath. "No, you didn't. It's Lady Cattilarawho thinks the old dander isaromantic tae,
five gods spare me. Arhysjust wantsto take me for some spiritual stepmother, | think."

He surprised her by snorting. "He would.” Hisfondly exasperated headshake scarcely enlightened her as
to how to interpret this cryptic remark.

Shesad alittletartly, "Until | heard you two speaking with each other, | had half decidedyou werethe
jealous murderer. The despised bastard brother, denied father, title, property, pushed over the edge by
thislast loss"

Hisdry hdf laugh did not sound in the least offended. "I have encountered that delusion once or twice
before. Thetruth is exactly the reverse.l had afather dl my life, or at any rate, al of his. Arhyshad—a
dream. My father undertook theraising of usboth, in al practical matters, and hetried to do well by
Arhys, but it was dwayswith that little extramindful effort. To me, hislove flowed without hindrance.

"But Arhyswas never jealous or resentful because, you see, someday it would al be made right.
Someday, hisfine father would call him to court. When he was big enough. When he was good enough, a
good enough swordsman, horseman, officer. The great Lord dy Lutez would place him at hisright hand,
present him to his glittering retinue, and say to dl his powerful friends, See, thisis my son, is he not well?
Arhyswould never wear his best things; he kept them packed for the journey.

For when the cdl came. He was ready to leave on an hour's notice. Then Lord dy Lutez died, and . . .
the dream stayed adream.”

Istashook her head in sorrow. "In al thefiveyears| knew him, Arvol dy Lutez scarcely mentioned
Arhys. He never spoke of you. If he had not died in the dungeons of the Zangre that night . . . that
summons till might never have come, | think.”

"l wondered, in retrospect. | pray you, don't tell Arhysthat."

"l am not sureyet what | mugt tel him." Although | have my fears. Whatever it was, it was clear she
had best not put it off too long.

"Me, | had alive man for afather,” Illvin went on. "Cranky betimes—how we fought when | was
younger! | am so glad helived long enough for usto be grown men together. We cared for him here at
Porifors after his palsy-stroke—albeit not too long. | think he wished to be gone to look for our mother
by then, for afew timeswe found him out searching for her." Hisrich voicetightened. "Twenty years



dead, shewas. Hislifewas so lightly held at the last, his death in the Father's season seemed no sorrow.

| held hishand at the end. It felt very cool and dry, dmost transparent. Five gods, how did | get onto this
subject?Y ou will have melegking, next." He was leaking now, she thought, but he steadfasily ignored the
suspect sheen in hiseyes, and, palitely, she did, too. "Thus, my experience of bastardy.” He hesitated,
eyed her. "Do you—you, who say you have seen them face-to-face—believe the gods bring us back to
those we loved? When our spiritsrise?!

"l do not know," she said, surprised into honesty. Was he thinking forward, to Arhys, aswell asback to
the elder Ser dy Arbanos, in this moment? " Perhaps I've never loved anyone enough to know. | think . . .
itisnot afool'shope.”

"Hm."

Shelooked away from hisface, feding an intruder upon that wistful inward frown. Her eyefd| on
Goram, rocking and clenching his hands again. Outwardly, agrizzled aging menid. Inwardly . . . stripped,
plundered, burned-out like some village ravaged by retresting troops.

"How came you by Goram?' Isaasked Illvin. "And where?'

"] was reconnoitering in Jokona, asis my habit whenever | have a spare week. | collect castle and town
plans, for apastime." The brief smile that flitted across his mouth implied that he collected rather more
than this, but he went on. "Having ridden down to Hamavik in the guise of ahorse dedler, and having
accumulated rather more stock than I'd intended, | found myself in need of an extragroom. As a Roknari
merchant, | buy out Chalionese prisoners whenever | have a chance. The men with no family havelittle
hope of ransom. Goram less than mogt, as heéd plainly lost most of hiswitsand memory. I'd diagnose a
knock to the head in hislast battle, though there's no scar, so it might have been some other ill treatment,
or fever. Or both. It was clear no one elsein the market wanted him that day, so | drove a better bargain
than I'd expected. Asit proved.” The smileflickered again. "When we reached Porifors, and | freed him,
he asked to stay in my service, as he no longer was sure where hishomelay."

By thewall, Goram nodded endorsement to thetale.

Istadrew breath. "Are you aware that he is demon-gnawed?’

[llvin jolted upright. "No!"

Goram looked equally dumfounded. Lisss head jerked around, and she stared at the groom in wonder.

Illvin's eyes narrowed in rapid thought. "How do you know this, Royina?"

"l can seeit. | can see his soul-gtuff. It'sall in rags and tatters.”

[lvin blinked, sank back. After amoment he said, more cautioudy, " Can you see ming?'

"Yes. Tome, it appears as an atenuated whitefire, streaming out of your heart to your brother. His soul
isgray asaghodt's, beginning to decompose and blur. It isin hisbody, but it is notattached to his body.

Itjust.. . floatsthere. Lisssisbright and colorful, but very centered, very solid and tight within the matter

that generatesit.”

Liss, evidently deciding she had been complimented, smiled cheerfully.



After areflective slencelllvin said, "That must be very digtracting for you."

"Yes" shesaid shortly.

He cleared histhroat. "Are you saying, then, that Goram was a sorcerer?”'

Goram shook his head in horrified denid. "I'm not ever so, lady!"

"Whatcan you remember, Goram?' |sta asked.

His seamed face worked. "1 know | marched with Orico'sarmy. | remember the royastents, all
red-and-gold silk, shining in thelight. | remember . . . marching as a prisoner, with chains on. Working,
some field work, hot in the sun.”

"Who were your Roknari masters?”

He shook his head. "Don't remember them, much.”

"Ships? Were you ever on ships?'

"Don't think s0. Horses, yes. There were horses.”

[vin put in, "Weve taked before about what he could remember, when | wastrying to find out his
family. Because he must have been a prisoner for severd years, if it was from the time the prince of
Borasnen first attempted the fortress of Gotorget, two years beforeit fell. | think from somethings
Goram has said that must have been the campaign he was in. But he doesn't remember his captivity
ether, much. That waswhy | thought his brains might have been baked by afever, perhapsjust before he
canemy way."

"Goram, can you remember what has happened to you since Lord Illvin ransomed you?' asked Ista.
"Oh, aye. That don't hurt."

"Can you remember anything at dl from just before Lord IlIvin bought you out?!

Goram shook his head. "There was adark place. | liked it because it was cool. Stank, though.”

"Wits and memories eaten out, the demon jumped, and yet—not dead,” mused Ista. "Abandoning alive
mount is not easy for ademon, | gather from dy Cabon; they get dl tangled together somehow. Killing
the person forces the demon out. Like Umerue. Or like the Quadrene burnings.”

"Don't burn me!" cried Goram. He shrank down smaller, dmost crouching, and stared in dismay at his
own chest "No onewill burnyou,” lllvin said firmly. "Not in Chalion, in any case, and now thereisno

need, because she says the demon isgone. All gone. Right?* He shot Istaa compelling glare.

"Very gone" And most of Goram with it, it seemed. She wondered if hehad been a servant, before—or
something more,

"Hamavik ..." murmured lllvin. "How suggestive. Both Goram and Princess Umerue were there a the
sametime. Could this. . . damage of Goram's have any relation to Umerue's demon?’



It made an enticing sort of connection. And yet. . . "Caiti's demon didn't fed asif it had been dining on
soldiers. It fet. . . I'm not sure how to put this. Too womanly. | suppose we can try to get information
out of it again. | don't think the way it carried on here yesterday was any more usua for ademon than for
aperson. Or sorcerers would be far more conspicuous.”

Liss, Istanoted, was looking most disturbed. Was she seeing afuture Foix in Goram's dack, timid,
bewildered face? Where was the boy? | sta wasn't desperate enough to pray yet, considering her fedings
about prayer, but she thought she might become o if this hideous uncertainty went on much longer.

Ista continued, "L earned dy Cabon told me that demons were very rare, usualy—Dbut not these past few
years. That the Temple had not seen an outbresk like this since Roya Fonsa's day, fifty yearsgone. |
cannot imagine what rip in the Bastard's hell can be leaking them back into the world in such numbers,
but that'swhat | am beginning to picture.”

"Fonsasday." Illvin'swords were starting to dur. "Strange.”

"Your timeisamost up,” Istasaid, eyeing the thickening white rope with disfavor. "I can portion you
somemore.”

"You said Arhyswould start to rot, though,” 1lIvin objected muzzily. "High summer. Can't have. . . bits
of himfdling off into his soup, canwenow . .. ?' Hisvoice was fading. He roused himsdlf in a spasm of
despair. "No! There must be another way! Have to find another way! Lady—come again. .. 7'

"Yes," shesad. On the reassurance, he released his grip on the edge of his counterpane and did down.
Hisface emptied once more into waxen stillness.

* * *

ISTA KEPT TOHER CHAMBERS AGAIN THAT DAY, WAITING IMPATIENTLY for thesunto
run its course and rise again. She penned her new letters to Cardegoss and, when the sun dropped,
paced the stone courtyard until even Liss abandoned her side and sat on abench to watch her circulate.
By the following midmorning she was reduced to mentally composing another sharp letter to the
provincar of Tolnoxo, though the first could barely have arrived yet, | et done been acted upon.

Rapid footsteps sounded on the stairs outside; Istalooked up from nibbling on her quill feather to see
Lisssbraid flash past beyond the grille. She thumped through to I sta's chamber and stuck her head in the
door.

"Royina," she said breathlesdy. " Something is happening. Lord Arhys has ridden out with a party of
armed men—I'm going to the north tower to try to seewhat | can.”

Istarose s0 hastily she nearly knocked over her chair. "I'll go with you."

They climbed the winding stone staircase to this vantage behind a hastening crossbowman in Poriforss
gray-and-gold tabard. All three went to the northeast edge and peered over the crendllations.

On this side of the castle, opposite the drop to the river, the land rolled away more level with theridge.
A road, palewith dry dust, wound east through the arid, sunny countryside.

"That'sthe road from Oby," panted Liss.



A pair of horsemen were galoping down it, details blurred by the distance. But even from here, Ista
could see that onerider wasthick, and the other much thicker. The thicker one wore some brown
garment over flashes of white. The iff gait of ahorse attempting to canter under Learned dy Cabon's
jouncing weight was ditinctive, at least to | stals experienced eye.

A little way beyond them galloped a dozen other men. Anescort . . . ? No. Green tabards of Jokona,
here, under the frowning brow of Poriforsitsef? Istagasped. The pursuing soldiers were closing on the
lead pair.

With ascuff of dippersand aflutter of slks, Lady Cattilaraemerged onto the tower top and ran to look
over. She stood on tiptoe and |leaned, her pale bosom heaving. "Arhys. . . five gods, oh, the Father of
Winter protect you ..."

Istafollowed her gaze. Below Porifors, Arhyson his dappled gray led atroop of mounted men headlong
up the road. The lesser horses were hard pressed to keep up with the gray's reaching strides, and Liss
muttered approval of its ground-eating action.

Cattilaraslips parted on her panting, and her eyes grew wide and anxious. She vented alittle moan.
"What," murmured Itato her. "Y ou can't be afraid of hisbeing killed, after dl.”
Cattilarashot her a sulky ook, hunched one shoulder, and returned her stare to the road.

Dy Cabon's overburdened horse was laboring, faling behind. The other horseman—yes, it was certainly
Foix dy Gura—jpulled up his own mount and motioned the divine onward. Foix's horse capered on the
road, fighting hisreins. Foix held the beast short with hisleft hand, grasped his sword hilt, and rosein his
dirrupsto glare a his pursuers.

No, Foix! Istathought hel plessly. Foix was astrong swordsman, but unsubtle, without Lord Arhyss
brilliant speed; he might do for one or two of his enemies, maybe three, who would not rise again, but
then the rest would overwhelm him. He had not yet seen the rescue riders approaching, out of hissight in
along hollow. He would throw himsdlf away to save the divine, without need . . .

Hisright hand rose again from his hilt, fingers denching and stretching. Hisarm went out, tensdy. A faint
violet light seemed to flicker from his palm, and Cattilara's breath drew in sharply in astonishment. Liss
did not react; was obliviousto thislight, Istaredized.

Thefirgt horsein the approaching pack stumbled and fell headlong, spilling itsrider. Two othersfell atop
it before they could pull up. Several horsesreared, or shied and tried to bolt to the sSides. Foix jerked his
mount around and began galoping after dy Cabon.

0. Foix still has his pet bear. And it seems he's taught it to dance.Istas lips pursed in worry at the
implications

But other worries were more immediate. Past the rise and dip in theroad, dy Cabon met Arhys. The
divine'slathered brown horse staggered to a halt and stood spread-legged; the dappled gray reared
besdeit. Gesticulations, pointings. Arhysflung his hand inthe air, and histroop reined up around him.
More hand-waving, and quietly called orders blurred by the breeze to unintelligibility at Istals
apprehensive height and distance. Swords were drawn, bows cocked, lances leveled, and the troop
spread out and began to move up behind the brow of the road.



Dy Cabon'sfailing horse sumbled on at awalk toward Porifors, but he twisted his bulk in the saddle to
watch over his shoulder as Foix crested the hill. Foix recoiled briefly at the sight of the armed troop, but
an open handed wave from Arhys, and awilder arm-circling from dy Cabon, beyond, apparently
reassured him. He lashed his horse onward, spoke briefly with Arhys, turned, and drew his sword.

A breathless pause. Ista could hear her blood thudding in her ears, and, foolishly, some bird warbling in
the brush, abright, liquid, indifferent trill, just asif thiswere some morning of peace and ease. Arhys
raised his sword high and swung it down sharply in signd, and histroop thundered forward.

The men from Porifors crested the rise and fell upon the Jokonan troop too fast for the leadersto turn
and retreat. The horsemen in both vans were instantly engaged. The Jokonans at the rear yanked their
horses around as hard as they could and spurred away, but not faster than at least a couple of crossbow
bolts. A rider in agreen tabard toppled and fell from his saddle. The range from here was too greeat for
the bowman sharing I sta's vantage on the tower to waste his quarrelsin the fray, and he sworein
frugtration a hisimpotence, then glanced at the royina and mumbled an gpology. Istawaved him full roya
dispensation, gripped the hat, gritty stone, and leaned squinting into the light.

Arhyss sword danced in the sun, aglittering blur. His dappled gray was crowded up in the middle of a
pack of kicking, squedling horses. A Jokonan soldier who had managed to get hislance unshipped
whipped it up over hisown mount's head and jammed it awkwardly, backhanded, across the haunches
of the mount of the man who presently engaged Arhyss sword. Arhysjerked away. Cattilara screamed
asthe lance wrenched back again, spattering blood.

"My lord isstruck!" cried the bowman, leaning out astensaly as the women. "Oh—no. Hissword arm
rises. Five gods be thanked.”

The horsemen disengaged, the Jokonan swordsman reding in his saddle. The spearman saw an opening
and galloped through to pursue his retreating comrades, bending low over his mount's neck; a crossbow
bolt whizzed over his head to encourage him on hisway.

Curseit, that spear pointhad found amark in Arhyss shoulder; I1sta had seen the shock of the contact
shove the Jokonan's hand back, almost ripping the shaft from hisgrip. Y et Arhyss sword swung
unhindered . .. Her breath drew in sharply, and she whirled away and started for the sairs.

"Liss, attend me!"

"But Royina, don't you want to see how it comesout ?*

" Attend me."

Not waiting to seeif the girl followed, Istayanked up her lilac skirts and shuffled down the tight, dark
stone curve of the tower gairs. Sheadmost fell in her haste, then hugged the outer wall and the wider
tread, but did not Sow.

Out the door, across another courtyard, under the archway, into the stone court. Up the stairs. Her feet
thumped acrossthe gallery. She tugged open IlIvin's carved door.

Goram was crouched by Lord Illvin'sright Side, groaning in fear. lllvin's linen tunic was yanked open and
half-down. The groom glanced over his shoulder at her entry and cried, "Lady, help!”

His hands, she saw as she neared, were pressed to [llvin's shoulder, and gory with blood. The tunic



deeve was soaked in scarlet. Istatore around the room until she found acloth that might be folded into a
pad, bundled it clean side outward, and offered it; Goram snatched his hands away just long enough to
grab it and stuff it against the jagged wound in Illvin's shoulder.

"I didnt! I didn't!" cried Goram to her, hiseyerolling white-rimmed. "It justhappened.”

"Yes, Goram, | know. It'sdl right," Istasoothed him. "Y ou're doing well." Almogt, she was tempted to
squeeze the rope of white fire shut again, returning the ugly gash to itsrightful owner. But now was clearly
not agood moment to drop Arhys sensdess from his saddle. Illvin's closed gray eyelids did not move or
flutter or pinchiin pain, a least. In hisunfeding state he might be fredly tended, washed with brine, jabbed
with sawing needles. So, Istawondered dizzily, if the demon permitted him to wake this noon, would the
needle punctures till be there when the wound they held closed fled back to his brother?

The door swung open; Lissat last.

"Liss. Run at once and find some woman used to tending wounds— the Mother's craft must have much
practice here—have her bring her sogp and salves and needles, and a servant to carry water aswell.”

"What? Why?' Shetrod closer in curiosity.

"Lord lllvinisbadly cut."

At thispoint, Liss saw the blood, and she gasped. "Y es, Royina. But—how could . . . 7'

"Yousaw the spear thrugt.”

"Oh." Her eyes grew very wide indeed, and she turned and ran.

Goram peeked quickly under the pad and clapped it tight again. Istahung over hisshoulder. The
puncture was not o deep as she had feared; aready the duggish flow of blood was diminishing. "Good,

Goram. Keep pressing.”

"Aye, lady."

Istawaited, shifting from foot to foot, until voices sounded again from the gdlery outside. Liss opened
the door for awoman in an apron bearing a basket, and ushered her in; amale servant followed.

"Lord Illvin. . ." Istabegan, and glanced at Goram, "fell out of bed and struck his shoulder." Onwhat?
Istasinvention failed her. She passed rapidly on. "Tend to him and bind him. Help Goram clean up.
Spesak of thisto no one but me, Lord Arhys, or Lady Cattilara."

Those of the rescue party from Porifors who hadn't chased after the Jokonans might be escorting their
new guests through the gates just about now, Ista guessed. She strode for the door. "Liss, attend me.”

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

ISTA HURRIED UNDER THE ARCHWAY INTO THE ENTRY COURT IN timeto see the flushed
and gasping Learned dy Cabon sag from his horse into the arms of one of Lord Arhyss men. The soldier
helped the divine totter afew stepsto collgpse in the narrow shade of the wall by the dmond tree. He
held aworried hand to dy Cabon's face and spoke to a servant, who hurried away. Dy Cabon struggled



out of his semi-concealing brown vest-cloak, letting it fal around him to the petal-strewn pavement.

Foix, looking almost equally hot and harried, jumped from his horse, threw down thereins, and strode to
thedivineéssde.

"Curseit, Foix," dy Cabon wheezed, staring up at him, "I told you to stop playing with that thing."

"Fine," Foix snarled back. "Ride back and lie down by the side of the road for Jokonan dog mest, if you
don't likeit. The pack could feast for amonth.”

The servant arrived, and, at the soldier's gesture, upended a bucket of water dowly over dy Cabon,
soaking his dirty white robes. Dy Cabon did not recoil or protest, but just sat limply, raising his chinand
opening hismouth.

Foix nodded in gratitude and took atin cup of water that another servant proffered from a second
bucket, gulped it down, then scooped up a second and third and repeated the performance. With a
fretful grimace, he ladled up another cupful, squatted by dy Cabon'sside, and held it to the divine'slips.
Dy Cabon lifted ashaking hand to it, guzzling noiglly.

The soldier gave Ista arespectful saute as she gpproached, and murmured to her, "Very closeto the

heatstroke, that one. It's abad sign when aman that big stops swesting. But don't worry, Royina, well
get himright around.”

Foix's head swiveled. "Royina" he cried. "Five gods be thanked! | kissyour hands, | kissyour feet!" He
pushed another cup of water into dy Cabon's grip and lunged over to one knee before her skirts,
grasping her hands and planting a hot kiss on the back of each. "Ah!" He pressed them to his sweaty
forehead in alessformd but entirdly sincere addition. He did not riseimmediately, but swung oneleg
around and sat cross-legged and wheezing, alowing his broad shoulders, for just this moment of safety,
to dump.

Hegrinned up at Liss, flanking Ista. " So, you made it here, too. Might have known."

She grinned back. "Y es, you might.”

"Been chasing after your dust snce Maradi. The fastest horses were always dready taken, for some
reason."

Her smile stretched to a cheery smirk.

He squinted. "Pretty dress. Quite achange.”

Shedrew back alittle, salf-conscioudy. "It'sonly loaned.”

At aclacking of hooves, Foix looked up and scrambled to hisfeet. Lord Arhys, flanked by another
mounted soldier, trotted through the gate on his dappled gray, swung down, and flung hisreinsto a
groom.

"So, Royina." Arhysturned to her, hissmileflickering. "1 think your lost ones are returned to you.”

Foix bobbed him abow. "Only by virtue of your succor, Sr. | had not time to introduce mysdlf, out
there. Foix dy Gura, at your service."



"Evenif | had not met your brother, your sword and your enemies were recommendation enough. Arhys
dy Lutez. Poriforsismine. | shal welcome you in better style heregfter, but | must first see to my scouts.
Those Jokonans should not have been on that road—we took two prisonersaive, so | mean to find out
how they came so close unseen." He cast Itaaglum glance. "Now do | doubly misslllvin—his
command of the Roknari tongue is better than any other's, here." Arhys gave awaveto Dedicat Pgar,
dashing into the entry court with histunic haf fastened and his sword belt askew to greet his restored
officer. "Here is one of your own men, to show you how to go on." He called to aservant, " See that
these two have everything they need, till my return. Whatever Pgjar or the royinaask.”

The servant gave him an acknowledging half bow. Arhyss gaze was wary, sweeping past dy Cabon, till
sitting bedraggled on the pavement. The divine made an exhausted hand motion, atruncated blessing,
promising grester courtesies later.

Arhysturned for his horse again, but paused as |sta grasped him by the deeve. She reached upward and
touched histunic, torn and bloody on the right shoulder, felt through therip, and ran her fingers over his
cool, unbroken skin. She turned her hand over before him to silently display the dark carmine smear. "At
your earliest spare moment, March, | suggest you come ingpect your brother'swound. Y our brother's
new wound."

Hislips parted in dismay; he met her level gaze, and winced. "'l see
"Ride carefully, till then. Wear your mail."

"Wewerein haste—" Hefingered therip, hisfrown degpening. "Indeed." He gave her agrim nod and
swung up again on hissdling horse. Motioning to his mounted man to follow, he cantered out.

Foix glanced around and back to Pgjar, worry in hiseyes. "Is Ferda here? s he well ?*

"Well, sir, but gone looking for you," Pgjar replied. "He's probably reached Maradi by now. | expect
helll make the circle and turn up back herein afew days, swearing at the waste of horseshoes.”

Foix grimaced. "l trust he won't take the same road we did. Wasn't what the march of Oby led meto
expect a dl."

Why are you not now in the temple hospital at Maradi?lstawanted to ask, but decided to wait.
Foix's soul was as vigorous and centered as Lissss, but it appeared to her inner eye that a bear-shaped
shadow lurked in hisgut. It seemed to sense her scrutiny, for it curled tighter, asif attempting to
hibernate. She motioned the hovering servant to her side. " See that these men are speedily refreshed,
especidly thedivine, and lodged in rooms near me."

"Yes, Royina"

She added to Foix, "We must speak of—everything, as soon aswe may. Have Pgjar direct youto mein
the stone court as soon as you are both recovered.”

"Yes" hesaid eagerly, "we must hear dl your tale. Lord Arhyss ambush wasthetak of Oby,
yesterday."

Istasighed. " So much of direimport has happened since then, | had nearly forgot it."



His brows climbed. "Oh? WEell hasten to your side, then.”

He bowed and turned away to assist the servant in coaxing dy Cabon back to hisfeet. Foix seemed
very practiced a it, asif hauling the fat man up and forcing him to move had become second nature of
late; dy Cabon's grumbles were equaly perfunctory. The damp divine did not so much drip as steam, but
he seemed to be gaining relief from hisinitia distress.

Cattilaraslight tread echoed in the archway. The men looked around. Despite his overheated debility,
dy Cabon smiled in a Cattilara-smitten fashion. Foix blinked, and went rather ill.

"Whereismy lord?' Caitilarademanded in anxiety.

"He has ridden back out with his scouts,” Istasaid. "It seems that spear thrust we saw found another
target.”

Cattilara's eyes widened. Her head turned toward the stone court.
"Yes" sad Ida "Heisbeing cared for now, however."
"Oh. Good."

Cattilara's Sigh of relief was premature, in Istas judgment. The girl had not yet thought it through. But she
likely would. "Lord Arhyswill return by noon—no doubt.”

Cattilara'slips pinched at her, briefly.

Istawent on, "Lady Cattilarady Lutez, Marchess of Porifors, may | introduce to you my spiritual
conductor, Learned Chivar dy Cabon, and Foix dy Gura, officer-dedicat of the Daughter's Order. You
have met his captain and brother Ferda."

"Oh, yes." Cattilara managed a distracted curtsey. "Welcome to Porifors." She paused, returning Foix's
uncertain look. For amoment, they stood as stiffly astwo strange cats just sighting each other. Thetwo
demon shadows within them were so tightly closed in Ista's presence, it was hard to guess their reaction
to this proximity, but it did not seem one of joyous greeting. Liss, observing Foix's lack of the more usud
male response to the lovely marchess, brightened dightly.

| sta gestured to the waiting servant, and added, with deliberate emphasis,"Lord Arhys detailed thisman
to seeto their needs. The divineis dangeroudy fatigued from the heat and should have care a once.”

"Oh, yes" agreed Cattilararather vagudly. "Pray continue. | shall welcome you al more properly . . .
later.” She dipped a curtsey, Foix produced a bow, and she fluttered away up the staircase. Foix and dy
Cabon followed the servant and Pgar through the archway, presumably to where the Daughter's men
were quartered.

Seized with unease, Istawatched Cattilara depart. She was suddenly reminded from Lord dy Cazaril's
testimony that there were dower waysfor demonsto day their mounts. Tumors, for example. Might one
be started aready? Shetried to read for it in Cattilara's soul-stuff, some black blot of disorder and
decay. Thegirl roiled 0, it was hard to be sure. Ista could imagine the consequences—the passionate
Cattilara, mad with hope, indgting that the symptoms were her longed-for pregnancy, jedloudy guarding a
belly that swelled gpace not with life but with death . . . Iashivered.



I1lvin speaks truth. We must find a better way. And soon.

* * *

LESSTHAN AN HOUR PASSED BEFORE THE TWO STRAY SRETURNED TO Igtain the stone
court. They both looked much revived, having evidently undergone some rough-and-ready bath involving
doshing buckets and drains. Wet hair combed, in dry clothesthat, if not exactly clean, wereless
swesat-stained, they managed some ragged semblance of acourtly stylein her honor.

| sta gestured the divine to a stone bench in the arcade's shade, and sat by hisside. Foix and Liss settled
themsalves at her feet. Liss spent amoment plucking her unaccustomed skirtsinto a more graceful
arrangement.

"Royina, tell us of the battle,” Foix began eagerly.

"Y our brother had a better view. Get his account, when he returns. | would hear your tae first. What
happened after we abandoned you on the road?’

"1 would not say, abandoned,” objected dy Cabon. "Saysaved, rather. Y our hiding place worked, or
else the god heard the prayers from my heart. And bowels. | didn't dare even whisper doud.”

Foix snorted agreement. "Aye. That was an ugly hour, crouching in that cold water—seems more
attractive in retrogpect—Iistening to the Jokonans thump by overhead. Wefindly crawled out of the
culvert and took to the brush, trying to stay out of sight of the road but follow after you. That wasa
scramble. It was past dark by the time we reached the village at the crossroads, and the poor villagers
were just starting to creep back to their homes. A good bit poorer, after the Jokonan locusts had passed
through, but it could have been much worse. They'd evidently thought Liss amadwoman at first, but by
that time they were praising her asa saint sent from the Daughter Hersdlf."

Lissgrinned. "1 no doubt sounded a madwoman when | first rode in shrieking. Thanks be for my
chancellery tabard. I'm glad they listened. | didn't wait to see.”

"So welearned. The divine was done in by then—"
"Y ou weren't much better,” muttered dy Cabon.

"—so wetook their charity for the night. Never ceases to amaze me, when people with o little share
their bit with Strangers. Five gods rain blessings upon 'em, for they'd just had their alotment of bad luck
for ayear at least.

"| talked them into loaning amule to the divine, though they sent aboy aong to be sureit got back again,
and we garted for Maradi in the morning, following Liss. I'd have preferred to chase you, Royina, but
not unequipped as we were. | wanted an army. The goddess must have heard me, for we found one a
few hourslater, coming up the road. The provincar of Tolnoxo loaned us mounts, and you can believe |
jumped to join histroop. Would have saved stepsto let them cometo us back at the village, for we
passed through there again in the afternoon—returned their mule, at least, which made its owner happy.”
He glanced at dy Cabon. "I probably should have sent dy Cabon on to the temple at Maradi—he might
have caught up with Liss—but he refused to be parted from me.”

Dy Cabon growled reluctant agreement under his breath. "1 wasted two miserable daysin dy Tolnoxo's
baggage train. The parts of me that meet a saddle were pounded to bruises by then, but even | could see



we were following too dowly."

"Yes, despite dl my howling." Foix grimaced. "The Tolnoxans gave up & the border, claming the
Jokonan column would break up into adozen parts and scatter, and that only the men of Caribastos,
who knew their own country, had a chance of netting them. | said we only needed to follow one part. Dy
Tolnoxo gave me leave to take my horseand try it, and | dmost did just to defy him. Should have; |
might have caught up intime for Lord Arhysswelcoming fete. But the divine was mad to get me back to
Maradi, for dl the goodthat proved to bein the end, and | wasworried about Liss, so | let myself be
persuaded.”

"Not mad," dy Cabon denied. "Justly worried.| saw thoseflies.”

Foix huffed in exagperation. "Will youl eave off about those accursed flies! They were no one's beloved
pets. There were amillion morein the manure pile they came from. Thereisno shortage of fliesin
Tolnoxo. No need to ration ‘em!”

"That's not the point, and you know it."
"Hies...?" sad Liss, bewildered.

Dy Cabon turned to her in eager, and irate, explication. "It was after we left dy Tolnoxo's troop and
came a last to the temple house in Maradi. The next morning. | cameinto Foix's chamber and found him
drilling adozen flies"

Lisssnosewrinkled. "Ick. Wouldn't they squash?!

"No—not—they were marching around. In aparade array, back and forth across the tabletop, in little
ranks."

"Hleflies™ murmured Foix, irrepressibly.

"He was experimenting with his demon, that'swhat," said dy Cabon. "After Itold himto leave the thing
drictly done!”

"They wereonlyflies." Foix's embarrassed grin twisted. " Granted, they did better than some recruits|'ve
triedtotrain.”

"Y ou were starting to dabble in sorcery.” The divine scowled. "And you haven't stopped. What did you
do to make that Jokonan's horse ssumble?’

"Nothing counter to nature. | understood your lecture perfectly well—your god knows you've repested
it often enough! Y ou can't dlaim that turmoil and disorder didn't fredly flow from the demon—what a
splendid pileup! No, nor that it didn't result in good! If your order's sorcerers can do it, why can't 17"

"Theyare properly supervised and instructed!”

"Five gods know, you are certainly supervisng and ingructingme. Or at least, spying and badgering.
Comesto much the same thing, | suspect.” Foix hunched.” Anyway," hereturned to his narrative, "they
told usin Maradi that Liss had ridden to the fortress of Oby in Caribastos, thinking it the likeliest placeto
find the royina. Or if not the royina, someonefit to pursue her. So we followed, asfast as| could make
dy Cabon ride. We arrived two days after Liss had |eft, but we heard the royinawas rescued and safe at



Porifors, so took aday to rest the divine's bruised saddle parts—"

"And yours," muttered dy Cabon.

"And followed on to Porifors," Foix raised hisvoice over this, "on aroad that the march of Oby told us
was perfectly safe and impossible to miss. The second part of his assurance proved true. Daughter's
tears, | thought the Jokonans had come back for arematch, and we were going to lose the race thistime,
within Sght of our refuge.”

Dy Cabon rubbed hisforehead in aweary, worried gesture. stawondered if his morning's dangerous
parching had left him with alingering headache.

"l am very concerned about Foix's demon,” said Ista.

"I, aswell," said dy Cabon. "I thought the Temple could treat him, but it is not to be. The Bastard's
Order haslost the saint of Rauma."

"Who?' sad Iga

"The divine of the god in Rauma—it isatown in lbra, not far from the border mountains—she wasthe
living agent of the god for the miracle of—do you remember that ferret, Royina? And what | told you
about it?"

”YS"

"For weak e ementasthat have taken up resdence in animdss, to force the demon into the dying divine
who will returnit to the god, it is sufficient to day the animd in hisor her presence.”

"Thustheend of that ferret,” said Ista.

"Poor thing," said Liss.

"Itisso," dy Cabon admitted. "Hard on the innocent beast, but what will you? The occurrences are
normaly quiterare." Hetook abreath. "The Quadrenes use arelated system to rid themsalves of
sorcerers. A cure worse than the disease. But, oncein agreat while, asaint may come aongwho is
gifted by the god with the trick of it."

"Thetrick of what?' said Ista, with apatience she did not fed!.

"Thetrick of extracting the demon from ahuman mount and returning it to the god, and yet leaving the
person dive. And with the soul and witsintact, or nearly so, if it goeswell.”

"And...whatisthetrick of it?"

He shrugged. "1 don't know."

Istals voice grew edged. "Did you deep throughall your classesin that seminary back in Casilchas, dy
Cabon?Y ou are supposed to be my spiritual conductor! | swear you could not conduct aquill from one

sde of apageto the other!"

"It'snot atrick,” hesaid, harried. "It'samiracle. Y ou cannot pull miracles out of abook, by rote.”



Istaclenched her teeth, both infuriated and ashamed. "Yes," she said lowly. "I know." She sat back. "So
... what happened to the saint?"

"Murdered. By that same troop of Jokonan raiders who overtook us on the road in Tolnoxo."

"Ah," breathed Ista." That divine. | heard of her. The march of Raumas bastard haf sster, | wastold by
one of the women captives." Raped, tortured, and burned alive in the rubble of the Bastard's Tower.
Thus do the gods reward Their servants.

"Isshe?' said dy Cabonin atone of interest. "l mean . . . wasshe.”

Lissput inindignantly, "What blasphemy, to day asaint! Lord Arhys said that of the three hundred men
who |eft Jokona, no more than three returned dive. Now we see why!"

"Whatwaste." Thedivineggned himsdf. "But if it is so, shewas surely avenged.”

"I would be considerably more impressed with your god, dy Cabon,” said Istathrough her teeth, "if He
could have arranged one lifésworth of smple protection in advance, rather than three hundred lives
worth of gaudy vengeance afterward.” She drew along, difficult breath. "My second sight has returned.”

Hishead swiveled, and his arrested gaze flashed to her face. "How did this come about? And when?'
Istasnorted. "Y ou were there, or nearly so. | doubt you have forgotthat dream.”

His overheated pink flushed redder, then paed. Whatever he wastrying to say, he could not get it out.
He choked and tried again. "That wasreal!"

Istatouched her forehead. "He kissed me on the brow, here, as once His Mother did, and laid an
unwelcome burden thereupon. | told you things of direimport have been happening here. That isthe least
of them. Did you hear any rumor, at Oby, of the murder of Princess Umerue by ajealous courtier of
hers, some two or three months ago here at Porifors? And the stabbing of Ser Illvin dy Arbanos?’

"Oh, yes," said Foix. "It was the next greatest gossip there, after your rescue. Lord dy Oby said hewas
most sorry to hear about Lord Illvin, and that Lord Arhys must miss him greetly. He knew the brothers of
old, he said, from long before he became Lord Arhyssfather-in-law, and said they aways steered
together, up and down this corner of Caribastosfor going on twenty years, like aman'sright and |eft
handson hisreins”

"Well, that was not the true story of the crime.”

Foix looked interested, if skeptica; dy Cabon looked interested and extremely worried.

"I have been three days sorting through the lies and misdirections. Umerue may have been a princess
once, but by the time she came here, she was a demon-eaten sorceress. Sent, | wastold, and this part |
believe, to suborn Porifors and ddliver it to someonein or near the court of Jokona. The effect this might
have on the coming Visping campaign, especidly if the treachery was not reveded until the most critica
possible moment, | leaveto your military imaginetion, Foix."

Foix nodded, dowly. Thefirst part, he had no trouble following, obvioudy. What wasto come. . .



"In asecret scrambling fight, both Umerue and Lord Arhysweredain.”
Dy Cabon blinked. "Royina, don't you mean Lord Illvin? Wejust met Lord Arhys."

"Just s0. The demon jumped to Arhysswife—amistake from its point of view, it appears, because she
promptly seized control of it and forced it to stuff Arhys's severed soul back into his own body, stedling
strength from hisyounger brother Illvin to keep his corpse moving dl the same. Some distorted species of
deeth magic—I will ask you,Learned, to expound the theology of it at your earliest convenience. And
then the marchessfeigned it was IlIvin injured, and the princess killed, by the princess's Jokonan clerk,
whom sheterrified into fleaing.”

"Sothat's what | felt when | saw her," whispered Foix, sounding much enlightened. " Another demon.”

"l witnessed everyonestestimony,” avowed Lissloyaly. "It'sdl true. We even questioned the demon,
thoughthat wasn't much use. When Lord Arhyswas struck in the fight this morning by that Jokonan
lancer, the cut appeared on Lord Illvin's body. It was dreadfully uncanny.” She added reflectively, "Bled
like astuck pig, too. Well, so he would—they do stick pigswith lances, | think."

Ista glanced at the sun and measured the shortening shadows in the stone courtyard. "In awhile, you will
speak with al concerned, and bear witness aswell. But dy Cabon, listen. | do not know why your god
has brought me to this house of woe. | do not know what, or who, can be saved out of this ghastly
tangle. | do know that at some point, one way or another, that demon hasto be driven out of Lady
Cattilara. It iswild to escape, with her body by preference, but it will kill her in order to fly in another'sif
it gainsthe chance. Arhysis beginning to deteriorate, body and, | fear, mind aswell. Worse—I suspect
his soul may aready be sundered. Lord Illvinisdying dowly, being drained by this sorcery of morelife
than hisbody can replace. When he dies, his brother ends, and Cattilara, | believe, will be swalowed by
her demon.”

She stopped, drew breath, looked around at the shocked faces staring back at her. Not one, she
redized with achill, was staring at her asthough she had gone mad. They were al staring a her asthough
shewas going to tell them what to do next.

Booted footsteps echoed in the archway. 1stalooked up to see Lord Arhys enter, observe her and her
little court, and approach. He stopped and gave her abow, then stood taken rather aback by the
staggered, searching looks he was collecting from his new guests.

"Lord Arhys." Istals nod acknowledged the bow. "1 have been apprising my escort's acting captain and
my spiritua conductor of the true state of affairs here at Porifors. It is necessary that they know, that they
may guard and advise meto best effect.”

"l see." Heforced agrimace into an unfelt smile. He paused amoment asif considering what to say for
himself—apol ogize for being dead, perhaps?—then, apparently defeated by the quandary, passed onto
more immediate affairs. "My scouts are dispatched, but not yet returned. Our prisoners were not very
cooperative, but it appearstheir patrol was the screen of some larger force, given the task of cutting
communications on the road between Porifors and Oby. And that the attack on dy Guraand the divine
was premature in some fashion that we were unable to extract from them, for al the howls we squeezed
out. We are taking precautions—topping our cisterns, warning the town, sending ridersto aert outlying
areasto be on guard. | have heard nothing of such a Jokonan force from my own men aong the border,
but ... I have been much distracted from my duties these past few days.”

Istapursed her lips on aworried exhalation. "An attack from Jokona? Why now?"



He shrugged. "A delayed reprisal for the death of their princess? We had expected one before this. Or
... amuch-less-delayed attempt to regain agreet prize, lately lost." His gaze on her was grave.

Despite the hest, I sta shivered. "I would not chose to bring down such trouble on any hogt, least of all
you. Perhaps ... | should removeto Oby." Run away? A beguilingly sensible cowardice, that. Leavethis
cadtle, leave thistangle, leave these anguished and benighted soulsto sink under the accumulating weight
of their migudgments, misary, and love. . . she could run away. She could.

"Perhaps." He gave her an ambiguous nod. "But only if we can be sure we have secured the road, or
elsewe would just be delivering you into Jokonan hands, a gift already unwrapped. | must ride out this
afternoon—I can't stop now. Y ou must see that,” he added with peculiar earnestness. ™Y ou must not
stop me now."

"Since | know not how," she Sghed, "you are safe from that chance for the moment. Other chances, |
cannot speak for."

"I shal beforced to take my rest, shortly—"

"Illvin must be dlowed to eat, especidly now," she said, darmed.

"l do not wish otherwise. But | would see his new wound, firdt."

"Ah. That would bewise, | think."

As he seemed to expect her company, she rose and followed him up the sairs, her peopletrailing in
unconcealed curiosity. The entry of so many persons darmed Goram, whom Istatried to reassure with a
few soft words; he seemed more consoled by Lissskindly pat on his shoulder. At the march's direction,
he unwrapped IlIvin's new bandage. Arhyssinspection was brief, experienced, and grim. Foix and dy
Cabon peered with diffident interest a the bloody tear in Arhysstunic as he bent over hissilent brother.
When the march turned away, they crowded up to the bedside to get awhispered account from Liss.
Arhyss hand clenched and unclenched on his sword hilt. He murmured to Ista, standing with him alittle
apart, "l confess, | was not altogether sorry to find those Jokonan soldiers out on my road thismorning. |
think some part of me was starting to hope for abetter desth. Less.. . ignominious, than thefirst, less
shameful to my father'shonor. | seethereisaproblem with thisplan.”

"Yes" sad lga

"| fed asthough | am lost in some dark and evil maze, and cannot find my way out.”

"Yes" sad Igta. "But... no longer doneinthelabyrinth, at least.”

His amileflickered; he squeezed her hand. "Indeed. My good company grows apace since the gods
guided you here. That isagreater comfort than | had expected.”

The med tray arrived. Lord Arhys excused himsdlf; Itatrusted he would find the safe harbor of hisbed
before hismidday collapse overtook him. She ushered her own people out again, to give Goram time to
do his necessary work, but she directed dy Cabon to stay, assist, and observe.

Leaning on the gdllery railing, shewatched Lord Arhys stride out of sight below, trailing the subtle smoke



of hiseroding soul. She rubbed her pam, till tingling where he had gripped it.
| could run away. No one else here can, but | could.

If | choseto.

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

FOIX, DISQUIET IN HISEYES, LEANED HISELBOWS ON THE balustrade by Istas sideto
watch Arhys exit. "Remarkable man," he observed. "If that Jokonan sorceress's purpose was to remove
Porifors from the strategic map, pardyzeits strength asafortress .. . . she may have achieved some
success even in her failure, to have crippled such acommander. Or worse than crippled, the Daughter
forbid."

Lisscameover to rest againg therail on Ista's other side, listening and frowning in worry.

"What did you sense of that demon, when you met Lady Cattilarain the forecourt?’ |sta asked Foix.

He shrugged. "Nothing very clearly. | felt. . . prickly. Uneasy."

"You did not seeit, riding within her soul like ashadow?"'

"No, Royina." He hestated. "Can you?"

"Wes"

Hecleared histhroat. "Ah ... can you see mine?' Absently, his hand rubbed hisbelly.

"Yes. It looks like the shadow of abear, hiding in acave. Doesit speak to you?'

"Nat. . . exactly. Well, alittle. Not inwords, but | can senseit, if | Sit quietly and pay attention. Itis
much camer and happier than it was at first. Tamer." He managed alopsided grin. "1 have beentraining it

to do some tricks, when the divine does not harass me."

"Yes, | saw the one ontheroad. Very clever of you both, but very dangerous. Do you have any sense
of what it was, or where it was, before it found you?"

"A bear, wandering in thewild. A bird beforethat, | think, for neither the bear nor | could ever have
viewed the mountains from above, and | now seem to have such amemory. Confused, but | do not think
| dreamed it. Swallowing huge insects, ugh. Except that they weren't ugh. Ugh! Beforethat ... | don't
know. I think it does not remember being newborn, any more than | remember being amewling infant. It
had existence, but not wits as such.”

|sta straightened, stretching her aching back. "When wereturn to Lord Illvin's chamber, sudy his
attendant, Goram. | believe he once held a demon, as you now do."

"Thegroom was asorcerer? Ha. Well, why not? If ademon can lodgein abear, why notina
ampleton?’

"I do not think he was dways asmpleton. | suspect he may have once been a cavary officer of Roya



Orico'sarmy, before he was taken prisoner and endaved unransomed. Study Goram closely, Foix. He
may be your mirror."

"Oh," said Foix, and shrank alittle. Lisssfrown deegpened.

At length the carved door opened, and Goram gestured them al back inside. The sheets had been
changed, the bloodied linen robe whisked away, and Illvin dressed for company in histunic and trousers,
his hair tied back. | stawas obscurely grateful that he was made so presentable before her companions.
Goram fetched the chair for her, and with little bobbing bows seated her by Illvin's bedside.

Dy Cabon reported to Istain an awed whisper, "I watched the wounds close up, just now.
Extraordinary."

Lord Illvin gingerly rubbed his right shoulder and smiled acrossat Ista. "'l seem to have missed abusy
morning, Royina, except not quite. Learned dy Cabon has been telling me of hisalarming ride. | am glad
your lost company isreturned to you. | hope your heart is eased.”

"Much eased.”

Dy Cabon took the stool at the foot of the bed, a precarious perch for hisbulk. Istaintroduced Foix,
and gave ashort, blunt precis of his encounter with the bear, by way of preamble to describing his
performance on the road. Goram hovered anxioudy on the bed's other side, putting bitesto Illvin's mouth
while heligened.

[lvin, frowning, fended off a piece of bread, and said, "That such araiding party should come so closeto
Poriforsindicates either ayoung Jokonan hothead swaggering for show, or something moving behind.
What say our scouts?'

"Dispatched, not yet returned,” said Ita. "L ord Arhys prepares, hetdls us, and has sent out warningsto
the countryside.”

"Good." Illvin eased back againgt his pillows. "Five gods help me, the daysflit past melike hours. |
would be out there riding now!"

She added, "I told your brother to wear hismail.”

"Ah," hesaid. "Yes." Hismouth set, hisleft hand going again to probe his € usvely wounded shoulder.
He stared down at hisfeet, absorbed in who-knew-what reflections. Istawondered if hismind circled as
dizzily asher own.

She drew along bregth. "Goram.”

He paused in his spooning. "Lady?"

"Wereyou ever in Rauma?"

He blinked in bewilderment. “"Don't know the place.”

"It'satownin lbra"

He shook hishead. "We were at war with Ibra, before. Weren't we? | know | wasin Hamavik," he



offered asif in compensation. "Lord lllvin found me there."

"Y our soul shows demon scars, dreadful ones. And yet... if you had been a sorcerer during your
captivity, commanding the resources of ademon, you ought to have been able to escape, or otherwise
improveyour lot."

Goram looked daunted, as though being chastised for some lapse.

I sta opened a pam to soothe him, and continued, "There are ... too many demons about. Asif some
great outbreak had occurred, the divine told me, isthat not so, Learned?”

Dy Cabon rubbed his chins. "It's surely beginning to appear 0."
"Has the Temple mapped the sightings? Are they coming from one place, or from every place at once?’

A thoughtful look came over his suety face. "I have not heard from every place, but of the reports| have
heard, there do seem to have been more toward the north, yes."

"Hm." Istastretched her tight shouldersagain. "Lord Illvin, dy Cabon has dso told me that the divine of
the Bastard in Raumawas asaint of hisorder, gifted with the ability to draw demons from their mounts
and return them, somehow, miraculoudly, to the god. The Jokonan raiders dew her."

Ilvin bresthed out through pursed lips." That's an unfortunate loss just now."

"Y es. Else hewould have hauled Foix straight to her, and not come hereinstead. But now I'm
wondering if it may have been more than amischance. When | was captive, riding in the Jokonan
column'sbaggagetrain, | saw astrange sight. A high-ranking officer, perhaps the commander himsdlf,
rode aong tied to his saddle like a prisoner, or afainting wounded man. Hisface was dack ... he could
not control his drooling, and he mumbled, without words, or sometimes cried out asif in fear, or wept. |
thought perhaps a head blow had destroyed his reason, but he bore no bandages or bloodstains
whatsoever. | now wonder, if 1I'd had my second sight then—what great gouges | might have seen within
hissoul.”

[llvin blinked at the disturbing word-picture. Hiswitslegpt ahead to the conclusion Ista had not yet
dtated doud. "Might he have been another sorcerer in the service of Jokona, do you think? Commanding
that column?’

"Perhgps. What if the saint of Raumadid not die without afight, or wholly in vain? What if it was she
who'd ripped his demonic powers out by the roots, even as she fell to common violence? At the sart of a
campaign, do we not burn the enemy's crops, fill their wells, deny them their resources?1 think asaint
who could banish demons at will would be a powerful resource, against an enemy who commanded,
perhaps, more such sorcerers. Maybe more than those two. Why Rauma, you asked me yesterday.
What if the saint's murder, which wetook for an incidenta evil of theraid, wasinstead its main purpose?’

"But demons do not readily work together," objected dy Cabon. "One sorcerer, high in the Jokonan
court, could do much damage, were he of evil bent. Well, or of loya bent," he conceded fairly. "To
Jokona, thet is. But to call up or command alegion of demons—that isthe vocation of the Bastard alone.
Unimaginable hubrisin aman, and doubly so for a Quadrene. Also, such a perilous concentration of
demonswould generate chaos al around it.”

"War gathers on these borders,” said Ista. " A greater concentration of chaos| can hardly imagine." She



rubbed her forehead. "L ord Illvin, you have studied the court of Jokona, | suspect. Tell me something of
it. What are Prince Sordso's principa advisors and commanderslike?!

He eyed her with shrewd interest. "It's mostly still the cadre of older men he inherited from hisfather. His
first chancellor was his paterna uncle, though he'slately died. The present generd of Jokona has served
for years. Sordso's own friends and boon companions are amuch younger lot, but he hasn't had a
chanceto put any into positions of power. Too soon to tell if any of them will prove fitted for war or
government, though they seem to run largely to rich men's sonswith too little chance, or drive, tolearn
their own trades. Arhysand | have speculated which will move up when the old men findly start to die
off.

"Oh, and his mother, Princess Joen—Dowager Princess Joen. She was Sordso's regent, along with his
uncle and the generd, until he came of age. | wanted to probe down that way when shetook thereinsa
few years ago, but Arhyswas seized with afit of deference for her sex and sad widowhood. And
anyway, in the midst of what proved to be Roya Orico'sfind illness and death, we feared Cardegoss
might not be able to rescue us from our mistakes. Or worse, might fail to support avictory.”

"Tel memore of Joen," said Isadowly. "Did you ever meet her? If Umerue had held to her initid plan,
she would have become your mother-in-law.”

"Daunting thought. It isameasure of Umerue's powers that such a drawback never troubled my mind.
I've never met Joen face-to-face. Sheis someten or fifteen years older than | am, and had more or less
disappeared into the women's quarters by the time | was old enough to notice the politics of the
princedom. | will say, she was the most continually pregnant princessin recent Jokonan
history—certainly did her duty by her husband. Though she was not entirely fortunate in her children, for
al her efforts. Out of adozen or so, only three sons, and two of those died young. Some miscarriages
and dillbirths, too, | think. Seven girls lived to marry—Sordso hasfamily aliances dl over the Five
Princedoms. Oh, and she takes her descent from the Golden Generad most serioudy. Makes up for the
disappointments of her husband and son, | suppose—or maybe it createsthem, | don't know."

The Golden Generd, the Lion of Roknar. For atime, back in Roya Fonsa'sreign, the brilliant Quadrene
leader had |ooked to unite the Five Princedoms for thefirst timein centuries, and roll like atide over the
weak Quintarian royacies. But he had died untimely at the age of thirty, destroyed by aging Roya Fonsa
inawork of death magic, during anight of towering self-immolation. Therite that killed both leaders had
saved Chalion from the Roknari threat, but also spilled the curse that would haunt Fonsa's heirs down to
Istals day, and beyond. The Golden Genera had |eft only renewed political disorder in the princedoms
for legacy, and afew young children, Joen the least and youngest.

No surprise, that she might grow up regarding him asalost hero. But if Joen could not follow in her
great father's striding steps, barred by her sex from war and politics, might she have at least sought to
recreate him in ason? All those pregnancies. . . Ista, who had experienced two, did not underestimate
their bruta drain on awoman's body and energy.

Istafrowned. "1 was thinking about what Caiti's demon said. She is coming, it cried, asif thiswere some
direevent. | had taken it to refer to me, for | believe my god-touched state is a consternation to demons,
but—I wasn't coming. | was dready there. So that makes no sense, redlly. Not that much of what it had
to say made sense.”

[lvin remarked thoughtfully, "If someonein the court of Jokonaisindeed dipping into sorcery for the
purpose of moving againgt Chalion, | must say, itisnot going dl that wel for him. Both his
demon-agents— sad Umerueand the column's commander—were lost in thefirst two trids of their



prowess, if your guessisgood.”

"Perhaps,” said Ista. "Y et not without advancing Jokonan goas. The saint of Raumais deed, and
Porifors... ismuch distracted.”

He glanced up sharply at this. "Arhys still leads us—does he not?!
"For the moment. It's clear hisreserves are drawing down."

[llvin, reminded, took another bite of bread and dutifully chewed. Hisface screwed up in thought. He
swallowed, and said, "It occurs to me that we do have one here who must know dl the inward plans, if
such exig, of whoever in Sordso's court is behind this. The demon itsalf. We should question it again.
Morefirmly." He added after areflective moment, "It might be better if Arhyswere not present thistime.”

"| ... quite see your point. Here, perhaps, tomorrow?"

"If it may be arranged. Not sureif Catti will agree, without Arhys persuading her."
"She must be madeto,” said Ista.

"l will haveto leave that part to you."

With somerdief, if Istaread him right. She said, "But were theselosses al of Jokona's sorcerers, or two
of many?If dl the dementalsthat have lately been found in Chalion arelost or escaped from the same
source, how many more were captured as intended? And how?

Perhaps these two were sacrificed, as acommander with many men would send some into a breach,
knowing he will bear losses, but counting the gain to himself worth the cost. But not if he hasfew men.
Unlessheisvery desperate. . ." Shetapped her fingers on her chair arm. "No, it cannot be Joen. She
would not put ademon into her own daughter.” She glanced at Goram. "Unless she were terribly ignorant
of their nature and effects, and in that case | can hardly see how she could control one sorcerer, let done

[llvin cast her an odd look. "Y ou love your own daughter very much, | tekeit."

"Who would not?' Ista's smile softened. " Sheisthe bright star of Chdion. Beyond my hope and my
deserving, for | could do little enough for her during my dark times."

"Hm." He amiled curioudly at her. "And yet you said you'd never loved anyone enough to guess at
heaven's hope."

She made alittle excusng gesture. "I think the gods may give us children to teach uswhat true love redly
is, that we may befitted for Their company at the last. A lesson for those of us whose hearts are too dull
and inert to learn any other way."

"Inert? Or merdly .. ."

Therope of white fire was beginning to attenuate; his hand fell back weekly to his coverlet. Goram
glanced with dismay at the amount of food il Ieft on thetray. Isawatched Illvin snk back, hiseyes
closing, and clenched her teeth with frugtration. She wanted that mind in her service againg this
conundrum, but Arhys's body seemed equally needed today. She wished it were winter, that she might



stedl another hour for Illvin. But it wastoo beastly hot to let the march start to rot.
"Comeagain, shining Ista," he breathed with afading sgh. "Bring Catti ..."

Gone. It was like watching him die, every day. She did not desire the practice.

* * *

ISTA TURNED ASIDE AT THE STAIRSDOWN TO THE STONE COURT.
"Learned, please attend upon me. We must talk.”

"And |, Royina?' said Liss hopefully.

"Youmay . .. makeyoursaf comfortable within cal.”

Taking the hint, Liss strolled away to abench on the court'sfar end. After an uncertain moment, Foix
followed after her, looking not displeased. They put their heads together the moment they sat down.

Istaled dy Cabon back to the bench in the cloister walk's shade and gestured him to a seat. He settled
himsdlf with atired grunt. The days of riding and anxiety had told on him; his stained white robes hung
loosdly, and hisbelt was cinched in afew new notches. Ista, remembering the god'simmense girth and
overflowing abundance in dy Cabon's dream-borrowed body, could not, on the whole, regard this
ghrinking as an improvement.

She sat beside him, and began, "Y ou say you witnessed the banishing of an eementd, when the ferret's
rider was discharged from the world. How exactly wasit accomplished? What did you see?’

He shrugged histhick shoulders. "There was not agrest ded to see with my poor eyes. The archdivine
of Taryoon led meinto the presence of the divine who had volunteered for the task. A very elderly
woman, shewas, frail as paper in the temple hospital bed. She seemed three-fourths detached from the
world aready. Thereis so much to delight usin the world of matter—to tire of it seems ungrateful to me,
but she told me sheld had all the pain she could eat and would pass from this banquet to a better one.
She genuinely desired her god, as aweary sojourner desires his own bed.”

Istasaid, "A man | know who had amystic vison, under the most extraordinary circumstances, once
told me he saw the dying soulsrising up like flowersin the goddess's garden. But he was a devotee of the
Lady of Spring. | think each god may have some different metaphor—

fineanimasfor the Son of Autumn, | have heard, strong men and beautiful women for the Father and the
Mother. For the Bastard—what?"

"Hetakesusaswe are. | hope."
"Hm."

"But no," dy Cabon continued, "there were no specid tricks or even prayers. The divine said she did not
need them. As shewasthe one doing the dying, | didn't argue. | asked her what it was like, dying. She
gave me such alook out of the corner of her eye, and told me, pretty tartly, that when she found out
sheld be sure to let me know. The arch-divine signed meto cut the ferret'sthroat then, which | did, into a
basin. The old woman sighed, and snorted, asif at some other foolish remark like mine, which we could



not hear. And then she stopped. It took her only a moment to pass from life to death, but it was
unmistakable. Not adeegp. An emptying out. And that was that. Except for the cleaning up after.”

"That... isnot especidly helpful,” sghed Ista
"It waswhat | saw. | suspect she saw more. But | can scarcely imagine what."

"In my dream—the dream you entered into—the god kissed me twice. Thefirst time on the brow"—she
touched the spot—"as His Mother once did, and so | recognized it as the gift of second sight, of seeing
theworld of spirit directly asthe gods do, for | had received it so before. But then he kissed me a second
time, on—in—my mouth. More deeply and disturbingly. Learned, tell me, what was the meaning of that
second kiss? Y oumust know—you wereright there."

He gulped and blushed. "Royina, | cannot guess. The mouthis the Bastard's own theologica sign and
signifier upon our bodies, asthe thumbs are upon our hands. Did He give you no other clues but me?"

She shook her head. "The next day, Goram, with some very confused notion about aroyina—even if
only adowager royina—being able to undo what a princess had done, invited mein to kisshis master.
And for an elated moment, | thought I'd solved theriddle—that it wasto be akiss of life, asin the
children's story. But it didn't work. Nor on Lord Arhys, when | attempted him, later. | did not take the
trid further afidd, fortunately for my reputation in this castle. The kisswas clearly something else, some
other gift or burden.”

Istadrew bresth. "'l face athree-way knot. Two parts may beloosed together; if | could find some way
to banish Cattilarals demon, I1lvin would be freed, and the marchess saved. But what hope may be found
for Arhys? 1 saw hissoul, Learned. Heis surely sundered, or my inner eyesare blind. It would be bad
enough to complete his death, and lose him to hisgod. It would be worse to secure his damnation, and
lose himto nothingness.”

"l ...um. .. know that some souls, suffering especidly disrupted desths, have lingered for afew days, to
be helped on their way by the prayers and ceremonies of their funeras. Slipped through the doors of their
deaths before they quite shut.”

"Might the rites of the Temple help him find hisway to hisgod, then?' It was a bizarreimage; would
Arhyswalk to hisown funerd, lie down on hisbier?

He grimaced. "Three months seems very late. Choiceisthetria of al who are trapped in time; andthat
choiceisthelast onetimeimposes. If hismoment for decision il lingered, through some habit of the
body, could your second sight tell?"

"Yes" sad Istalowly. "It can. But | want another answer. | do not like thisone. | had hopes of that kiss,
but it falled."

He scratched his nose in puzzlement. ™Y ou said the god spoke to you. What did He say?"

"That | was sent here, in answer to prayers, Illvin's among others, probably. The Bastarddared me, by
my own son's god-neglected death, not to turn aside." She frowned fiercely in memory, and dy Cabon
edged alittle back from her. "'l asked Him what the gods, having taken Teidez, could give methat |
would trade spit for. He answered, Work. His blandishmentswere dl decorated about with annoying
endear merits that would have bought a human suitor ashort trip to the nearest mud puddle by the hands
of my servants. Hiskiss on my brow burned like abrand. Hiskiss on my mouth"—she hesitated, went on



doggedly—"aroused me like alover, which | most certainly amnot.”

Dy Cabon edged farther back, smiling in anxious placation, and made little agreeing-denying motions, his
hands like flippers. "'Indeed not, Royina. No one could mistake you for such."”

She glowered at him, then went on. "Then He disappeared, leaving you holding the sack. So to spesk. If
thiswas prophecy, it bodesyouiill, Learned."

He sgned himsdf. "Right, right. Um. If the first kisswas aspiritua gift, so ought the secondto be. Yes, |
quite seethat.”

"Yes, but Hedidn't say what itwas. Bastard. One of hislittle jokes, it seems.”

Dy Cabon glanced up asif trying to decide if that were prayer or expletive, guessed correctly, and took
abreath, marshaing histhoughts. "All right. But Hedid say. He said, Work. If it soundslike ajoke, it was
probably quite serious.” He added more cautioudy, "It seems you are made saint again, will or nil."

"Oh, | can dill nil." She scowled. "That'swhat weall are, you know. Hybrids, of both matter and spirit.
The gods agentsin the world of matter, to which they have no other entree. Doorways. He knocks on
my door, demanding entry. He probes with histongue like alover, mimicking above what is desired
below. Nothing so smple asalover, he, yet he desiresthat | open mysdlf and surrender asif to one. And
let metd| you, | despise his choice of metaphorg!”

Dy Cabon flippered frantically at her again. It made her want to bite him. "Y ou are avery fortress of a
woman, itistruel”

She difled agrowl, ashamed to have let her rage with his god spill over onto hishumble head. "'If you
don't know the other hdf of the riddle, why were you put there?!

"Royina, | know not!" He hesitated. "Maybe we should dl degponit.” He cringed at her blistering ook,
andtried again. "l will endeavor to think."

"Do."

At the other end of the courtyard, Foix and Lisswere now sitting closer together. Foix held Lisss hand,
which she did not draw back, and spoke earnestly over it. She was listening to him, in Ista's jaundiced
view, with entirely too credulous an expression on her face. Istarose abruptly, and called her to attend.
Shehad to call twiceto summon her notice. The girl scrambled up hastily, but her smilelingered like
perfumeinthear.

* * *

LADY CATTILARA, IN SOME DESPERATE ATTEMPT TO SUSTAIN HER role of chatelaine
before her new guests, held adinner that afternoon in the same chamber where she and her ladies had
entertained I sta.on the second night. Arhyswas again out; avery few of his officers attended, clearly
more to make a convenient hasty med than to play courtier. Cattilara had seated Foix asfar from hersdlf
at the high table as she could, given hisclaim to Ista's Side as her present guard captain. Despite the
distance, it seemed to Istathat the two remained highly aware of each other throughout the strained medl.
Aware, but plainly not attracted.

Learned dy Cabon, nervous, nevertheless led the prayers with admirable discretion, keeping his pleas



for godly blessings safely vague. The conversations that commenced as the food was passed limped
aong; the divine took refuge from them in industrious chewing. He did not neglect to listen, however, Ista

noted with approval.

Istafound one of Arhyss senior officers on her right hand, buffering Liss and Foix down at the end. He
was polite, undaunted by her rank, but preoccupied. After afew pragmatic exchanges about the food
and wine, he abruptly said to her, "My lord hastold usthat heisvery ill. Had you heard?

"Yes. | am aware. We have discussed it."

"Indeed, | had marked that he was pale, and not eating or deeping well, but | had not expected ... if he
isthat ill, should he not be made to rest?' He glanced across at Cattilaraasif consdering a potential
dliance againg hisforceful commander, for Arhyss good.

"Rest will bring no curefor what he has," said Ista.

"| fear hisriding about in this weather may worsen his sickness.”

"| don't see how it can.”

Cattilara, on Istas|eft, glowered at her.

"I did not know you for aphysician, Royina" Helet histonetrall off invitingly.
"I'mnot. Alas”

"Quitethereverse" murmured Cattilararesentfully.

The officer blinked uncertainly, but findly mustered the perception to veer from a subject so clearly
unpdatable to the marchess. "Brigands from the princedoms do not normally ride so closeto Porifors, |
assure you, Royina. But we chewed them well enough thismorning, | think they will be discouraged from
new atempts.”

"They were rather more than brigands, | thought,” said Ista. "Troops, or so their tabards proclaimed,
though | suppose redl brigands wouldn't hesitate to so disguise themsalves. Has Sordso the Sot roused
himsdlf to some more military posture than heretofore, or do you think someone elsein his court may be
probing your defenses?!

"| should never have thought it of Sordso, but indeed, since the unfortunate death of hissister Umerue, |
have heard that agreat change has come over him. We shal haveto find him another nicknameif this

keepson.”
lla.]?l

Thus encouraged, he turned eagerly to asafer court gossip than hisown. "It is said that he has bestirred
himsdlf about hisarmy, which he never did before. And given up drinking.And dismissed dl hisboon
companions. And, quite abruptly, he has married, to an heiress of Borsasnen.And taken two officia
concubines aswell, which the Roknari name aswives so asto avoid the stigma of bastardy there. Which
he had not troubled to before, for dl one hearsthat his advisors had long urged him to wed. He sounds
quite areformed soul. Not to mention energized, though perhaps the new wives will prove the curefor
that. We rather hope this extreme virtue will not last. His poetry was not bad; it would be ashameto lose



it." Hegrinned briefly.

Ista's browsrose. "This sounds not at &l asLord Illvin described the man, but | suppose Illvin has not
had much chance to follow developmentsin Jokona, or indeed, anywhere else, in the past few months.”

His head jerked around.”11lvin described—does he speak, now? Did he speak to you, Royina? Oh,
that ishopeful newd"

Istaglanced back a Cattilara, listening with her jaw clamped shut. "He has brief periods of lucidity. |
have spoken with him amost daily since | came here. Thereis no doubt that hiswitsareintact, but he
remainsvery week. | think heis by no meansout of danger yet." Shereturned Cattilaras glower.

" Still—still—we feared his wits were gone for good, when he did not awaken. They were asgreat aloss
to Poriforsas Arhysssword arm . . . would be." He caught the marchess's scowl and covered his
confusion in abite, and another.

The orded of dinner was not dragged out with more than a perfunctory musical interlude, to Istasrelief.
Dy Cabon went to his room for some much-needed rest, and Foix accompanied Arhyss officer to see
what help hislittle troop might lend to Poriforsin exchange for their board. And, if |stas estimation of
Foix held true, to decant from the man most of the pertinent defensive information about the fortress and
its denizens. Foix's next letter to Cardegoss was likely to be very informative. She wondered if hed yet
confessed his new pet to Chancellor dy Cazaril, or if that gap might be smoothly concedled in the very
abundance of histidings.

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

LISSWASBRUSHING OUT ISTA'SHAIR BEFORE BED, A TASK THE girl seemedto
enjoy—I sta suspected it brought back happy memories of the stables—when a diffident knock sounded
at the door of the outer chamber. Lisswent to answer it and returned a moment later.

"It'sone of Lord Arhyss pages. He says hislord waits below, and would beg aword with you."
Istas brows went up. "At thishour? Very well. Tell him | will be down directly.”

Lisswent to convey the message, and Ista dipped out of her wrapper and back into the lavender linen
shift and black silk over robe. Her hand hesitated over the mourning brooch, lying on the table, then
fastened the soft black fabric beneath her breasts with it as before. Inadvertently appropriate garb, for
Arhyss presence, shereflected. With Liss carrying acandlein aglass vaseto light their steps, she went
out onthe gdlery.

Lord Arhys stood at the foot of the stairs, holding atorch doft, looking up intently. He still wore his
sword and boots, asif just returned from riding out. Istawas glad to see a coat of mail beneath his
gray-and-gold tabard. The night air was soft and gtill from the day's heet, and the flame gave a steady
light, cast down over his paefeatures.

"Royina, | would spesk with you. Apart.”
I sta gestured toward the bench at the courtyard's far end, and he nodded.

"Wait here" Istasaid quietly to Liss, and the girl nodded and plunked down at the top of the steps. Ista
descended and paced across the pavement at Arhyss side. He handed his torch to his page, but the boy



could not reach the bracket high on acarved pillar, and Arhys smiled briefly and took it back to set
therein. He dismissed the page to keep Liss company. Istaand he settled themsalves on either end of the
stone dab, ill not wholly cooled from its day's baking. The starry depths of the sky, bounded above by
the roofs rectangle, seemed to swallow the golden glow of Liss's candle and the torch, and give back
nothing. Arhyssface was agilded shadow against the deeper shadows, but his eyes gleamed.

"A busy day, your restored companions and their Jokonan tail piece have brought us," he began. "Two of
my patrols, to the south and the west, have returned with nothing to report. Two have not yet come
back, and they concern me." He hesitated. "Cattilaradid not greet my return. Sheisangry with me, |
think."

"For riding out on your duties? Shewill surely forgive you."
"Shewill not forgive my dying. | amn become her enemy inthis, aswell asher prize”

Have you, now?" She gill thinks she can get you back. Or at least prevent you from going. She does
nat, | think, perceive the wasting effect of this delay upon you, being blinded by the surfaces of things. If
she seesthe disintegrating ghosts at dl, | do not think she understands the nature of their damnation.”

"Damnation," he bregthed. "Isthat what my sateis. That explains much.”

"Theologicaly, | do believethat isprecisely what it is, though perhaps Learned dy Cabon could refine
the term. | do not know the scholars language, but | have seen the thing itsdlf. Y ou are cut off from the
nourishment of matter, but blocked from the sustenance of your god.

And yet, not by your own will, asthe true and mercifully sundered spirits are. By another'sinterference.
Thisis... wrong."

He stretched and clenched his hands. "It can't go on. | don't even bother to pretend to eat, now. | drink
only sips. My hands and face and feet are growing numb. Just within the past ten days I've noticed it,
fantly a firdt, but it's getting worse."

"That does not sound good," she agreed. She hesitated. "Have you prayed?

His hand went to hisleft deeve, and Istaremembered the black-and-gray prayer cord bound secretly
there. "Need for the gods comes and goesin aman'slife. Cattilaralonged for achild, | made my
obeisances. . . but if the Father of Winter ever heard me, He gave me no sign. | was never the sort to
receive portents, or to delude myself that | had. Silence was always my portion, in return for my prayers.
But of late it seemsto methe slence hasgrown . . . emptier. Royina'—his gaze, sparking out of the
shadows, seemed to pierce her—"how much longer do | have?'

Shewas about to say,| don't know. But the evasion smacked of cowardice. No Mother's physician
could answer him with any better knowledge than hers.What do | know? She studied him, with both
outer and inner sights. "Of ghodts, | have seen many, but more old than new. They accumulate, you see.
Most till hold the form of life, of their bodies, for some two or three months after degth, but drained of
color, and of caring. They dowly erode. By ayear after, second sight can usualy no longer distinguish
human features, though they ill have theform of abody. By severd yearsold, they are awhite blur, then
afainter blur, then gone. But the time varies gresetly, | suspect, depending on the strength of character the
person had to begin with." And the stresses of their dwindling existence? Arhyswas unique in her
experience. The demands upon his spirit would be huge for aliving man. How could his starveling
desolate ghost sustain them?



The great-souled give greatly, from their abundance. But even they must come to the end of
themselves, without the upholding hands of. . .Her mind shied from completing the thought. She
reined it round. Their god.

"So what is my appearance now?"
"Almost wholly colorless™ She added reluctantly, Y ou are beginning to blur about the extremities.”

He rubbed his face with an exploring hand and murmured, "Ah. Much comes clear." He sat sllent for a
little, then tapped hisknee. "Y ou once told me you had promised | as not to speak of my father'strue fate
to any living soul. Urn. Well. Heream |, before you now. Royina, | would know."

Istawas surprised into asnort. "Y ou are amost excellent lawyer, for adead man. This counterthrust
would be avery good, sharp point, if it weren't that 1'd lied to you in the first place. 1as never asked me
for any such promise. He was scarcely speaking to me by then. Thetae| told you was but ashield, to
hide my cravenness.”

"Cravenisnot how I'd describe you, lady.”
"One learns better than to hand oné's choicesto fear. With age, with every wound and scar, one learns.”
"Then | ask thetruth of you now, as my bier gift. More desirable to me than flowers.”

"Ah." Shelet out her breathinalong sigh. "Yes" Her fingerstraced over the smooth, cool amethysts
and slver filigree of the brooch benegth her breast. Dy Lutez wore it in his hat. He wore it there on his
last day, | do recall. "Thiswill be but the third timein my lifeto make this confesson.”

"Third time paysfor dl, they say."

"What do they know?" She snorted again, more softly. "I think not. Still, my auditors have been of the
best, as befits my rank and crime. A living saint, an honest divine, the dead man'sdead son . . . s0." She
had told it over in her mind enough times; it needed no further rehearsal. She straightened her back, and
began.

"All men know that lassfather, Roya Fonsa, in despair a theloss of his sonsand hisroyacy before the
ondaught of the Golden Generd'sdliance, dew hisenemy by arite of death magic, giving up hisown life
in the baance”

"That ishigory, yes"

"Fewer men know that therite spilled aresidue, a subtle curse afflicting Fonsas heirs, and dl thelr
works. First las, then his son Orico. Teidez. Isdle. Orico's barren wife, Sara. And me," she breathed.
"Andme"

"lass was not noted as afortunate reign for Chalion,” he conceded warily. "Nor Orico's.”

"lasthe Unlucky. Orico the Impotent. The nicknames given by the vulgar do not touch the half of it. 1as
knew of hiscurse, knew itsorigin and its nature, though he did not tell even Orico until helay on his
deathbed. But he shared the knowledge with Arvol dy Lutez, his companion from boyhood, marshd,
chancdlor, right arm. Possibly, as Orico did later with his own favorites, laswastrying to use Arvol asa



tongs by which to handle the affairs of Chaion without spilling hisevil geas upon them. Not that the ploy
worked. But it suited Arvol dy Lutez's ambitions and huge energieswell enough. And hisarrogance. |
grant, your father did love lasin hisway. las worshipped him, and was utterly dependent upon his
judgment. Arvol even sdlected mefor him."

Arhys pulled on his close-trimmed beard. "The rumor | have heard bruited by the envious that they
were, ah, more intimate than boon companions, | take to be political dander?!

"No," shesaid smply. "They were loversfor years, asal Cardegoss knew but did not speak of outside
the capital walls. My own mother told me, just before | wed, so | would not step into it unawares. |
thought her callous, then. Now | think her wise. And worried. Looking back, | think it also was an offer
to let me back out, though | missed that implication entirely at thetime. Y et for dl her candid warnings—
which, | found later, Lord dy Lutez had ins sted she give me—to prevent trouble for him, mostly, |
suspect, though aso for las—I did not understand what it meant. How could I—aromantic virgin,
overwhelmed by what seemed a great victory on thefield of love, to be chosen as bride by the roya
himsalf? 1 nodded and agreed, anxious to seem sophisticated and sensible.”

"Oh," hesad, very quigtly.

"Soif ever you thought your mother untrue to her vows, to take lllvin'sfather to her bed, be assured she
was not thefirst dy Lutez to break them. | suspect her mother was less shrewd and honest than mine,
preparing her for her high marriage. Or lessinformed.”

Hisbrows climbed in reflection. "That accountsfor ... much, that | did not understand asaboy. | thought
my father had cast her off, in anger and humiliation, and that was why he never came here. | never
thought that she had cast him off."

"Oh, I'm quite sure that Lord dy Lutez was thoroughly offended by her defection,” Istasaid. "No matter
how justified. His pride would keep him from returning, but his sense of judtice, to give him credit, likely
a so kept him from pursuing any vengeance. Or perhapsit was shame. | can hope." She added dryly, "In
any case, he till had her property to add to hisvast holdings, for compensation of hiswounds."

He eyed her. "Y ou thought him greedy.”

"No man accumulates al that he did by chance. Yet | would not call it greed, exactly, for he scarcely
knew al he held, and agreedy man numbers each coin.”

"What would you cdll it, then?"

Istal's brows pinched in. "Consolation,” shetried at |ast. "His possessions were amagic mirror, to reflect
him the sze hewished to be."

"That," he said after amoment, "is afearsome judgment, Royina."

She bent her head in an acknowledging nod. "He was avery complex man." She drew breath, began
again. "Arvol and lasdid not betray me by concedling their love. They betrayed me by concedling the
curse. | entered into marriage with las unaware of my danger, or the danger to my children-to-be. The
visions started when | became pregnant with Iselle. The gods, trying to break in upon me. | thought | was
going mad. And lasand dy Lutez let me go on thinking that. Fortwo years."

Hejerked alittle at the sudden fiercenessin her voice. "That seems. . . most unkind.”



"Thatwas cowardice.And contempt for my wits and spine. They mired mein the consequences of their
secret, then refused to trust me with its cause. | wasamere girl, you see, unfit to bear such aburden.
Though not unfit to bear 1as's children into that darkness. Except the gods did not seem to regard me as
unfit. For it wasme They cameto. Not las. Not dy Lutez. Me."

Her lipstwisted. "I wonder—in retrospect—how put out Arvol was by that? He would have been the
sole shining hero to save las, if he could. It was his accustomed role. And indeed, for awhileit did
appear that the gods had assigned it to him.

"At last—do even the gods grow impatient with our obtuseness?— the Mother of Summer Herself
appeared to me, not in dream but in waking vision. | was prostrated—I had not yet learned to be
suspicious of the gods. She told me that the curse might be broken and carried out of the world by aman
who would lay down hislife threetimesfor the blighted House of Chaion. Being young, and frenzied with
anxiety for my babies, | took Her wordstoo literally, and concluded that She meant meto devisea
perilousrite to accomplish this paradox.”

"Perilousindeed. And, um . . ." Hisbrow wrinkled. "Paradoxicd."

"| told dl to lasand Arvol, and we took counsel together. Arval, afflicted by our weeping, volunteered
to attempt the hera'srole. We hit upon drowning as the method, for men were known to come back
from that death, sometimes. And it does not disfigure. Arvol studied it, collected tales, investigated
victims both lost and saved. In a cavern beneath the Zangre, we set up the cask, the ropes, the winch.
Thedtarsto al the gods. Arvol let himself be stripped, bound, lowered upside down, until his struggles
ceased, until the light of his soul went out to my inner eye."

He began to speak; she held up her hand, to block the misunderstanding. "No. Not yet. We drew him
out—pressed the water from his throat, pounded on his heart, cried out our prayers, until he choked and
breathed again.And | could see the crack in the curse.

"We had planned theritua three nightsin succession. On the second night, al went the same, until his
hair brushed the surface of the water, and he gasped out to stop, he could not bear it. He cried | was
trying to nate him, for jealousy's sake. las hesitated. | was shaken, sick in my stomach—but | let
reason compe me. It was Arvol's own chosen method, it had worked once ... | wailed for fear for my
children, and for the frustration of coming so close, to miss saving them by a handbreadth. For rage at his
dander. And for raisng my hopes so high upon his pride, then dashing them so low upon hisfrailty.” She
added smply, "I'd believed in his account of himsdlf, you see”

In the night, in some hollow below the castle walls, insects sang, athin, high keening. It wasthe only
sound. Arhys had forgotten to breathe. His body, perhaps, was losing the habit. She wondered how long
it would take him to notice.

"When we drew him out the second time, he was dead indeed, and not all our tears and prayers, regrets
and recriminations, and oh, there were many of those last, brought him back again. 1as haf decided, later,
that Arvol's accusation of jealousy wastrue; haf thetime, | agreed mysdf. Thefault was. . . lass, for
weskness, and mine, for impatience and unwisdom. For if 1as had stood against me, | would have
yielded, or if | had listened to my heart and not my head, and alowed Arvol moretime, who isto say that
after another day, or week, or month, he might have recovered his nerve? I'll never know, now. The
godsforsook me. The curse remained, unbroken, worsein its effects than ever. Until another generation
threw up another man, morefitted to lift it from the world." She drew breath. "And that ishow | cameto
murder your father. If you redly want to know."



Hewasdlent for along time, remembered to inhae, and said, "Lady, | think thisisnot aconfesson. This
isanindictment.”

Sherocked back. "Of Arvol? Yes," shesaid dowly, "that, too. If he had never volunteered, I'd have
thought no less of him. If he had died on the first attempt, well, | would have thought the task beyond any
man, or my design mistaken. But to demonstrate the true possibility, andthen fail . . . shattered my heart.
It was not, | came later to learn, degth by rote that the gods required. One cannot force another's soul to
grow wide enough to admit agod to the world, but that dilation, not the mere dying, was what was
wanted. Arvol dy Lutez wasagreat man. But. . . not quite great enough.”

He stared into the darkness. The torch had dmost burned out, though at the top of the stairs Lisss
candle till glowed. She sat with her chin propped in her hands, eyelids drooping; the page had falen
adeep, curled up againgt her skirts.

"If my father had lived,” he said at last, "do you think he would ever have caled meto hissde?!

"If he had wrenched open his soul wide enough to succeed, | think it would thereafter have been more
than wide enough to encompass you. Those who have admitted agod do not shrink back to their former
sze, in my experience. If he had never made the attempt. . . well, he was never quite smal enough to turn
asdefrom hazard, either. So, | do not know."

"Mm." It wasalittle noise, but contained a cache of pain nonetheless. He glanced up at the sky, reading
the clock of the stars. "Royina, | keep you from your bed.”

But not the reverse. In thelong, lonely watches of his undegping nights, what did he now think about?
Shetook the hint nonetheless and rose. He stood with her, hiswar gear creaking.

Hetook her hand, half bowed, briefly pressed his cool forehead againgt its back. "Royina, | do thank
you for these garlands of truth. | know they cost you dear.”

"They are dry and bitter thorns. | wish | could give you some better bier gift." With all my cracking
heart, | dowishit.

"l do not desire any softer wreath.”

Liss, seeing them pace once more across the court, prodded the page awake and came to the foot of
the stairsto receive Istaback from Arhyssarm. Arhys saluted them solemnly and turned away, his
deepy page pattering after. The echoes of his receding footfalsin the archway sounded like muffled
drumsin Istas ears.

* * *

IT WASLONG BEFORE ISTA SLEPT. IN THE GRAY OF DAWN, SHE SEEMED to hear
thumping and low voicesin the distance, but her exhaustion drew her back down into her pillow. Shefdl
into an evil dream where she sat at ahigh table with Lady Cattilara. The marchess, glowing faintly violet,
plied her guest with food until 1sta's belly strained, and drowned her witsin drink until Istalay back in her
chair unableto risefor the paralyssin her limbs.

Only amuch louder thumping at the door to the outer chamber roused her from this bizarre dream
imprisonment. She exhaded in rdief to find hersalf in her own bed, her body normally proportioned and



mobile again, if feding anything but well rested. By the bright lines seeping through her shuitters, it was
broad day.

Liss's steps sounded, then voices: Foix's, degp and urgent, dy Cabon's, sharp and excited. Ista had
already swung out of bed and pulled her black robe about herself when the door between the chambers
opened and Liss poked her head in.

"Royina, something very strange has happened ..."

I sta pushed past her. Foix was dressed for the day in blue tunic, trousers, boots and sword, hisface
flushed with exertion; dy Cabon's white under tunic was on askew, its front buttons mismatched with their
buttonholes, hisfeet yet bare.

"Royina" Foix ducked his head. "Did you see or hear anything, a Lord Illvin's chambers or on the
gdlery, aong about dawn?Y our room is closer than ours.”

"No—maybe. | fell back to deep." She grimaced in memory of the unpleasant dream. "I was very tired.
Was there something?'

"Lady Cattilara came a dawn with some servants and carried off Lord lllvin on apallet. To takehim
down to the templeto pray over, and consult with the temple physicians, she said.”

"The temple physicians should come up to attend upon him in Porifors, | would think," said 13,
disturbed. "Did Lord Arhys go with them?”’

"The march is nowhere to be found thismorning. | first learned of dl thiswhen one of his officers asked
me if I'd seen him.”

"| last saw Arhyslast night. He came to speak with me down in the courtyard, around midnight. Lisswas
there”

The girl nodded. She had evidently wakened before | sta—she was dressed and had atray with morning
teaand fresh bread sitting ready on a table—but not much before, for thisall seemed newsto her aswell.

"Well," Foix continued, "I felt strangely uneasy—probably |eft over from the bad dreamsI'd had last
night, which really made me wonder about the castle food, but anyway, | made an excuse to walk down
to the temple to see what was happening. Lady Cattilarahad never come there. | asked around. | finaly
discovered that she had commandeered a supply wagon and ateam of dray horses from the garrison's
stable down there. No one knew what had been loaded aboard, but the wagon, with Goram driving and
one of the servants sitting beside him, was seen leaving the town gate &t least an hour ago, on the road
south.”

Istals breath drew in. "Has she or Arhys been seen snce?’

"No, Royina."

"Then she has stolen them away. Taken Arhys, and abducted 1lIvin to maintain him."

Foix's gaze upon her sharpened. "Thisisthe marchesss doing, do you think? Not Lord Arhyss?'

"Lord Arhyswould never abandon Porifors and his post. Not for al hiswifeésweeping,” said Istawith



certainty.Being a stronger-minded man than Las. But then, a dy Lutez always was.
"But her demon wanted to flee, you told us,” said dy Cabon. "Supposeit has gained the upper hand?'

"Then why take the baggage?' asked Lisslogicaly. "Lady Cattilarals body and her jewel case, and one
fast horse, would serveit better.”

Foix eyed her with aflash of respect.

"Nat, | think, the upper hand,” said Istadowly. "But suppose her demon had persuaded her that both
their gods could be better served by flight? She would have al its cooperation, then.”

"She desires her husband's life restored, or at least, his strange half desth continued indefinitely,” said
Foix. "How isthat served by heaving him and poor Lord Illvin into awagon and driving off?"

"Er," said dy Cabon.
All thefacesin the room turned toward him. "What?' sad Istasharply.

"Ah,um. .. I'mwondering if something I might havesaid . . . Lady Cattilaracameto melast evening
after dinner. For spiritual guidance, | thought. We talked about this dire knot. Poor chick, her tears
glittered down like little jewels of sorrow across her cheeks."

Istarolled her eyes. "No doubt. And then?'

"| tried to counsel aswell as console, to bring her to some sense of what atheologica danger she had
placed her hushand in. Aswell asthe physica danger inflicted upon his brother, and her own soul's peril.
| said, more demon magic was no cure. Nothing but amiracle could dter the inevitable course of events.
She asked me, where were miraclesto be had, for al the world asif they came from some holy
emporium. | said, only saints could channel them to us from the gods. She asked, where were saintsto
befound?| said, dl sorts of strange and unexpected places, both high and low. | said, | thoughtyou,
Royina, were the saint into whose hands this tangle had been given for unraveling. She said, um, well,
somewild and unconsidered things—she seemsto think you are her enemy. | assured her that could not
be s0. She suggested any other saint in the world would be better suited for the task, and asked me to
send for one, as though saints were physicians, to be obtained from the Temple by draft. Well, some
santsare physicians, but it'snot like ... | suggested that she wasn't likely to get any other answer from the
gods; most people don't even getone. I'm afraid sheis not very interested in the subtler truths of
theology.”

"Shewantsarite by rote," said Ista. As | did, once. "A merchant's bargain. Pay the coin, get the goods.
Shejust can't find the peddler.”

Heshrugged. "l fear itiss0."

"So now she has taken her quick and her dead and gone on pilgrimage. To look for amiracle. To
order.”

"The roads here are very unsafe, as we found yesterday,” said Foix in avoice of worry. "Lord Arhys
would surely not permit hiswife to go out on them now, no matter what her hope.”

"Do you think he had a choice? Isthere one pallet in that wagon, or two—the brotherslying side by side



like bundles of cordwood? The demon could help her to it—the dud inactivity would likely be arelief to
it"

Dy Cabon scratched his head. " She has a better right to seek hedling for Lord Arhys than any other
person. Heis her husband.”

"lllvinisnt," said Istashortly. "And what Arhys needs goes beyond hedling. They must be brought back.
Foix, muster your troop and their horses. Liss, wrap my kneesfor riding, | don't want to tear open these
scabs”

Dy Cabon said, "Royina, you should not be out on the road either!”

"| agree with you, but Foix has not the authority to command Cattilaras servants againgt her own wishes.
And someone must handle her demon.”

"| think I might do that, Royina," said Foix. He glanced warily at dy Cabon.
"Can you, Smultaneoudy, handle a screaming, weeping, distraught woman?'
"Ah," he said, contemplating thisunpdatable vison. "Can you?'

"l think s0."In fact, | think I'm looking forward to it .

"I would, urn, appreciate that, Royina."

"Good. Warn Arhyssofficers... hm." Her eyes narrowed. "I suspect Arhyswould not want thistae
bruited about. Dy Cabon. If we're not back in—how long, Foix? Two hours?'

"They had four horses hitched, and an hour's start—two or three hours.”
"If we're not back in three hours, tell Arhys's senior officers what we have done, and have them send
men after us." Istaturned to Foix. "Hurry. Well meet you in the forecourt as soon asthe horses are

saddled.”

He saluted her and was gone. Lisswas aready stripping out of her fine dress and kicking off her
dippers. Ista pushed the protesting dy Cabon out the door.

"But | should ride with you, Royina!" cried the divine. "And Foix should not beleft unguided!”
"No. | need you here. And if Foix's dancing bear requiresacollar, | am better fitted to supply it."

"And you'retoo fat and you ride too dow," Lisss unsympathetic voice floated through the window,
accompanied by athump of boots being lined up.

Dy Cabon reddened.

Istarested her hand on his shoulder. "Thisisadry country, and culverts are hard to come by. Y ou will
be onelessterror for my heart to worry about, safe in here."

His color deepened, but he bowed in unhappy obedience nonetheless. I sta shut the door on him and
hurried to don her riding clothes.



CHAPTER NINETEEN

IN THE FORECOURT, ISTA WAS STARTLED BY THE HORSE LISSLED out for her. Tal,
shimmering white with a soft gray nose, mane and tall like silk banners—Ferda would have waxed
poetic. The sall stainswere carefully washed off its coat, with only afew faint yellow traces that
reminded her inescapably of the blotches on dy Cabon's white robes. It snuffled and nudged &t her, big
dark eyesliquid and amiable.

"What'sthis?" Istaasked, as Lissled it to the mounting block.

"They tell me hisnameis Feather. Short for Featherwits. | asked for the best-trained horse in the stable
for you, and they begged me to take him out, because snce Lord IlIvinfel sck hesdonelittle but lazein
hisstdl and eat and get fat.”

"IsthisLord Illvin's own mount, then?" asked Ista, throwing aleg over the broad back. The horse stood
perfectly still for her as she disposed her padded knees gingerly againgt its sides and found her tirrups.
"Surdy itisnt awarhorse.”

"No, he has another stallion for that—evil-tempered scarred red brute that no one elsewill go near.” Liss
threw hersdf up on her courier palomino, which sidlied uncooperatively and seemed inclined to buck, but
Settled under her stern hand. "1t's savaged any number of grooms. They showed mether injuries. Very
impressve.”

Foix's hand rose and fdll, and he and Pgar on their mounts led the way out the gate, followed by Liss
and |gta and then the half dozen remaining men of the Daughter's company. They sorted themsdvesinto
snglefile to descend the narrow switchback road past the village. Beyond itswalls, they turned onto the
road from Tolnoxo that Ista had arrived down so many crowded days ago. Foix set abrisk but not killing
pace, waking up dopes, trotting down, cantering on the flat. Feather-wit seemed adander, for the horse
was S0 reponsive to Istas lightest command of rein or hed that it sesemed she had only to think her
desire. Itstrot was along smooth ripple, its canter like being rocked along in a sedan chair. Shewas
relieved by its gentleness, for it seemed along way to the hard ground from her perch. Lord Illvin would
need atdl horse, certainly.

Riding through amoist wooded area by theriver, they stirred up a plague of large buzzing horseflies. Ista
grimaced and dapped at the ones she could reach asthey settled hungrily on Feather's silky sides. They
crunched disgustingly, leaving blood stregks on her pam. Lisss paomino bucked and squedled. Foix
glanced back over his shoulder; only Istasaw thelittle violet flicker from hishand, but the ugly flieslifted
from Lisss mount. Since they then collected on Istas, this seemed little improvement, but the caval cade
broke into the sunlight and I eft the flies behind before she could complain.

They made the long climb up the valley's steeper side and stopped to water the horses at the village with
the olive grove, some five miles out from Porifors. This shade was mercifully free of bloodsucking insects.
Pgjar went off to inquire of the villagersfor word of the wagon they pursued. Istafound hersdf standing
and stretching next to Foix in the shadow of ahuge olive bole as the sweaty horses gulped from the
sream.

"Still playing with flies?' sheinquired softly. "I saw that trick. No more, please, or | shal report you to
thedivine"



He blushed. "It was agood deed. Besides, | wanted to please Liss."

"Hm." She hesitated. "Take my advice, and do not use magic to court her. Most especidly, do not yield
to the temptation to useitdirectly to induce her favor.”

By hisembarrassed grin, he knew precisaly what she implied—and thiswasn't the first time the notion of
some sort of aphrodisiac spell had crossed hismind. *“Mm."

Istals voice dropped further. "For if you do, and shefinds out, it will destroy her trust not only in you, but
in her own mind. She would never again be sureif athought or afeding weretruly her own. Shewould
be congtantly halting, second-guessing, turning about inside her head. Madness lies down that road. It
would be less crippling and more loving if you should take awar hammer and break both her legs.”

His smile had grown fixed. "Asyou command. Royina"

"l do not speak as your royina. I do not even speak as one god-touched. | speak as awoman, who has
walked to the end of that road and returnsto report the hazards. If you sill possess haf the witsyou
darted with—and if it isindeed love you seek and not just your gratification—you will listen asaman.”

Hislittle bow, thistime, was visibly more thoughtful, his smirk wiped clean.

Pgar came back with the news that awagon and team had indeed stopped at the grove earlier, lingering
in the shade long enough to unhitch and water both pairs of horses; the wagon had left again not half an
hour before. Foix grimaced satisfaction and cut their own rest short.

Another four miles of trotting brought them to the top of along rise. They at last saw their quarry
rumbling down the road, small in the distance, the wagon's canvas top, painted with the Sgil of Poriforss
garrison, bright in the sunlight. Foix waved histroop onward. They had largely closed the gap before
someone from the wagon spotted them. Theinvisible driver whipped up the team, but the lumbering dray
horses, burdened by the load they towed, were no match for the pursuers faster mounts.

Men of Foix's company galloped up on either side of the noisily bouncing vehicleto lean over and seize
thelead pair'sreins. As shein turn urged her horse up and around, Ista could hear Cattilara's voice crying
out in protest. The wagon dowed to a halt.

Cattilara, dressed in an elegant traveling costume of gray and gold, was crouched on the driver's box
berating aterrified Goram, who hunched down with his eyes nearly shut, clutching histeam'sreinsin
clenched and shaking hands. Ista narrowed her eyes againgt the light of the world and tried to extend her
inner visonto itsfullest sengtivity, to directly perceive not spirits hidden in matter, but spiritsalone. Was
this how the gods saw the world? Cattilarals demon was not, to Istas relief, expanded and dominant, but
curled in onitself within her again. Another male servant, one of Cattilaral's younger ladies, and Arhyss
page cowered together in the wagon's back.

Two nearly extinguished forms lay sde by side within. With the blockage of 1sta's corpored vison by
the canvas and wood, it became amost easier to see what she was actualy looking for. A wispy line of
whitefire, duggishly drifting from one body to another; a aleve of perception even below that, anet of
violet light running three ways, the spell-channd.

Shetightened her fingers, and Feather stopped and stood in aplacid obedience. Shelet thereinsfall to
hiswithers and stretched her hands, letting her spirit follow aong with her body. And then, for thefirst
time, flow beyond her body.Bastard, help me. Curse You. She did not, did not dare, try to break the



underlying lines of the demon's spell yet, but she set her ligatures and summoned soul-fire. Thewhiteline
from lllvinto Arhys blazed up like athatch catching dight in adistant dark.

Arhyss deep voice sounded from within, irritable as aman waking from deep: "Whatisthis?lllvin. . . ?*

Cattilaras screaming abuse abruptly stopped. Her head drew in, and she shrank in her seat. Panting, she
glowered at Ista.

Movement sounded within the wagon: a creak, boot steps on the floorboards. Arhys poked his head out
and stared around. "Bastard's hell! Whereare we?' A glance at the familiar |landscape evidently answered
the question to his satisfaction, for he turned hisfrown on hisweeping wife. "Cattilara,what have you
done?"

On the wagon's other side, the tensed Foix bregthed relief and sent asmall salute of thanksin Istas
direction. The mauveflicker waiting in hispalm died away.

Cattilaraturned in her seet and threw her arms around her husband's thighsin wild supplication. Goram
ducked out of her way. "My lord, my lord, no! Order these people avay! Tell Goram to drive on! We
must escape! Sheisevil, she wants to encompass your death!™

Automatically, he patted her hair. Hisrolling eyefell on Ista, watching grimly. "Royina? What isthis?"
"What isthelagt thing you remember, Lord Arhys?'

Hisbrowsdrew in. "Cattilara sent me an urgent message to attend upon her at the garrison's stable yard.
| walked in and found thiswagon standing at the ready there, then—nothing after that." Hisfrown

deepened.

"Y our wifetook it into her head to carry you off and seek healing for you e sawhere than Porifors. To
what extent she was encouraged in this by her demon, | know not, but it certainlyassisted herinit. lllvin
was brought along principaly, | suppose, asyour commissary.”

Arhyswinced. "Desert my post? DesertPorifors? Now ?'
Cattilaraflinched at theiron in hisvoice. Her collapsein tears before him failed, for once, to have any
softening effect. When he turned her face up to his, Ista could see the tension in the tendons of his hands,

standing out like cords benegth his pale skin.

"Cattilara. Think. This desertion dishonors my trust and my sworn oaths. To the provincar of Caribastos,
to the Royinalsdle and Royse-Consort Bergorn—to my own men. It isimpossible.”

"Itisnot impossible. Suppose you were sick of, oh, any other illness. Someone else would have to take
over then dl thesame. Youare ill. Another officer must take your post for now.”

"The only onel would trugt to take over at amoment's notice in this present uncertainty islllvin." He
hesitated. "Would belllvin," he corrected himsdlf.

"No, no, no—!" Shefairly beat on him with her fistsin aparoxysm of frustration and rage.

Istastudied the pulsating lines of light.Can | do this? Shewasn't sure Well, | am sure that | can try.
S0. Shefolded her fleshly hands quietly in her |ap and reached again with her spirit hands. Again leaving



the demon's underlying channels undisturbed, she tightened the ligature between Illvin and Arhys nearly to
closure.

Arhysféel to hisknees; hislips parted in shock.

"If you want him upright and moving," said Istato Caitilara, "you must keep him so yourself, now. No
more geding."

"No!" screamed Cattilara as Arhys half collapsed across her. Goram grabbed at him to keep hisheavy
body from toppling from the seat. Cattilara stared down at Arhyss pae confused face in horrified denidl.
Thefire of her soul roiled up from her body and collected at her heart.

Yes! Istathought.You can. Doit, girl !

Then, with awail and awhite rush, Cattilarafainted away. The disorderly fire burst from her heart,
gplashing irregularly in the spell-banks. Ista extended a transparent hand again. The flow steadied, settled.
Not too swift, lest it drain its reservoirs altogether, nor too dow, lestit fail its purpose. Judt. . . there. Her
inner eye rechecked thelines. A tiny trickle of life fill flowed from Ilvin, just enough to maintain contact.
She dared not touch the demon's subtle net, not that shewas at al sure she could bresk it evenif she
tried. Arhysblinked, flexed his jaw, shakily stood up, one hand braced on Goram's shoulder.

"Oh,thank you," muttered Foix into the blessed silence.

"| used to carry on not unlike that, from timeto time, in my first grief,” murmured Istaacrossto him, in
uncomfortable reminiscence. "Why in five gods names did no one ever smother me and put themsdlves
out of my misery?| may never know."

A rasping voice from within the wagon said, "Bastard's demons, now what?"
A flash of rdlief crossed Arhyssfestures. "Illvin! Out herel™

A padding of barefeet; Illvin, wearing only hislinen robe and looking much like aman wakened too
early after anight of too much revelry, sumbled out and stood blinking into the bright morning, one lean
hand grasping the canvas frame for balance.

Hiseyefdl on Ista, and hisfacelit. "Witless" he cried in ddlight. This odd greeting, Ista concluded
belatedly, was actudly addressed to his horse, who flicked its ears and snuffed, flaring its gray nogtrils,
and amogt, but not quite, moved from the spot on which itsrider had badeit stand. "Roying,” Illvin
continued, giving her anod. "I trust Feathers-for-Wits here has gone well for you? Five gods, did no one
think to cut hisfeed?"

"Heisamog perfect gentleman,” Istaassured him. "I find him very shapdly.”

[llvin looked down at Catti, now dumped over againgt Goram's shrinking shoulder. "What's this? Isshe
al rignt?’

"For the moment,” |sta assured both him and Arhys, who was eyeing hiswife even more uncertainly. "I,
ah ... required that she change chairswith you for alittle while."

"| did not know you could do that," said Illvin cautioudly.



"Neither did 1, till | tried it amoment ago. The demon's spell is unbroken, just. . . reapportioned.”

Arhys, hisfacerigid with his discomfiture, neverthdessknelt and gathered Caitilaraup in hisarms. lIvin
felt hisright shoulder and frowned; his frown deepened as his glance took in adow red lesk sarting on
Cattilara's shoulder. He leaned aside for his burdened brother to duck back into the wagon. | sta handed
her reinsto Liss and scrambled from her saddle across to the wagon sest; 111vin extended a hand to swing
her safely aboard.

"Wemus tak," shetold him.

He nodded in heartfelt agreement. "Goram," he added. His groom looked up with open relief in hisface.
"Get thiswagon turned around and headed back to Porifors."

"Yes, my lord," said Goram happily.

Istaducked after Arhysand Illvin as Foix began calling instructions to his men to help back and turn the
team. Arhyslaid Cattilara, her head lolling, down on the palet he had just vacated. It was dim and musty
under the canvas after the bright light outside, but Ista's eyes quickly adjusted. The other servant,
Cattilara's woman, and the page squatted fearfully at the back of the wagon among three or four small
trunks. It seemed modest provision for the journey, though the marchess's jewel case no doubt reposed
somewhere within the baggage.

Arhys sent the manservant and the woman forward to sit with Goram. His page, round-eyed with worry,
settled near him; he gave the boy areassuring ruffle of the hair. Arhys sat cross-legged by hiswife's head.
[llvin handed Ista down onto the pallet opposite; she felt her scabs crack under their pads as she folded
her knees. lllvin started to settle cross-legged next to her, redized the inadequacy of his narrow robe for
that position, and sat instead on hisknees.

Arhys glowered down at hiswife. "l can't believe shed think | would desert Porifors.”

"l don't imagine shedid,” said Ista. "Hencethis deceit.” She hesitated. "It'sahard thing, when dl your life
rides on the decisons of others, and you can do nothing to affect the outcome.”

The wagon finished itsturn and started off at awalking pace. The team would be tired enough by the
time they'd retraced the ten or so milesto the castle.

Arhystouched Cattilara's shoulder, now showing adark red stain from the dow ooze beneath. "This
won't do."

"It mugt, till we get back to Porifors" said Illvin uneasily. He stretched his arms and hands and hitched
his shoulders, asif settling back into abody grown unused to him. He tested his own grip, and frowned.

"I can only hope the garrison hasn't fallen into an uproar over my disappearance,” said Arhys.

"Assoon aswe arrive," said Ista, "we must make another attempt to question Cattilara's demon. It must
know what is afoot in Jokonaand, most of al, who dispatched it." She repeated to lllvin the officer'stale
of the sudden reform of Sordso the Sot.

"How very strange," mused Illvin. " Sordso never showed any sign of such family feding before.”

"But—will we be able to question the cresture, Royina?' asked Arhys, gtill staring down at Cattilara.



"We had little enough luck the last time."

Istashook her head in equal doubt. "I did not have Learned dy Cabon's advice, before. Nor the
assistance of Foix dy Gura. We may be able to set one demon upon the other, to some good effect. Or
... to some effect. | shdl take counsdl of the divine when we return.”

"I would take counsdl of my brother, whilel can,” said Arhys.
"I would take counsd of somefood,” said lllvin. "Isthere any in thiswagon?'

Arhys bade his page search; the boy emerged from rooting among the supplieswith aloaf of bread, a
sack of leathery dried apricots, and a skin of water. I1lvin settled and began conscientioudy gnawing,
while Arhys detailed the reports from Porifors's scouts.

"We are missing news from the north road atogether,” Illvin observed as Arhyswound up hisrapid
acocount. "l midikethis"

"Yes. | an most troubled for the two parties that have not yet returned or sent any courier. | was about
to send another patrol after them, when my morning duties were so unexpectedly interrupted.” Arhys
glanced in exasperation at his unconscious wife. "Or possbly go mysdf.”

"1 beg you will not,” said Illvin, rubbing his shoulder.

"Wl . . . no. Perhaps that would not be wise, under the circumstances.” His gaze upon Cattilaragrew, if
possible, more worried. Shelooked terribly defensaless, curled up on her side. Without the underlying
grain of subterfugein her face, her riking natura beauty reasserted itself.

He glanced up and managed abrief smile for Ista's sake. "Do not be darmed, Royina. Even if some
unseen force gpproaches from that direction, thereislittle they can do againgt Porifors. Thewallsare
stout, the garrison loyal, the approachesfor siege engines difficult in the extreme, and the fortress stands
upon solid rock. It cannot be undermined. Support from Oby would arrive before our lants had time
to finish making camp.”

"If Oby isnot itsdlf attacked at the sametime," muttered Ilvin.

Arhysglanced away. "I have spoken at length with the temple notary in the past few days, and placed
my will in writing under his care. The castle warder has charge of dl my other papers. | have gppointed
you my executor, and joint guardian of little Liviana"

"Arhys," said Illvin, hisvoice drawn with doubt. "I would point out that thereis no guarantee that | will
get out of thisdiveather.”

Hisbrother nodded. "Livianas grandfather becomes her sole sponsor in that case, and guardian of all
her dy Lutez properties. In dl events—given the lack of any child between Catti and me—I mean to
return Cettilarawith her jointure to the guardianship of Lord dy Oby."

"Cattilarawould care aslittle for my rule as| would careto exert it," said Illvin. "Thank you from us
both."

Arhysnodded in wry understanding. "'If you—if—if you cannot undertakeit in Liviands name, Poriforss
military command must revert to the provincar of Caribastos, to be assgned to aman he judges ableto



carry out itstasks. | have written himtowarn him.. . . well, only that | amiill, and that he may wish to
look about him just in case."

"Y ou take care of every duty. No matter how distasteful.” Illvin smiled bleskly. ™Y ou have dways sought
to take afather's care of usdll.

Isthere any doubt which god waitsto take you up? But let Him wait alittle longer, | say." He glanced
addedt Ista

But no god awaits him,lstathought. That's what sundered means.

Arhys shrugged. "The days gnaw a me asrats gnaw acorpse. | canfed it now, more and more. | have
aready oversayed, most grievoudy. Royina..." Hiseyes upon her were uncomfortably penetrating.” Can
you release me?ls that why you were tumbled down here?!

Istahesitated. "1 scarcely know what | can do and what | cannot. If | am meant to channel miracles, that
onewould not be my firgt choice. Yet it isthe nature of miraclesthat their human conduit may not choose
them, except to cry themyes orno. Itisonly demon sorcery that we may bend to our own wills. No one
bendsagod.”

"And yet," sad lllvin thoughtfully, "the Bastard is half ademon himsdlf, they say. | think hisnatureis not
wholly astherest of hisfamily's. Perhaps his miracles are not either?

Istafrowned in confusion. "I ... don't know. He seemed just as much beyond mein my dream ashis
Mother did in my vison of her, nigh on twenty yearsago. In any case, | have only tried to rearrange the
strength that flows among you three. | have not tried to break the bindings beneath, or force the demon
to do so againg its mistressswill, though it is clear enough that it would abandon al and fly if it could.”

"Try now," said Arhys.

Both Istaand Illvin made smultaneous noises of protest, and glanced at each other.

"Becauseif youcannot dothis, | must dso know," said Arhys patiently.

"But—thereisno way to test it but to do it. And then | would not know how to undo it.”

"I did not suggest that you then seek to undo it.”

"I would fear to leave you damned.”

"Morethan | am now?"

Istalooked away, discomfited. She read a soul-deep exhaustion in hisface; asif he grew hourly less
loath to end histravails, even into the dwindling silence of nothingness. "But—what if thisisnot thetask |
was sent for? What if | am wrong in my reasoning—again? | should have been ecdtatic if it had been
given meto heal you. | do not wish to murder another dy Lutez."

"You did once"

"Y es, but not by sorcery. By drowning. The method would not work on you. Y ou haven't taken a breath
inthelast fifteen minutes.”



"Oh. Yes." Helooked embarrassed and made an effort to inhae.
lllvin's eyes had grown wide. "Whattdeisthis?"

Istaglanced at him, gritted her teeth, and said, "Arvol dy Lutez did not diein the Zangre under
guestioning. lasand | drowned him by mistake in the course of an attempt among the three of usto call
down amiraclefor Chalion's sake. The treason accusation was entirely false.” Well. That was certainly
getting more succinct with practice.

Illvin's mouth hung open for amoment longer. Hefinaly said, "Ah. | dwaysdid think that treason charge
was oddly handled.”

"Theritefailed because Arvol's couragefailed.” She stopped. Then blurted out, "And yet | might have
saved the hour even at thelagt, if | could have caled down amiracle of hedling. Even ashelay drowned
dead at our feet. The Mother, the very goddess of remedy, stood at my right hand, just around some. . .
corner of perception. If my soul had not been so knotted with rage and fear and grief that there was no
roominit for any god to enter." Three prior confessons had al evaded this codicil, sheredized. She
glanced asdeagain at lllvin. "Or if | had loved him instead of hated him. Or if—I don't know."

[llvin cleared histhroat. "Most peoplefail to work miracles most of the time. Such aderdiction scarcely
needs accounting for."

"Mine does. | was cdled." She brooded, as the wagon creaked along.Now | am called again. But
what for? She glanced up a Arhys. "1 wonder how our liveswould have been different if your fatherhad
brought you to court? Maybe we put the wrong dy Lutez in that barrel." Now,there wasavison. "What
was helikea twenty, lllvin?"

"Oh, quite asheisnow," Illvin responded. "Not as polished or practiced, perhaps. Not as broad in the
shoulder.” A smile of memory flickered over hismouth. "Not aslevelheaded.”

"Not asdead,” growled Arhys, frowning at his hands, which he was siretching and clenching again.
Tegting for numbness? For increasing numbness?

"When | was young and beautiful, a court in Cardegoss ..." When Arhys had not yet been married even
once. When dl thingswere gill possible. Might she then have taken ady Lutez asalover after dl, and
made the false dander true? And yet Fonsa's dark curse had blighted al budding hopesin that court—to
what horrorsmight it have bentthat sweet dream, to what disasters drawn Arhyss youthful brilliance?
Would it be true or fase comfort to suggest to Arhysthat Arvol had kept him away for his own safety?
She suppressed a shudder. "It was il too late.”

Arhysblinked at her, missng theimplications, but Illvin grunted a pained laugh. "Imagine you'd met him
before you'd married | as, then, as long as you're spinning might-have-beens,” he advised dryly. He cast
her an odd look. "All my might-have-beens come out the same either way."

The wagon bumped and rocked, marking aturn off the road. | sta peeked out to discover that they had
returned to the walled village, and were stopping in the olive grove again to water the horses. The sun
had climbed to noon, and the day was growing very hot.

Istaclambered down for amoment to stretch her half-hedled legs and get adrink. Liss still had Lord
[llvin'swhite horsein tow, watering it at the stream. 11lvin looked out longingly &t it, then abruptly



disappeared back insde the wagon. V oices came from behind the canvas, some sort of argument
involving lllvin, Goram, and the manservant. Illvin emerged afew minuteslater amiling in satifaction,
wesaring his groom's legther trousers and the manservant's boots below hislight linen robe. The trousers
were cinched in around hiswaist and barely reached his calves, but the boots made up the difference.

Ilvin reclaimed his horse and grinned as he mounted it. Appreciation for abody up and moving at will
through the bright world again was plain in hisface, perhaps the more keenly felt for the fragility of the
stolen moment. He let Liss help lengthen his stirrups, spoke aword of thanks, settled in his saddle, and
gave Igaacheery salute.

Goram, Istawas relieved to see, now wore apair of ill-fitting linen trousers evidently borrowed from the
wagon's scanty store, though the hapless manservant was | eft barefoot. The Daughter's men helped roll
up thewagon's canvas sides partway, asthe heat of the day was making the suffocating stuffinessa
greater trial than the dust of the road. Not, Ista conceded, that Lord Arhyswas likely to notice either
one. They started off again. Foix disposed four of his men before and two behind the lumbering wagon,
and lllvin and Lissrode along at either Sde, within easy spesking distance.

A few milesfrom the village they topped the rise, swung right dong the dope, and began their drop into
the broad valey that Porifors guarded. They rounded astand of trees; abruptly, Foix flung up a hand.
Their little party ground to a halt.

lllvinrosein hisgtirrups, hiseyeswidening. Isaand Arhys scrambled to the front of the wagon and
looked out. Arhysslips drew back, and his teeth clenched, though only Ista's breath drew in, harsh asa
rasp down her dry throat.

Turning onto the road just ahead of them from some cross-country push was alarge column of cavary.
The white pdlicans of Jokonaglowed on their sea-green tabards. Their armor glinted. Their spear-points
winked inthelight inalong line, stitched like jewels across a courtier's cloak in the descending folds of
theland.

CHAPTER TWENTY

A LOW MOAN BROKE FROM GORAM'S LIPS ASHE CROUCHED, GRAY with fear, over his
team'sreains.

"Get back, get back," Arhys hissed to the manservant and Cattilarals woman, shoving them behind him
to stumble and crouch in the bed of the wagon. His hand clgpped down on Goram's shoulder. " Drive on!
Drive through them, if we can." He stood up and signded to Foix, Stting his skittering horse and staring
franticaly forward and back. "Go on!"

Foix gave him asaute, drew his sword, and wheeled his horse around. The forward four men from the
Daughter's Order drew their weapons and fell in to either side of him, preparing to clear the way for the
wagon behind them. It was not possible to see how much of the Jokonan column had aready debouched
onto the curving road ahead, though the number till to come, strung back through the brush on the
valey's steep Sdeto their left, seemed to go on and on. Goram whipped up histeam. The wagon
groaned and began to rumble forward.

The Jokonans nearest them looked over their shoulders to see what was bearing down on them from
behind. Shouts, the ring of weapons being drawn, the squeal's of horses jerked around and spurred
forward.



Arhys grabbed Ista by the upper arm and hustled her back to relative cover in the wagon's center. The
wagon bed bumped and rocked, and I sta dropped to her knees before she was pitched onto them.

[llvin's parade horse trotted beside the wagon, breaking into its rocking canter asthe dray horses picked
up speed. IlIvin leaned over and shouted, "Arhys! | need awegpon!™ His empty hand extended in
demand toward his brother, who looked franticaly around. I1Ivin glanced ahead. "Quickly!"

With a curse, Arhys snatched up the only pointed object in view, a pitchfork that had been fastened
aong thewagon bed'sinner wal. He swung it out to IlIvin, who glared at his brother in extreme
exagperation but grabbed it anyway, sweeping it around prongs forward. "I wasthinking of asword."

"Sorry," said Arhys, drawing his. "It'staken.| need ahorse." Hishead swiveled to Liss, cantering dong
the opposite side.

"No, Arhys!" lllvin shouted over the rumbling of the wagon, the quickening hoofbests, and the yellsrising
ahead. " Stay back! Have some sense!” He pointed to the unconscious Cattilara.

Arhyss head jerked back, and he drew bresth through histeeth not for air but for anguish, as herealized
just whose body must now bear his battle risks.

"Stay by theroyinal Ah. Here comes my sword—!" Illvin clapped his borrowed boots to hiswhite
horse's sides; the beast's broad haunches bunched, and it sprang forward with a startling bound. Illvin's
linen bed robe flapped open on his bare torso and fluttered in hiswake. Histied-back hair streamed out
behind him.

Ista clutched the side boards and stared out openmouthed. Wrong horse, wrong weapon, wrong
armor—half naked qudified aswrong armor, did it not>—yelling likeamadman. . . Illvin wrapped his
right arm around the pitchfork and pointed it like alance at the Jokonan soldier bearing down upon him,
sword upraised. At the last moment, at some hidden pressure from Illvin's knee, the heavy white horse
swerved, caroming into the Jokonan's mount. The pitchfork tines did up on either sde of the enemy's
descending sword wrist. A twigt, ayank, asnatch, and Illvin was riding onward with the hilt clutched in
his other hand while the Jokonan tumbled from his saddle and was half trampled by the horses of Foix's
two rear guards galoping after them. Illvin gave awhoop of triumph and brandished the sword, but, with
athoughtful glance a the humble tool gripped under his other arm, aso hung on to the pitchfork.

Although their noisy charge succeeded in driving the Jokonansimmediately ahead of them off the road
and scattering them to the sides, the enemy cavarymen formed up rapidly again behind and began to give
chase. There seemed nothing aboard to throw at them but four trunks and some hard bread crusts,
though Arhyss page groped frantically through the gear for some better missles. Cattilara's woman
clutched her mistresssflaccid body and wailed. Galloping aong on the wagon's right, Liss had drawn her
new dagger, but it seemed an inequitable match for the mounted men's swords. Arhys lunged over and
dragged Ista back to the center, then waited tensely, swaying on one knee, sword unsheathed, ready to
dart to whatever side an enemy first tried to climb through.

The white horse shimmered by, heading to the rear; with a sun glitter, asword spun into the wagon and
clanged on the floorboards. Arhyskicked it over to the barefoot manservant, who snatched it up
gratefully and took up a guard position on the wagon'send. A few minutes later, the white horse
overtook them at a gallop on the other side, and IlIvin leaned in to toss yet another sword aboard. His
grin flashed past like a stresk of light as he brandished the pitchfork and hurtled onward once more.



From the driver's box, Goram cried out. Arhys plunged forward. Ista could see only the back of Arhyss
legs as he braced himsdlf and swung at some unseen assailant riding dongside. He moved with power,
Speed, and utmost sureness. But the white line of soul-fire pouring out of Cattilaraand into him seemed to
have doubled in speed and density. Too fast, thought Istafranticaly. She cannot sustain this rate for
long. It will empty her . ..

The wagon rumbled around atight curve. Istadid across the rough boards on hands and knees,
collecting splintersin her padms, tumbling into Cattilaraon her palet. Thewaiting girl's tear-siresked face
was mottled red and white with heat and terror. Beyond Liss, one of the men of the Daughter's Order fell
back aong the roadside, bleeding and toppling from his saddle, hishorse limping and dowing. Istatried
to spin around and mark hisfate, but she was bounced again as awheel smacked through a pothole, and
by the time she found her balance and looked up again, hewas|ost to her view. A galloping Jokonan
was poking his sword rather clumsily through the space between the wagon's side and the half-rolled-up
canvastop, and being parried equaly clumsily by Arhyss page, fighting from hiskneeswith lllvin's
captured sword.

Louder criesand curses came from ahead, in two languages. A flash of red-violet demon light seared
across Istasinner vision as she crouched, staring downward. A scream of tortured metal sounded from
beneath the wagon. The wagon wobbled, then jerked down on the | eft rear side. The three women
dithered across the wagon bed in a heap; even Ista yelped. She heard the snap of the rear axle, then the
back end dropped dtogether and began dragging. With acry, the manservant fdll out. Arhysdid back in
from the driver's box, barely avoiding spearing the weeping waiting woman on the point of hisblade.

Arhys stared around wildly. "Liss" he called.

"Here!l" The pdomino had held to its position on the wagon's right side and was now dowing with them.
More cries rose from up ahead, dong with crashing noises and a scream of ahorse. The lurching wagon
dewed off the crown of the road and grated to atilted stop. Arhys dropped his sword and snatched up
hiswife'slimp body, heaving her out and acrossinto startled Lisssarms. "Take her, take her! Ride, if
you can. On to Porifors.”

"Yes, yed" Istaendorsed this. Foix's horse flashed into Istals view,

diding to arearing halt. I sta pointed downward. "Foix, did your demon do that?'

"No, Royinal" He leaned over his pomme to starein a her; his eyes were very wide. The bear shadow
was not curled tight within him, but on its seeming-feet, its head swinging dizzily from sdeto sde.

"Royina. .. ?' Lissshoarse voice cdled uncertainly, as she struggled to get abetter grip on her limp
load.

"Yes, take Cattilaraand ride, or al arelost together! Foix, go with her, get them through!”

"Royina, | cant—"

"Go!" Igas scream nearly burst her lungs. Both horses wheded away. Foix's sword, swinging past,
shed a spatter of dark wet drops. Cries, scraping metal, the twang of a crossbow, and thethunk of a

heavy blade biting flesh—whose?—echoed back to Ista's ears. But the dua echo of their horses hooves
dwindled in the distance without dowing or diverting.



Ista climbed forward to grab the rear edge of the driver's seat and peek over. Dropped across the road
infront of them was alarge paanquin with green cloth hangings and gold trim. One of the foremost dray
horses plunged and kicked, its front legs tangled with the palanquin's rear boards and braces. The
splintered wood had ripped its skin. The other lead horse was down in its traces, bleeding and making
dreadful noises. A dozen bearersin heavily embroidered green uniforms were scattered about, shouting
and screaming, the ones who could still walk trying to help their injured comrades. Three of them tried to
control the rearing horse and drag a moaning fourth man out from under the wreckage.

They had descended perhaps half the height of the dope to the river bottom, where the road made its
last turn for Porifors. If not for this ghastly obstruction, Istaredized, they might well have burst through
the front of the column, though whether they could have outdistanced the enemy thereafter was an open
question.

Goram sat frozen, hishandsin the air; Istafollowed his frightened gaze to a Jokonan soldier stlanding in
the road with a cocked crossbow, trained upon the groom. Another and another ran up, until the wagon
was surrounded by a dozen tense men, their fingerstight, and sometimes trembling, on the release
catches.

A Jokonan soldier sidled up cautioudy and pulled Goram down off his box. Goram stumbled onto the
road and stood with hisarmswrapped tightly around historso, sniveling uncontrollably. The soldier
returned to grab at 1staand manhandle her down. She went unresisting, the better to keep to her fest.
Arhys emerged upon the box and stood amoment, sword out but held gtill. Hisjaw tightened as his gaze
swept over the bowmen. One corner of his mouth turned up in aweird smile, asit gpparently crossed his
mind just how little those gleaming quarrels might affect him, should he chooseto legp in an attack, to the
consternation—truncated consternation—of his enemies. But the smile grew sour, and histeeth set, ashe
followed out the rest of the inevitable consequences. Very dowly, helowered thetip of hisblade.

A crossbowman motioned him to throw down hisweapon. Arhyss eyes coolly considered the quarrels
amed at Ista, and he did s0. The blade clanged on the gravel. A Jokonan snatched it up, and Arhys
stepped deliberately down off the box. For just amoment longer, the Jokonan soldiery forbore—or
feared—to seize him,

Two more green-uniformed bearers assisted asmall, shaken-looking woman clad in dark green silks out
from under the drunkenly angled canopy of the palanquin. Istas breath drew in.

Her inner vision revealed a soul the like of which Istahad never seen before. It roiled and boiled with
violent colorsin the confines of the woman's body, but darkened toward the center, till I1staseemed to be
looking down ablack well at midnight. Black, yet not empty. Faint colored linesradiated out from the
bottomless pit in al directions, atangled web that writhed and pulsed and knotted. Ista had to forcibly
blink away the overpowering second sight in order to take in the surface of the woman.

On the outside, the woman was a bizarre mix of delicately decorated and aged and drab. She was only
alittletaler than Istahersdf. Dull, gray-brown curling hair was braided up in an interlaced Roknari court
style, bound with strings of glittering jewe sin the shapes of tiny flowers. Her face was sallow and lined,
without paint or powder. Her dress was many-layered, embroidered with thread of gold and brilliant silks
picturing interlocking birds. The body it covered was dight, with dack breasts and sagging belly. Her
mouth was pursed and angry. Her pale blue eyes, when they turned at last on Ista, burned. Seared.

A young officer on anervoudy capering horse rode near; he pulled it to ahat and swung down beside
the woman, abandoning his reins, which were snatched up a once by asoldier hurrying to assst him. The
officer sared at Istaasif transfixed. His high rank was signaled more by the gold and jewel s decorating



his horse's gear than by elaborations on his own clothing, but he bore a gold-trimmed green sash across
his chest decorated with a string of flying white pelicans. High cheekbones graced a handsome, sensitive
face, and the hair braided tightly to his scap was bright crinkled gold in the blazing noon. Hissoul. . . was
logt in an intense violet haze that extended to the margins of his body.

They have a sorcerer. The origin of the flash of chaotic power that had popped the wagon's axle pins
and burst the rear whedls off seemed revealed to Ista'sinner eye, for the color in his body still pulsed and
shivered asif in some aching reaction or echo. Y et even as she stared across a him, the demon light
seemed to shrink in on itself, retreating.

The page and the waiting woman, clinging to each other, were prodded out of the back of the wagon at

sword's point and made to stand near Arhys. The march's eyesflicked to them, half closed asif in some
attempt at reassurance, and returned to the old woman and the officer. Illvin and the Daughter's men had
all disappeared from sight. Scattered? Captured? Sain?

Istagrew conscious of her plain riding costume, stripped of decoration or marks of rank, of her flushed
face and sweat and dirt. Too-familiar calculations raced through her mind. Might she passfor awaiting
lady or aservant? Conced from her captorsthe value of their prize, effect some escape from their
inattention? Or would they just throw her to their troops for a cheap tidbit, to be tormented and
discarded like that unfortunate maidservant of the rich woman from Rauma?

The sorcerer-officer's eye took in Goram, and widened briefly, then narrowed in thought. Or even. . .
recognition? Thought, but not confusion.He sees Goram's ravaged soul. Yet it does not surprise him.
Hiseyestraveled on to Arhys, and hislips parted in true astonishment.

"Mother, she shineswith aterriblelight, and her guardian isadead man!" he said in Roknari to the
woman at hissde. Hisstare at Istaintengfied, grew fearful, asif he wondered if she were performing
Arhyssappdling marve of revivification. Asif heimagined she conceded some further bodyguard of
walking corpses, about to erupt from the dirt of the road benegath their feet.

This must be the Dowager Princess Joen herself, Itarealized with ashock.And Prince Sordso. The
erect, dender young man looked anything but asot right now. And yet—wasit Sordso, in that aert
body? The demon light seemed utterly ascendant. He took a step backward; the woman grabbed his
am, her fingers pinching fiercdly.

"She bearsagod, we are undone! " he cried in rising terror.

" She does no such thing." the woman hissed in his ear. "Those are nothing but smears. She has barely
enough capacity to channd alittle sight. Her soul is choked with scars and disruption. Sheis afraidof
you. " That much was surely true. Istals mouth was dry, her head pounding; she seemed to float on a
rocking sea of panic.

The woman's blue eyes narrowed, flared with triumph. "Sordso, look at her! ThisisIstahersdf, just as
she was described! Half the prize we camefor, ddivered into our handd! Thisisagift from the gods
Themsalves!" She hurtsto look upon!” No, sheisnothing. Y ou can take her. I'll show you. Take her
now!" The clawed grip shook the young man'sarm. "Undo her." One of the cailing strings of light writhing
from her dark belly seemed to brighten, blaze. Its distd end, 1sta saw, terminated in Sordso's body like
some obscene umbilicus,

The young man moistened hislips; the violet light returned to the margins of hisbody, and intensified. He
raised ahand, using the dense habits of matter to direct aforce that had nothing to do with matter at all.



A purple glare bailed off his pam and wound around Istalike a coiling snake.

Her knees went first, buckling benegth her, dropping her into the dust. Her cracked scabs split open
altogether, and she could fed the blood trickle and soak, dick beneath the battered, sweat-stained,
loosening bandages. Her spine seemed to unhook itself, bone from bone, and she bent forward
helplesdy. Hideous knots of spasming pain began beneath each shoulder blade. Almost, her bowels
seemed loosened aswell, if that was not just by her own horror. She had aglimpse of Arhys's bearded
lips parting, of his eyes darkening with dismay, as she sank down before al assembled herefor no cause
that fleshly eyes could see. Her hands went out to catch herself, then her arms grew limp aswell. Her
head grew heavier ill, and she was barely ableto turn it aside so that her soft cheek and not her
dackening mouth smeared into the sharp-edged gravel and the dirt.

"You see? So will dl Chalion and Ibrabow before us." Joen's voice dripped with satisfaction. Ista could
see her green stk dippers, peeping from benegth her skirts, and Sordso's polished boots. The boots
shifted uneasily. In some dizzied distance, Ista could hear Goram'slow,

choked, liquid sobbing. Blessedly, the injured horse's screams had stopped; perhaps some merciful man
had cut itsthroat. Perhaps some merciful man will cut mine.

"l admit," Princess Joen's voice went on above Ista's head, "I do not understand the dead man ... " The
dippered footsteps shuffled through the gravel, gpproaching Arhys. Istafound hersalf unableto even
moan. She could bardly blink; adrop spun from one eyelash to plop into the dust before her nose.

From the d ope above echoed sudden shouts. I stals head was turned the wrong way, looking out over
the brim of the road into the valey beyond. Around and behind her, men's booted feet suddenly scuffled.
She heard a crossbow twang, and caught her breath in fear for Arhys. Hoofbeats. Many hoofbedts,
pounding, scrambling, diding down from theridge aove. A lunatic whoop in asuddenly dearly familiar
voice.

Sordso gasped. His boots crunched across the gravel; grunting, he swung those green dippers up out of
sight. The boots staggered past |sta's face; nearby hooves scraped. |sta managed to turn her head alittle
more. The prince's horse, with Joen in her eaborate dress clinging awkwardly to its saddle, was being
towed forward at a sudden trot by a running bearer, who shot alook of fear over his shoulder, upslope.

A thump sounded. Theinvisible weight like ahuge hand pressing I stato the earth lessened. Therasp of
Sordso's sword being drawn from its scabbard diced across her hearing, and sheflinched, and at last
jerked her head around the other way. Some crossbowman had been careless enough to take his eyes
off Arhysfor amoment, and the march was now locked in struggle with him. Severa nearby bowmen
had fired upward, and were franticaly recocking. Arhysyanked adagger from the sheath of the man he
wrestled and flung him asidejust in timeto parry Sordso'sthrust. Thethrust of stedl, that is. A violet light
collected in Sordso's palm. He shoved it forward.

The searing purple line passed through Arhys's body without effect, to bury itself in the soil beyond.
Sordso yipped with surprise and scrambled frantically backward as ariposte from the dagger nearly
swept his sword from his grip. The scramble became arun.

What seemed a very avalanche of horses overwhelmed them. The Jokonan bowmen were knocked
adde, ridden down. Swords clanged and spears thrugt, fiercely wielded by yelling men in gray-and-gold
tabards. In front of Istalsface, a set of hooves that seemed the size of dinner plates suddenly
materiaized, and danced. Threelong equine legs were silk-white, the fourth soaked scarlet with blood.



"Got you that horse you were wanting,” [llvin's voice, would-be laconic but for its gasping, sounded from
above. Beyond the dinner plates, another set of hooves crunched and did. And, more sharply, "Five
goddIs she hurt?"

"Ensorcelled, | think," Arhys gasped back. He knelt beside Ista, gathered her up in cool, unliving,
welcome hands. Heaved to hisfeet, and boosted her upward still farther, into hisbrother'sarms. She
landed with alimp grunt, somach down across llIvin'slap.

[llvin cursed, and grabbed a thigh through her skirt to hold her there. He bellowed over his shoulder to
someone, not Arhys, "Get Goram!”

"They'rere-forming!" shouted Arhys. "Go!" Theloud dap of his hand across the white horse's rump was
scarcely needed to speed them on their way; the animal was aready pirouetting. They plunged down
dope, away from the road.

The source of the terrifying gore was revealed, before | sta's bouncing nose, as an ugly cut across
Feather'sright shoulder, bleeding fredly. The ground swept past dizzily. The horse hesitated, its body
bunching; Illvin leaned far back in his saddle, his clutch on her leg tightening to avise. Abruptly, they were
diding straight down the steep hillside in aspray of dirt and stones, the horse's front legs braced; it
seemed nearly to squat on its broad haunches behind. 111vin whooped again. Whipping bushes dapped
and scratched Istas face. The least loss of baance, and they would dl three be tumbling heads over tails
together, bones shattering and guts smashed . . .

The endless dide terminated not in disaster, but in awild splash across Poriforsslittle river. Other horses
were galloping up around them now. Illvin released his death grip on her thigh and gave her buttocks a
distracted, reassuring pét.

Istafound her control of her body returning, and she spat out a mixture of bloody river water and dirt.
What had happened to the sorcerer prince? His attention had been diverted atogether from her,
evidently.For the moment. Along with control, unfortunately, came sensation. "l think I'm about to
vomit," she mumbled into the horse's red-lathered shoulder.

For ablissful ingtant, they cameto ahalt. 1llvin bent and wrapped hislong arms around her, and heaved
her upright and over, to Sit across hislap. Weakly, she wrapped her arms around that bony sweset-dick
torso, itsdlf laboring for breath. His bed robe had been |ost somewhere aong the route, aong with the
pitchfork. His mouth was bloodied. His streaked dark hair was awild tangle across hisface. Hislive
body was hot with exertion. But he bore no serious wounds, her testing hands reassured her.

His own shaking hand rose to her face, gently wiping at whatever ungodly mixture of horse blood,
sweat, and dirt smeared it. "Dear Is— Royina, are you hurt?”'

"No, that's adl from your poor horse," she assured him, guessing it was the blood that darmed him. "I am
alittle shaken."

"A little. Ah." Hisbrows arched, and hislips grew lessthin, curling up once more.
"| think | am going to have bruises on my somach from that ride.”
"Oh." Hishand, across her belly, gave it an awkward little rub. “Indeed, | am sorry."

"Don't gpologize. What happened to your mouth?' She reached up with onefinger to touch the lacerated



edge.

" Spear butt."
"Quch."

"Better than a spear point, trust me." They started forward once more. He glanced over his shoulder.
They were on aminor road, hardly more than atrack, that ran along the opposite side of theriver from
the main one. Other gray-tabarded soldiers now rode al around them. "Thisisabad timeto linger
out-of-doors. That Jokonan column we overtook is one of three closing in on the castlejust at the
moment, the scouts say. No siege engines sghted in their baggage trains yet, though. Can you hang onto
meif we canter?'

"Certainly." Istasat up straighter and brushed hair out of her mouth, she wasn't quite sure whose. She
felt hislegstighten beneath her, and the white horse broke without trangition into itslong, rocking gait.

"Where did you find the troop?' she gasped, clinging harder to hisdippery skin againgt thejouncing.

"Y ou sent them to me, thank you very much. Are you a seeress, aswell? | met them coming down the
road even as | was gdloping back to Poriforsto raise them.”

Ah. Dy Cabon had carried out his orders, then. A little early, but Istawas not inclined to chide him for it.
"Only prudence rewarded. For achange. Did you see Liss and Cattilara, and Foix? Wetried to send
themon."

"Y es, they passed through us as we were making for the ridge to flank the Jokonan column. They should
be safe within the walls by now." He twisted to glance back over his shoulder, but he did not kick his
horse to greater speed, by which Ista concluded that they had, for the moment, shaken off their pursuit.
The great horse's stride was shortening, its bellows-bresth growing more strained; 11vin eased back in the
saddle and alowed it to drop to adow lope.

"What happened up there on the road?' he asked. "What struck you to the ground? Sorcery, truly?”
"Truly. Sordso the Sot is now Sordso the Sorcerer, it seems. How he came by hisdemon, | know not.
But | agree with you—his dead sister's old demon must know. If we must face Sordso in battle ... does
demon magic have arange, do you know? Never mind, I'll ask dy Cabon. | wonder if Foix knows by
experiment?| wouldn't put it past him."

"Three sorcerers, Foix reported. At least,” said lllvin. "Or so he thought he perceived, among the
Jokonan officers™

"What?' |stas eyes widened. She thought of the tangle of strange lines emanating like anest of snakes
from Dowager Princess Joen's belly. One had held itsjaws clamped into Sordso, no question. "Then
there may be more than three." A dozen? Twenty?

"Y ou saw more sorcerers?"

"l saw something. Something very uncanny.”

Hetwisted again to ook over his shoulder.



"What do you see now?' Ista asked.

"Not Arhys, yet. Blast the man. He dways hasto be the last one out ai—thelast one out. I'vetold him
such bravado has no place in aresponsible commander. 1t works on the boys, though, | admit it does.
Bastard's hdll, it works onme, and I know better . . . ah." Heturned again, agrim smile of temporary
relief twesking up one corner of his bleeding mouth. He let his mount dow to awalk, and frowned; the
horse was digtinctly limping, now. But Castle Poriforsloomed up amost overhead. A few last stragglers
were streaming into the town gates from the country round about. The refugees shouting sounded
strained, but not panicked.

Arhystrotted up beside them on a Jokonan horse, presumably obtained by Illvin from the same
convenient store as his sword collection. Hiswhite-faced page sat up behind, bravely not crying. Istas
inner eye checked the line of pale soul-fire pouring into the march's heart; clearly, Catti till lived,
wherever shewas. The flow was reduced from its earlier terrifying rush, but still very heavy.

Goram, Istawas glad to see, clung on behind another soldier, and Cattilara's distraught young woman
behind athird. Of the barefoot manservant, she saw no sign. Arhys saluted his brother with a casua
wave, as casudly returned; his eyes upon Istawere grave and worried.

"Timetogoin,” sad Illvin suggetively.

"Youll get no argument from me," returned Arhys.

"Good."

Thelr tired horses clambered up the switchback road to the castle gate and into the forecourt.

Liss bounded to receive Istaas lllvin lowered her to the ground; Foix followed, to offer her hisarm. She
leaned on it thankfully, asthe dternative wasto fal down in aheap.

"Royina, let ustake you to your chamber—" he began.

"Where did you take Lady Cattilara?’

"Laid down in her bedchamber, with her women to take care of her."

"Good. Foix, find dy Cabon and attend upon me there. Now."

"I must look to our defenses,” said Arhys. "I'll joinyou assoon as| can. If | can. lllvin. .. 7"
[llvin looked up from ingtructing agroom in the care of hisinjured horse.

Arhyss gaze flicked briefly toward the inner court, where hisand hiswife's chamberslay. "Do what you

"Oh, aye." lllvin grimaced, and turned to follow Ista. The wild excitement that had sustained him through
the clash on the road was passing off. He limped like his horse, tiff and weary, asthey passed under the
archway to the fountain court.

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE



CATTILARA'SCHAMBER HAD MUCH THE SAME AIR OF FEMININE refuge as when Ista had
entered it on her first day at Porifors. Now, however, the marchess's women were upset rather than
welcoming: either anxious and outraged or frightened and guilty, depending on whether they had been
privy to the escape plan. They stared at the royina's present bloody, breathless, tight-lipped disarray with
horror. Istaruthlesdy dismissed them all, though with orders for wash water, drinks, and food for Lord
[llvin—and for therest of her party, who had al tumbled out onto the road alifetime ago thismorning
with no more breakfast than aswallow of teaand bread, or less.

[llvin went to Cattilaras basin and wrung out awet towel; he glanced at 1sta and politely handed it to her
first. Thered grime she rubbed off her face was startling. Nor was dl of the blood from the horse, she
realized as she dabbed gingerly at her scratches. 1lIvin rinsed and wrung out the cloth again and rubbed
down his own bloody face and dirt-streaked torso, and accepted a cup of drinking water from Liss,
draining it in agulp. Hethen trod over to Istals Sde to stare at Cattilara, laid down on her bed still in her
traveling dress. Theright deeve had been removed, and acompress bound about the ambiguous wound
in her shoulder.

Shewaslovdy asadeeping child, unmarred but for asmudge on her cheek. On her, it looked an
elegant decoration. But Illvin'sfinger uneasily traced the new sunken quality around her eyes. " Surely her
body istoo dight to support Arhyssaswell asher own.”

And he ought to know. Istaglanced at IlIvin's hollow cheeks and ridged ribs. " For weeks or months, no.
For hoursor days... | think it isher turn. And | know who Porifors can least spare right now."

[llvin grimaced, and glanced over his shoulder at the opening door. Foix escorted an anxious dy Cabon
within.

"Five gods be thanked, you are saved, Royina" the divine said in heartfelt tones. "The Lady Cattilaraas
wdl!"

"| thank you, too, Learned,” said Ista, "for abiding by my ingructions."
He regarded the marchess's sillent form with aarm. " She was not injured, was she?

"No, sheisnot hurt." Istaadded reluctantly, "Y et. But | have induced her to lend her own soul's strength
to Arhysfor atime, in place of Lord Illvin. Now we must somehow compel her demon to speak. | don't
know if it was master or servant to Princess Umerue, but | am certain it was witnessto—more, a
product of—Dowager Princess Joen's demonic machinations. Illvin wasright, yesterday: it hasto know
what she was doing, because it was part of what she was doing. Although it seemsto have escaped her .
.. leash." Upon reflection, an encouraging redlization. "Joen's control is evidently not inviolable."

Dy Cabon gazed a her in blank darm, and Istaredized belatedly that this must seem gibberish to him.
[llvin's high brow wrinkled in nearly equa puzzlement; he said cautioudly, ™Y ou said Joen seemed more
uncanny than Sordso. How s0?"

Haltingly, Istatried to describe her inner vision of the dowager princess, glimpsed so briefly and
terrifyingly beside her wrecked paanquin, and of the demon-ridden Prince Sordso. Of how Sordso's
demon fire had seemed to unknit her very bones. "Demons have aways cringed before me up till now,
though | do not know why. | did not know | was so vulnerable to them.” She glanced uneasily at Foix.

"Thisarray you describeis very strange,” mused dy Cabon, rubbing his chins. " One demon battening on



one soul istherule. Thereisno room for more. And demons do not usualy tolerate each other evenin
the same generd vicinity, let donein the same body. | do not know what force could harnessthem all
together like that, apart from the god Himself."

Istabit her lip in thought. "What Joen contained did not 1ook like what Sordso contained. Sordso
seemed possessed of acommon demon, like Cattilara's or Foix's, except ascendant instead of
subordinate—like Catti's when shelet it up for questioning, before, and we could barely force it back
down again. It was the demon, not her son, who was answering to Joen."

Dy Cabon's face bunched in distaste as he took thisin.

Istaglanced a Foix, standing behind him and looking even less pleased. He was as swesat-soaked and
grimed from the morning'swork as any of them, but he, at least, seemed to have escaped any bloody
wound. "Foix."

Hejerked. "Royina?’

"Can you help me?1 wish to push Cattilara's soul-fire down into her body, and the demon light up into
her head, that it may speak and answer and yet not seize her. Without alowing it to break the net by
which it sustains Arhys. This not being a convenient moment to drop Poriforss commander down dead. .
.. More dead."

"Areyou just waiting till Lord Arhysisready, then, Royina, to release his soul?* asked Foix curioudy.

Istashook her head. "I don't know if that ismy task, or evenif | could if | tried. | fear to leave hima
ghogt, irrevocably cut off from the gods. Y et he hangs by athread now."

"Waitingtillwe are ready, morelike," muttered [llvin.

Foix frowned down at Cattilara. "Royina, | stand prepared at your command to do anything | can, but |
don't understand what you want of me. | see no fires, no lights. Do you?"'

"l did not at first. My sengitivity was but a confused wash of fedings, chills, intuitions, and dreams.” ISta
sretched her fingers, closed her fist. "Then the god opened my eyesto Hisream. Whatever the redlity
may be, my inner eye now seesit as patterns of light and shadow, color and line. Somelights hang like a
net, someflow like a powerful stream.”

Foix shook his head in bewilderment.

"Then how did you work the flies, and the ssumbling horse?' asked I sta patiently. Do you not perceive
anything, perhaps by some other metaphor? Do you hear, instead? Or touch?”

"|"—he shrugged—"I just wished them. No—willedthem. | pictured the events clearly in my mind, and
commanded the demon, and they just happened. It felt. . . odd, though.”

Ista bit her finger, studying him. Then onimpulse, stepped in front of him. "Bend your head,” she
commanded.

Looking surprised, he did so. She grasped histunic and pulled him down yet farther.

Lord Bastard, let Your gift be shared. Or not. Curse your Eyes.She pressed her lipsto Foix's sweaty



brow.Ah. Yes.

The bear whined in pain. Briefly, adeep violet light seemed to flare in Foix's widening eyes. Shereleased
him and stepped back; he staggered upright. A barely perceptible white fire faded on his brow.

"Oh." He touched the spot and stared around the room, at al his company, openmouthed.” This iswhat
you see? All thetime?”

IIYall

"How isit that you do not fall down when you try to walk?"

"Onegrowsused toit. Theinner eyelearns, just asthe outer ones do, to sort out the unusua and ignore
therest. Thereis seeing without observing, and then thereisattending. | need you to attend with meto

Cattilaranow."

Dy Cabon's mouth pursed in awe and darm; his hands rubbed one another uncertainly. "Royina, thisis
potentidly very bad for him . . ."

"So are the several hundred Jokonan soldiers moving in around Castle Porifors, Learned. | leaveit to
your reason to decide which danger ismore pressing just now. Foix, can you see—" Sheturned back to
find him staring down at hisown belly in asort of horrified fascination. "Foix, attend!”

He gulped and looked up. "Urn, yes, Royina" He squinted at her. "'Can you see yoursdf?'
"No."

"Just aswell, maybe. Y ou have these odd little sputtering flashes flaring off your body—all sharp edges,
| can seewhy the demonscringe..."

Shetook him by the hand and led him firmly to Cattilara's bedside. "L ook, now. Can you seethe light of
the demon, dl knotted in her torso? And the white fire that streams from her heart to her husband's?!

Foix's hand hesitantly traced the white line, proof enough of his perceptions.
"Now look benesth that stream to its channel that the demon maintains.”

He glanced dong the line of whitefire, then to the trickle still leading from Lord Illvin, and back to
Cattilara. "Royina, isn't it coming out rather fagt?'

"Yes. So we haven't alot of time. Come, see what you can do." As before, she made passes with her
hands over Cattilaras body; then, for curiosity's sake, dropped her handsto her sides and just willed. It
was easer to make the white fire obey using the habits of dense matter, but her materia hands were
actually not necessary to the task, she found. Cattilaras soul-fire collected at her heart, pouring outward
as before. I1stamade no attempt to interfere with the rate that Arhyswas drawing onit. At least whileit
continued she knew hewas dtill . . . functional, wherever he was.

"Now, Foix. Try to drive her demon to her head."

Looking very uncertain, Foix moved around the bed and grasped Cattilaras bare feet. The light within
him flared; Ista seemed to hear the bear growl menacingly. Within Cattilara, the violet demon light fled



upward. Istasinner eye checked for the continued maintenance of Arhysslife-net, and shetried setting a
ligature around Cattilaras neck. It worked for the soul-fire as before, but for the demon?

Evidently, it did, because Cattilaras eyes suddenly opened, glittering with asharpnessdiento the
marchess. The very shape of her face seemed to change, as the underlying muscles dtered their tension.
"Foolg!" she gasped out. "Wetold you to flee, and now it istoo late! Sheiscome upon you. We shdl al
be taken back, weeping in vain!"

Her voice was breathy and disrupted, for the pumping of the body's lungs was not coordinated with the
mouth's speech.

"She?' said Ista "Princess Joen?"

The demon tried to nod, found it could not, and lowered Cattilaras eyelashesin assent instead. 1lvin
quietly brought achair to the bed's other side and settled himsdlf init, leaning forward on one elbow, eyes
intent. Lisswithdrew uneesily to seat herself on achest by the far wall.

"l saw Joen standing intheroad,” said Ista. "From ablack pit in her belly seemed to swarm adozen or
more snakes of light. At the end of every snake, isthere asorcerer?’

"Yes," whispered the demon. "That is how she harnessed usal to her will. All, to her will done. How it
hurt!"

"One such band of light ended in Prince Sordso. Are you saying thiswoman placed ademon in herown
son?"

Unexpectedly, the demon vented a bitter laugh. The shape it gave Cattilara's face seemed to shift again.
"At last!" it cried in Roknari. He would bethelast to go. She dways favored her sons. We daughters
were usdless disgppointments. The Golden Generd could not live againinus, to be sure. At best we were
bargaining counters, at worst drudges—or fodder. " Thatis Umeruesvoice" whispered llIvinin grim
dismay. "Not as she cameto usin Porifors, but as| glimpsed her once before, back in Hamavik."

"From whereis Joen collecting these eementals?* asked Ista.
The demon's voice shifted again, back to the Ibran tongue. " Stolen from hell, of course.”
"How?" Dy Cabon asked. He hung over Foix's shoulder at the foot of the bed, eyeswide.

The demon managed to indicate a shrug with alift of Catti's eyebrows. "The old demon did thetrick for
her. We were filched from hell all mindless and confused, chained to her leashes, fed andtraned up . . ."

"Fed how?" asked Illvin, hisvoice growing apprehensve.

"On souls. It ispart of how she manages so many; she farms them out to feed on other soulsthan her
own. At first animals, servants, daves, prisoners. Then as Joen learned the subtleties of it, on others
purpose-taken for their knowledge or gifts. Shewould place usin their bodiestill we had eaten up the
things she wanted us to know, then yank us out again. Until we grew fit to become riders upon her best
sorcerer-daves. Fit even to mate with aprincess! If she were a sufficiently scorned princess.”

"Goram," sad lllvin urgently. "Was my groom Goram such aone? Made demon fodder?'



"Him? Oh, yes. He was a Chalionese captain of horse, we think. Never any food of ours, though. She
gave usafinch, firgt, and then thelittle servant girl. Then that Chdionese scholar, thetutor. Shelet us eat
him all up, ashewas only to be executed for following the ways of the Bastard anyway. And then the
Jokonan courtesan. She got aong better with the tutor than we would have expected, being smilarly
fascinated by men. Joen despised her for the very expertise she sought to stedl, so let her go dive and
witless, to find her fate in the streets.”

Dy Cabon and Illvin looked equally sick; Foix had hardly any expression at dl. Dy Cabon said, "You
mean Princess Joen somehow pulls demons from their mounts while the mounts till live? Separatesthem
from the victim souls asthe saint of Raumadid?’

The demon'slips curved up in an unpleasant smile. "Exactly the reverse. For Joen, the purpose was
binding, not separation. When wed fed enough, she pulled us out, tearing the souls gpart. Taking what
shedesired for us, leaving therest aswaste. A process equally painful to both parties, we can assure
you, though it hel ped keep us off-baance and servile, we suppose.”

Istawas uncertain why the demon had suddenly grown so forthcoming, but she determined to presson
whileitsmood lasted. "Theold demon,” she repeated. "What isthis?'

"Ah. Joen'slegacy,” said the demon. It spoke now, Istathought, in the scholar's voice, precise and dry,
its Ibran of a pure native accent from somewherein central Chalion, not at all like Cattilarals softer
northern speech. Nor did the young marchess speak in quite such rounded periods. "Shal wetdl you al
thetale of it? The enemies of our enemy are no friendsto us. And yet, why not? We know what awaits
us, why shouldn't you? Fools." Thislast was ddlivered in an oddly dispassonate tone.

It waited for the body to supply it with breath again, and continued, "In the days of the Golden Generd's
glory, men swarmed in from the Archipelago, seeking advancement in his court and spoilson his
battlefields. Among them was an old, old sorcerer, who had long plied his demon magicin theidands
among the Quadrenes, passing among them subtly and uncaught. His demon was older till, dozens of
lives old. The chaos and disorder of the promised war attracted them like perfume. It was avast mistake,
for the Lion of Roknar was beloved of the Father Himself, and possessed many god-gifts, among them
theinner Sght.

"The old sorcerer was perceived, accused, convicted, and burned. In itsimmense accumulated craft, the
ancient demon jumped from its dying mount and evaded the Quadrene divines precautions. Yet it could
not jump so far asto reach safety, so it chose for its new mount a person whom the Golden Genera
would not burn—nhisthree-year-old daughter, Joen."

"Princess Joen has been a sorceress dl these years?” cried dy Cabon in astonishment.

"Not quite." The demon smiled briefly, bitterly, with Cattilaras lips. "The Golden Generd waswild with
rage and grief. Heturned to hisgod in prayer, and yet another gift was granted to him. The Father gaveit
to him to encgpsulate the demon, to put it to deep within thelittle girl. It wasthe Lion'sintention, then,
when Chalion was conquered, to secretly seize and bring back asaint of the Bastard, if any such could
be found, to excise the demon safdly from his daughter according to the forbidden Quintarian rites. And
then he rode off to hiswar.

"But by Roya Fonsals great work of sacrifice, the Lion of Roknar died before he could accomplish his
ams, or return. The disunited princedoms settled into another generation of border war with the
Quintarian royacies. And the sedled demon waited for its mount's death, that it might be released again
into the world of men. For fifty years, it waited.



"Then, some three years past, somethinghappened. The capsule broke open, releasing the demon into
Joen. But not into the malleabl e child the demon had chosen. Into the harsh, determined, embittered, and
embattled woman.”

"How?" asked dy Cabon.
"Yes" sad Illvin. "Why hold fifty years, then fail? Unlessitwasset 0. . "

"I know how," said Ista, her mind burning with cold satisfaction. "I believe | could namethe very day
and hour. | will tell youin amoment. But hush, let it go on. Then what?'

The demon's eyes narrowed at her in something like respect. " Joen was in a desperate quandary, then.
Shewas co-regent for Prince Sordso with her two closest enemies, the generd of Jokonaand her late
husband's brother. Sordso was a surly young sot who hated them al. The genera and his uncle were
conspiring to seize Sordso and put his uncle on the throne of Jokonain his place.”

"Ah," sad lllvinin adisconsolate tone." That was when 1'd wanted to strike at Jokona. What excdllent
timing it might have been, just astheir palace coup began . . . oh, well."

"Joen was frantic," said the demon. " She believed—or convinced hersef—that the old demon wasa
legacy from her grest father, given to her in secret to rise up in just such an unhappy hour and save his
grandson from traitors. So she kept it in secret and began learning from it. The old demon was pleased to
have such an apt pupil, and taught her everything, thinking it would soon turn the tables and mount her. It
underestimated the iron strength of her will, tempered through four decades of swallowed rage. It
became even more her dave."

"Yes," whispered Igta. "I follow that.”

"Joen's co-regents were her first enemiesto earn her attention. Easy because so intimate, we suppose.
The uncle, well, he died quietly. The general underwent asubtler fate, and soon became Joen's fondest

supporter indl things.”

"JoenisaQuadrene, if fdlen into blasphemy by their lights," said dy Cabon, hisface knotting with
consternation. "But a bad Quadrene is not the same thing as agood Quintarian. She can't possessthe
correct theologica background to handleany e ementa safely, let done atroop of them.”

"Indeed," breathed |sta, "not."

The demon-Catti continued, "Her |eashed demons soon became more to her than salvation for Sordso;
they became her joy. At ladt, at last, she could exert her will and force acompliance that smiled asit
hurried to obey. Her family was not last, but first to fal to her binding. Except for Sordso.”

The demon's voice and language changed again. " She tookme when | refused to be wed to a Quintarian
bastard lord, and her eyes shone with triumph as she did so. All, dl to do exactly as she said, dways,
down to the smallest detail. Except for Sordso, her golden cub. Oh, it cheers my heart eveninthisliving
death to know that she finally took my brother Sordso." Catti's—Umerue's—Ilips drew back in afierce
grin. "1 warned him not to defy her. Did he listen? Of course not. Hah!" Cattilara said you were sent to
suborn Porifors,” said I stato the demon. "Hence, | suppose, the inclusion of the courtesan . . ."

[llvin's expression, across the bed from her, was a study in surmise, a complicated amagam of memory,



regret, and horror. Issawondered if these half-digested soulswould al run together into one mind, in
time—or would they dways be alittle separate?

"Wasit lllvin or Arhyswhom your mother instructed you to bind to yourself?" Istaasked. "Or both?!

The Umerue-lips smile softened. "Lord IlIvin. He seemed pretty enough at first. But then we saw Arhys.
.. Why settle for second-best, for second-in-command, and al that complicated plot of usurpation and
revolt to follow, when we might so smply and pleasantly take Porifors from the top down?' It added in
Ibran, "Lord Arhys, yes" and "Arhys. Yes. Mm." And, Sghing in no identifiable tongue,” Ah."

"It s;emsit was unanimous,” murmured Illvin dryly. "The servant girl, the princess, the courtesan, and |
doubt not the scholar, too. All up in smoke at thefirst Sight of him. 1 wonder if that bird wasfemae as
wdl?If s0, it would probably have flown to hisfinger. And so Joen's plot was put in disarray by an
atogether older sorcery than demon magic.” Hisbrow wrinkled haf in amusement, haf in pain.
"Fortunately for me." All pain, now. For amoment, his degp underlying exhaustion floated very near his
surface, asif the pull of the whole world bowed his back. Then hisdark eyes glittered, and he
straightened. " So how was this master demon released from itslong prison? Y ou said you knew,
Royina"

"l guess, at leadt. It was the timing—do you not seeit? Three years ago on the Daughter's Day, the
Golden Generd's death curse was pulled from Chdion, and from my House: dl his spilled, perverted
god-gifts swept up and taken back by the gods through their chosen saint. And if dl wasretrieved that
day—it must have included the power of the encapsulation.”

[llvin met dy Cabon's eyes, the divine gave areflective nod.

Istamused, "1 wonder, if Arvol and lasand | had succeeded in breaking the curse twenty years ago,
would Joen have been granted her demon two decades sooner? And which of them would have been
ascendant then?”'

Dy Cabon stared down at Cattilara with an expression of arrested theological curiosity." | wonder if the
actions of this same Roknari master sorcerer would account for the outbresk of eementalsthat Chalion
suffered in Fonsasday . . . 7' He shook off the distractions of historical theory, asit perhaps occurred to
him that the outbreak they faced now was suddenly al too present and practica.

Why isthe creaturetelling us all this?Istawondered. To create fear and disorder among her little
company? To spread its own distress? She glanced around at Foix's stolidity, dy Cabon's thoughtful ness,
[lvin's shrewd concentration. If that was the plan, it wasn't working. Maybe it had smply stolen enough
humanity by now to enjoy complaining to an attentive audience. Maybe, with al hope of flight logt, at
some last gasp and despiteits preferred solitary nature, it sought alies.

The door opened; startled, 1sta snapped around. Lord Arhys entered and gave her arespectful nod. She
was glad to see he was mail-clad again. He, at least, would not be overheated by hisarmor. He was
followed by maidswith trays, awelcome sight, and Goram, considerably recovered, with apile of lllvin's
clothing and war gear.

|stas party seized on the contents of the trays without ceremony. Arhys strode to the bedside and stared
down at hiswife, hisface bleak. The demon looked back, but said nothing. Ista hoped that wasn't
Cattilara'slonging lesking into in its eyes. Then she wondered if her own eyes had |ooked like that,
resing on him.



"Isshe awake?' Arhysflexed hishand in puzzlement. "How thendol ... 7"

"Cattilaradeegps,” Istatold him. "We gave her demon accessto her mouth, that it might spesk. Which it
I,mll

"What's arrived out there, Arhys?' demanded Illvin. He dternated downing bites of meat wrapped in
bread and swallowing gulps of cold teawith being dressed by his groom.

"About fifteen hundred Jokonan soldiers, my scouts estimate. Five hundred in each column. My two
scouts who made it back, that is. Since thering of besiegersis now closed around Porifors, | despair of
the other dozen. | have never lost so many scouts before.”

"Siegeengines?’ Illvin asked around amouthful of bread, thrusting aleg into aboot of hisown held by
the knedling Goram. The lost manservant's boots were tossed aside. Dead man's shoes? No telling now.

"None reported. Supply wagons, yes, but no more.”
"Huh."

Arhysglanced at Ista. She did not know what expression was on her face, but he attempted
reassurance. "Porifors has withstood sieges before, Royina. The town walls are secured as well—I have
two hundred men of my own down there, and half the townsmen are former garrison soldiers. There are
tunndls between usto shift reinforcements. What wasit, lllvin, fifteen years ago that the Fox of Ibra sent
up an assault of three thousands? We held them for half amonth, till dy Caribastos and dy Tolnoxo—the
present provincar's father—relieved us."

"| don't think it's Sege engines that Jokona sends against us now,” said [llvin. "I think it's sorcerers.” He
supplied hisbrother with ablunt synopsis of the demon'stestimony. As he spoke, Goram, pale but
resolute, expertly combed back hishair and bound it in atight knot at his nape, then shook out hismail
coat ready to don.

"If this madwoman Joen truly drags adozen or more sorcerers on leashes,” 1llvin concluded, ducking
into hismail, "you may be sure she meansto let them dip againgt us. If not for revengefor her logt
daughter, then for ablow againgt Chdion to turn the whole line of attack that Marshd dy Palliar plans
againgt Borasnen. An early strike, and hard; and if successful, to be followed by asweep into
north-central Chalion before I selle and Bergon'sforces are properly mustered . . . that'stheway!'d doit,
if I werethe Jokonans. | mean, if | were only mad, and notstupid.”

Arhysgrinned briefly. "I can scarcely guess what Sordso's saff officersarelike at present.”
"Cooperdive," sad Istablackly. "Of onemind."

[llvin grimaced, and at Goram's silent tap held out aforearm for the groom to buckle on his vambrace.

"Arhys," Ista continued urgently. "Despite your strange state, you have no inner sight, correct?”

"Nothing like what you describe, no, Royina. If anything, my sight seemslessthan before. Not blurred or
dimmed, but drained of color. Except that now | see better at night; dmost the same asin the day.”

"So you did not see, did not perceive, the strike that Prince Sordso made upon you, when you clashed
on theroad?'



"No...what didyou see?'

"That deep light that marks demon magic to my inner eye. A searing bolt of something. Or anyway, it
was clear that Sordso thought it was going to be a searing bolt of something. But it passed through you
harmlessy, asthough you weren't even there.”

They both looked to dy Cabon, who opened his plump handsin uncertainty. "In asense, heisn't there.
Not aslive souls are, nor even as demons are. The true sundered ghosts are divorced from al redlities,
theworld of matter and the world of spirit both.”

"Ishe, then, immuneto sorcery?’ began Ista. "And yet it is sorcery that sustainshimnow . . . Learned, |
do not understand.”

"I will giveit thought—"

A tangled mess of violet lines of light abruptly appeared throughout the room, flared, and vanished. Foix
jumped. A moment later, so did everyone e se, as vessels of tea or wine or wash water tipped or
cracked or shattered. lllvin's clay cup cleaved in hishand as he wasllifting it to hislips, and he danced
backward to avoid the splash down his gray-and-gold tabard.

"Joen's sorcerersare now in place, it seems,” said Itaflatly.

Foix swung around in wide-eyed dismay; within him, hisbear shadow was on itsfeet, snarling. "What
was the purpose of that! A warning? If they can dothat, why not burst our bellies or our skullsand have
it over with?'

Dy Cabon raised a shaking hand. "Free demons cannot daydirectly —"
"The Bastard's own death demon does,” said Ista. "I have seen it do s0."

"That isavery specid case.Free demons, those escaped into the realm of matter . . . well, theymight try
to day directly, but—death opens a soul to the gods. Whether the soul chooses to advance through that
door at that moment or not isameatter of will, but in that ingtant it opens both ways. And the demon is
vulnerable to recapture.”

"And so they jump away when theirmount isdain ..." said Foix.

"Y es, but usng magic to day aso createsalink between sorcerer and victim. The effort and the
backwash are supposed to be very hard on the sorcerer, aswell." He paused thoughtfully. "Of course, if
asorcerer uses magic to ssampede your horse over acliff, or any other indirect method of accomplishing
your death, the risk does not apply."

A panting soldier in agray-and-gold tabard burst through the door. "Lord Arhys! ThereisaJokonan
herdd a the gate, demanding parley.”

Arhysdrew in his breath between histeeth. "Warning indeed. Notice. Well, they have dl my attention
now. Illvin, Foix, Learned dy Cabon—Royina—will you attend upon me? | want your sight and your
counsdl. But stay back below the battlement, out of view, as much asyou may."

"Yes." Istapaused to release her ligature from Cattilaras neck and be certain the demon would remain



quiescent. Foix watched silently, taking up station at Istals shoulder asif to guard her. Liss had not been
named in Arhyssroll, but she rose anyway, arms crossed and shoulderstucked asif trying to make
hersdlf small and unnoticed.

[llvin, gtriding for the door in Arhysswake, suddenly stopped and swore. "The cisterng!™

Arhyss head swiveled; the two looked at each other. Illvin clapped his brother on the shoulder. "I'll
check, and meet you above the gate.”

"Hurry, lllvin." Arhys motioned al within to follow him out; lllvin turned aside on the galery and ran.

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

THEY CROSSED THE COURT OF THE FLOWERS AND CLIMBED THE inner stairs after Arhys.
Above the gate a projecting parapet thrust out. Arhys shouldered past his archers spread out along the
sentry-walk, mounted to the top of the battlement, and stood spread-legged, staring down. Ista peeked
out between the toothed stones.

To theright, where the road turned away toward Oby, she could see the Jokonans settling into camp in
agrove of walnut trees, just out of bowshot or catapult range. Tents were being set up, and horse lines
arranged. On thefar Side of the grove, some especialy large tents of green cloth wererising at the hands
of servants, some wearing the uniforms of the palanquin bearers. To theleft, downinthe valey dong the
river, another column was pouring in, threatening the town walls. At itsrear, some soldiers were dready
driving afew plundered sheep and cattle into the arms of their camp followers, dinner on the hoof.

Beyond, the countryside looked deceptively peaceful—emptied out, Ista hoped; only one or two barns
or distant outbuildings seemed to be on fire, presumably Sites of some temporary, desperate resistance.
The enemy had not—or not yet—fired thefields and crops. Did they anticipate being in secure
possession of them by harvest time? The third column presumably was taking up position behind the
cadtle, dong theridge.

The drawbridge was up, the castle gates closed. On the other side of the deep dry cleft that fronted the
wall, the Jokonan parley officer stood, bareheaded. The blue pennant of his office hung limply from the
javeinin his hand in the afternoon heat. He was flanked by two tense guards, sea-green tabards over
their mail.

Asthe parley officer turned hisface upward, Istas breath drew in. He was the same trandator she had
met in the raiding column retreating from Rauma. So, was his new duty areward or apunishment? He
did not notice her, haf concedled in the embrasure; but it was quite clear by the darmed widening of his
eyesthat he recognized Arhys as the sword-wiel ding madman who had nearly taken hishead off in that
ravine. Arhyss stony expression gave no clueif the recognition was returned.

The Jokonan moistened hislips, cleared histhroat. "I come under the flag of parley from Prince Sordso
to Castle Porifors," he began, in loud, clear Ibran. He gripped the shaft of his blue pennant asaman
might clutch ashield, and ground the butt alittle harder into the dry soil by his boot. It was considered
very bad form to shoot amessenger, likely to be coldly criticized by an officer's peers and commanders,
later. Rather too belated a consolation from the messenger's point of view, to be sure. "These are the
demands of the prince of Jokona—"

"Doesn't it worry you, Quadrene," Arhysoverrode himin acarrying drawl, "that your prince has become



ademon-ridden sorcerer? As a pious man, shouldn't you be burning him rather than obeying him?"

The guards did not react, and Istawondered if they had been chosen for their lack of [bran. By the
grimace that flashed over the parley officer'sface, he might have felt that his enemy had apoint, but he
returned sharply, "They sayyou are aman dead three months. Does it not worry your troopsto be
following awalking corpse?"

"Not notably," said Arhys. Heignored the dight murmur of hisarchers, clustered behind him. Thelooks
they exchanged covered arange of expressions, from disbelief to alarm to revelaion, plus onefelow
who vented an impressedOoh. "1 can see how it might pose a problem foryou. How, after dl, can you
kill me? Even asorcerer mugt find it atroublesome paradox.”

With avigble effort, the parley officer wrenched himsdf back to his script. "These are the terms of the
prince of Jokona. Y ou will surrender the Dowager Royinalstaat once, as hostage for your cooperation.
All officersand soldiers of the garrison will lay down their arms and march out your gate in surrender. Do
this, and your liveswill be spared.”

"To be corraled as demon fodder, perchance?' muttered dy Cabon, crouched |ooking through an
embrasure farther down the walkway. A rather more merciful fate, 1sta couldn't help reflecting, than what
adivine of the Bastard caught in such a conflict might normally expect from overexcited Quadrene
troops.

"Come, come, Jokonan, would you trouble me to spit upon you?' asked Arhys.
"Pray saveyour spit, Lord Arhys. | hear such liquidswill be hard to come by in there soon.”

Lord IHlvin had climbed up behind the parapet in time to hear this exchange, and smiled sourly. Hecast a
quick look out over Istas head, taking in the enemy's arrangements in a sweeping pass. Arhys glanced
down at him; Illvin leaned his shoulders against the wall below his brother's feet and gazed back out over
the forecourt. In avoice pitched not to carry to the Jokonans, he reported, " They got both cisterns.
Lesking like Seves. | have men bailing with every intact vessel they can find, and trying to line the tanks
with canvasto dow the outflow. But it's not good.”

"Right," Arhys murmured back. He raised hisvoice again to the parley officer. "Werefuse, of course.”

The parley officer looked up with grim satisfaction at what was obvioudy the expected answer. "Prince
Sordso and Dowager Princess Joen are merciful beyond your deserving. They will give you one day to
reconsider your stance. | will come again tomorrow to hear your new answer. Unless you send to us
firs—of course." With abow, he began to back away, inadequately covered by histwo guardsmen. He
retreated quite a distance before he dared to turn his back.

Not just the expected answer: the desired outcome, apparently.

"What happens next?" asked dy Cabon inworry. "An assault? Will they redly wait aday?"

"I wouldn't trust them to,” said Arhys, jumping down onto thewalk again.

"An assault, yes" said Ista. "But nat, | think, by their troops. | would wager anything you please that
Joen wishesto play with her new toys. Poriforsis her very first chanceto test her array of sorcerersin

openwar. If theresults satisfy her ..." A purpleline, though only onethistime, flashed across Istasinner
vison.



Mogt of the stretched bowstrings aong the sentry walk snapped at once, twanging. A couple of men
yelped from the sting of the recoiling cords. An exception was a cocked crossbow that let loose. Its
quarrel shot into the thigh of the man standing next to its bearer; the man screamed and fell backward of f
thewalk to smack onto the stones of the court and lie still. His horrified comrade gaped at his bow, flung
it from himsdlf asthough it burned hishand, and hurried after hisfallen mate,

Another, darker flash crackled past.

"Now what?' muttered Foix uneasily, staring up and down the line of appaled archers. Some, dready
fishing in their beltsfor replacement strings, found them shredding in their hands.

A few moments later, across the rooftops of the castle'sinner courts, aplume of smoke billowed into the
ar.

"Hreinthe stable," said Illvin, hislaconic voice at odds with his sudden lunge forward. "Foix, | want you,
please." He sped away down the stairs, long legs taking them three at atime.

Now it beginsin earnest, thought Ista, her somach clenching.
Lissseyeswere huge. "Royina, may | go with them?' she gasped.

"Yes, go," Istareleased her. She bolted away. Every competent hand would be needed . . .And then
thereisme. Shetook herself down off thewall, at least.

Arhys, running past her, caled, "Lady, will you look to Cattilara?

"Of course." A task of sorts. Or maybe Arhys, aprudent commander, merely wanted to get al the
useless deadwood stored in one safe place.

Istafound Cattilaras|adiesin hysterics; when she had finished with them, their noisewas at least muted
to well-suppressad hysterics. Cattilaralay unchanged, except for an dready visible shrinking of the soft
flesh of her face, tightening across her bones. The demon light was knotted tensely within her, making no
attempt—yet—to fight for ascendance. Istablew out her breath in unease, but made sure that the
soul-fire continued to pour out toward Arhys without impediment.

* * *

THROUGH THE ENDLESS AFTERNOON, ISTA MADE FREQUENT FORAY Sfrom the
marchesss chambersto check the effect of the various ripples of sorcery light that scraped through her
perceptions. Only that first great assault on the water supply seemed fully coordinated. After that the
attack broke into adisorder mirrored by its effects. People fell and broke bones. The horses saved from
the burning stable block, let loose in the star court, knocked down agallery in their squeding and
plunging. A wasp nest fell with it, and three men died screaming, choking, and convulsing from the stings;
more men were knocked about and injured by the sting-maddened horses.

Other, smaller fires started in other courts. Thelittle remaining water dwindled rapidly. Most of the
stored meet, no matter how preserved, was found to be starting to rot and stink; bread and fruit grew
green mold that seemed to spread even as one watched. Weevil larvae burgeoned in the flour supply.
Leather straps and fiber ropes rotted and came apart in people's hands. Pottery cracked. Boards broke.
Mail and swords began to rust with the speed of amaiden's blush.



Any men with histories of tertiary fever began violent relgpses; Cattilaras pleasant dining hall was soon
filled with men on pallets, moaning, burning, shivering, and halucinating. Dy Cabon was pressed into

sarviceto help tend the sick and, unbelievably soon, the dying. By evening, the faces of the soldiers and
servants that | sta passed had gone beyond edgy and frightened to a pale, deadened, bewildered shock.

At sunst, Ista climbed the north tower, the highest, to take stock. Liss, stinking with smoke and limping
from being stepped on by frantic hooves, mounted dowly after her. A man in agray-and-gold tabard
clumped up behind to drop an armload of stones onto agrowing pile by the battlement, exchange uneasy
grunts with two comrades whose unstrung warped bows were flung asde into a corner, then turn and
clump back down the winding stairs.

Inthelevd light of the westering sun, the unpeopled countryside appeared weirdly beautiful and serene.
In the grove of walnut trees, the Jokonans well-ordered camp seemed to be enjoying afeast; the only
smokes were thin aromatic trails risng from cooking fires. Little clusters of horsemen rode abott,
patrolling, delivering messages—out for an evening jaunt, for al Istacould tell. All abroad wore
sea-green tabards.

Thetown, behind itswallsin the valley, dso sent up plumes of smoke, but ugly and black. With better
access to water than the castle crowning the hill, the townsmen had kept most of their blazesfrom
Spreading out of control, so far. But thefew tiny figures Ista could see moving fearfully through its streets
and dleyswere iff with fatigue. The men behind itswalls crouched, or sat barely moving, or lay asif in
exhausted naps. Or dead.

L eaden boot steps scuffed on the stone stairs, and Istalooked around to see Lord Illvin emerge onto the
tower platform carrying asmall, greasy cloth sack. Even the flushed light of sunset failed to make hisface
look anything but filthy and pale. Soot and swest had melted together, to be rubbed in odd streaks by
whatever swipe of his hand had dashed the grime from his eyes. He had abandoned chain mail and
scorched tabard hours ago, and his plain linen shirt, dotted with small black spark holes, was haf stuck
to historso.

"Ah," he said in avoice that sounded as though it came from the bottom of a mine shaft. "There you are.”

She nodded greetings; he came to her shoulder, and together they stared down into the disaster of
Porifors, behind its deceptively blank and solid outer walls.

The whole stable block was burned-out. Blackened timbers were strewn across it, and messes of
broken roof tiles spilled over them like blood. Temporarily, no other smoke was rising, but one corner of
the kitchen block was a so blackened and fallen in. The star court was amess—one gallery knocked
down, the fountain empty and choked with filth. Horses were tethered along one side; their backs looked
odd and lozenge-shaped from this high angle of view. What people who could be seen scuttled about
bent and anxious.

"Have you seen Learned dy Cabon lately?' Istaasked Illvin.

He nodded. " Still holding up in the sckrooms. We have pallets strewn through three chambers now. Half
adozen felowsjust came down with dysentery. With no wash water left, it won't even take demonsto
gpreadthat &l over the fortress. Bastard's hell. At thisrate, Sordso will be able to take Porifors by
assault tomorrow with six ponies, arope ladder, and a Quadrene temple children's choir.” Histeeth
gritted, white againgt his blackened face. "Oh." He held out the sack. "Would you like some baked
horsemest? It's not rotted. Yet."



Istaeyed it dubioudy. "I don't know. Isit Feather?"

"No. Happily."
"Not. . . right now, thank you."

"Y ou should keep up your strength. Five gods know when welll est again." He dug out achunk and
dutifully munched it. "Liss?' He held out the bag to her.

"No, thank you," she echoed Istathinly.

Failing to take his own advice, he passed the bag on to the former archers, now stone-throwers, who
accepted it with murmured thanks and somewhat less revulsion. A crack sounded, as another timber in
the stable block gave way and fell in acloud of soot. IlIvin returned to the inner side of the tower to stare
down into the debacle again.

"That was one day. Less. Bastard's tears, what will we be reduced to in one week?"

| staleaned on the sun-warmed stone with arms that shook, past prayer. "I have brought this down upon
youdl," shesadinalow voice. "l am sorry."

His browsflicked up; he rested on one elbow beside her, looking across at her. "'I'm not so sure you can
clam that honor, lady. The Situation here was well along this road before you ever arrived in our midgt. If
your presence had not baited the Jokonansinto attack now, you may be sure they would have struck
within another month or so— againgt afortress with both of its most experienced commanders dead and
rotted, or worse, and none even to explain the horrors pouring down out of nowhere uponiit.”

Istarubbed her aching brow. "So we're actually not sureif | make any difference, except thisway | hand
mysdlf as hostage and pawn to Joen.” Perhaps. She stared down at the patterned paving stones, far
below her. There are other ways to avoid becoming a hostage.

Hefollowed her gaze, and his eyes narrowed in a penetrating frown. He reached out with two fingers
and gently turned her chin toward him. ™Y ou made adifferencetome,” he said. "Any woman who can
wake aman from adeep of death with akiss deserves a second glance, | think."

Istasnorted hitterly. "I didn't wake you with akiss. | only disrupted and redirected the flow of your
soul-fire, as| did later with Cattilara. The kisswasjust. . . self-indulgence.”

A little smile curved hislips. "'l thought you said it was adream.”

"Uh..." Oh. So she had. Hislips curved up farther, maddeningly. Shesaid, "A stupid impulse, then.”
"Come, | thought it was a brilliant impulse. Y ou underestimate yoursdlf, lady."

Istaflushed. "I am afraid | have no talent for"—she swallowed—"daliance. When | wasyoung | wastoo
stupid. Now I'mold, | am too drab." Too stupid then too mad then too drab then too late. "I'mjust

not the sort."

"Redlly?' He turned around, leaned against the battlement, and took up her hand with an air of greeat
curiogity. One sooty finger began to trace the dirt-stresked lineswithin her palm. "I wonder why not?



They say | am aman of wit. | should be ableto figureit out, with alittle study. Map the ground plan of
Cadtle Ista, mark the defenses ..."

"Find the weaknesses?' Firmly, she took her hand back.
"All right, aded of sudy.”
"Lord lllvin, thisis not thetime or placefor thigl"

"Truly. I'msotired | could hardly stand up. Nor climb to my feet, ether.”

There was ashort silence.
Hislips pedled back on aflash of teeth. "Ha. | saw your mouth twitch, then.”

"It did not." It did now, helplessly, as shewas reminded of the bird inits nest.
"Oh, better—she smirkd"

"| donot ."

"Poets speak of hopein ladies smiles, but give measmirk any day,| say." Somehow, histhumb was
massaging her pam again, tracing the subtle muscles of her hand. It felt wonderful. She wished hewould

rub her shoulders, her feet, her neck, her everything-that-hurt. And everything hurt.

"I thought you said Arhyswas the great seducer in thefamily." Shetried to muster the energy to take her
hand back again, and failed.

"Not a al. Hes never seduced awoman in hislife. They legpt on him from ambush dl by themselves.
Not without cause, | grant you." He smiled, briefly. "Thereisthis, about being the sparring partner of the
best swordsman in Caribastos. | dwayslost. But if ever | meet thethird best swordsman in Caribastos,

he's going to bein very deep trouble. Arhyswas always better at dl things we turned our handsto. But
thereisonething that | am quite certain | can do that he cannot.”

It was the fault of the hand massage; it lulled her. She said unthinkingly, "What?"

"Fdl inlovewith you. Sweet Isa."

She jerked back. She had heard that endearment before, but not onthose lips. "Dont cal methat."
"Bitter Ista?" Hisbrows climbed. "Cranky Ista? Cross, ill-tempered, cantankerous |sta?!

She snorted; herelaxed, and hislips quirked again. "Well, | can no doubt learn to adjust my
vocabulary.”

"Lord Hlvin, be serious.”

"Certainly,” he said a once. "Asyou command, Royina" He bowed dightly. "I am old enough to have
many regrets. I've made my share of mistakes, some'—he grimaced—"hideous indeed, as you well
know. But it wasthelittle, easy things—the kisses| did not give, and thelove | did not speak, because
there was no time, no place—and then, no chance.. . . Surprisingly sharp sorrowsthose are, for their



sze. | think al our chances grow narrow, tonight. So | shall reduce my regrets— however brief—by one,
atleadt..."

He leaned closer. Fascinated, she did not retreat. Somehow, that long arm had found its way around her
aching shoulders. He folded her in. Hewas quite tall, she reflected; if she didn't bend her head back, she
was going to end up with her nose squashed to his breastbone. She looked up.

Hislipstasted of soot, and salt sweet, and the longest day of her life. Well, and horsemest, but at least it
was fresh horsemeat. His dark eyes glittered between narrowed lids as her arms found their way around
that ridged torso and pressed him inward. What wasit she had snarled to dy Cabon—mimicking above
what isdesired below . . . ?

Some minutes later—too many? too few?—he lifted hishead again and set her alittle from him, as
though to look upon her without having to cross his eyes. His dight smile was atogether drained of irony
now, though not of satisfaction. She blinked and stepped back.

Liss, Stting cross-legged againgt the parapet on the opposite side of the platform, was staring up with her
mouth open. The two soldiers weren't even pretending to be watching Jokonans. Their riveted
expressonswere of men contemplating a daunting feat they had no desire to emulate, such as swalowing
fire, or being the first to charge up ascaing ladder.

"Time" lllvin murmured, "iswhereyou takeit. It will not linger for you.”
"That iss0," whispered Ista.

She had to give his ddliance this much credit; the stones seemed suddenly amuch less attractive solution
to her plight. That had been hisintent, she had no doubt.

A dark violet splash of light sparked past her inner vision, and Ista's head turned to follow it. From
somewhere below, an outraged cry rang out. She sighed, too wearied to pursue the mystery. "I don't
even want to look."

[llvin's head, too, had turned at the cry. By hislack of further craning, he dso shared her surfeit of
horrors. But then he looked back at her, his eyes narrowing. "Y ou looked around before we heard
anything," he noted.

"Yes. | seethe sorcerous attacks asflashes of light in my inner vison. Like little bolts of lightning, flying
from sourceto target, or like streaking fire-arrows. | can't tell what their effect will bejust by seeing
them, though; they al look much the same."

"Can you tell sorcerersfrom ordinary men just by looking? | can't.”
"Oh, yes. Both Cattilaras demon and Foix's appear to me as shapes of shadow and light within the

boundaries of their own souls, which, since they are both living persons, are bounded by their bodies.
Foix's demon 4till retains the shape of abear. Arhyssragged soul trails him, asthough it strugglesto keep

up_"
"How faraway canyou tell if apersonisasorcerer?’

She shrugged. "Asfar asmy eye can see, | suppose. No, farther than that: for my inner eye sees spirit
shapesright through mater, if | pay attention, and concentrate, and perhaps close my outer eyesto



reduce the confusion. Tents, walls, bodies, adl are transparent to the gods, and to god-sight.”
"What about a sorcerer'ssight?”

"] am not sure. Foix seemed not to have much, before | shared mine, but hiselementd isan
inexperienced one.”

"Huh." He stood amoment, looking increasingly abstracted. "Come over here." He took her hand and
towed her to the western side of the tower, overlooking the walnut grove. "Do you suppose that you
could give an exact taly of Joen's sorcerers, if you tried? In her camp, from here?

Istablinked. "I don't know. | could try."

Thetrees feet were now wading in gray shadow, though their very tops till glowed golden greenin the
last of the light. Campfires twinkled through the leaves, and a suggestion of the pale squares of many
tents. Men's voices carried enough to be heard up on the battlements, although not well enough to make
out what they said in the Roknari tongue. On the far sde of the grove, the cluster of big green tents,
gaudy with pennants, began to glow like verdant lanterns from the lamps being set within them.

Istatook along breath to try to compose her mind. She extended her perceptions, closing her eyes. If
she could sense Joen or Sordso from here, could they sense her? And if Joen could senseher . . . she
took another breeth, banished the frightening thought, and determinedly uncurled her soul once more.

Upwards of five hundred faint soul-lights moved like fireflies among the trees, the Jokonan soldiers and
camp followers busy about their ordinary tasks. A smattering of souls glowed with a stronger, much more
violent and disrupted light. Y es, there were the threads, the snakes, wavering through the air from those
scattered whorlsto converge dl in one dark, disturbing spot. Even as she watched, oneline crossed
another astheir possessors moved in space, passing like two strands of insubstantial yarn that did not
knot or tangle.

"Yes, | can seethem,” shetold Illvin. "Some are snubbed up near to Joen, some are dl spread out
across the camp.” Her lips moved as she made her count. "Six hug the command tents, twelve are
arranged near the front of the grove, nearest to Porifors. Eighteen dtogether.”

She peeked, turned haf around toward the river and the Jokonans second camp investing the town, and
closed her eyes once more. Then turned fully around, toward the bivouac of the third column that had set
up aong the ridge to the east of the castle, cutting the road to Oby and commanding the valey upstream.
"All the sorcerers seem to be in the main camp near Joen. | see no ribbons reaching to the other two
camps. Yes, of course. Shewould want al her sorcerers as close under her eye as possible.”

She completed her turn and opened her eyes again. "Most of the sorcerers seem to be sheltered in tents.
Oneis gtanding under atree, looking thisway." She could not see his physica body, through the leaves,
but she could tell which treeit was.

"Hm," said lllvin, staring over her shoulder. "CanFoix tell which iswhich? What man isa sorcerer, what
manisnot?'

"Oh, yes. | mean, he can now. He saw the sorcery light with me when the cups broke—and again,
standing on thewall when the rest of it began.” She glanced warily back over her shoulder at Illvin's
tense, closed expresson. His eyes were tight with thought, some notion that did not ssem to give him
much plessure. "What are you thinking?'



"l amthinking . . . that by your testimony Arhys appears to beimmune to sorcery, but sorcerers do not
appear to beimmuneto steel. As Cattilara proved upon poor Umerue. If Arhys could close with them,
just them, and yet somehow avoid the other fifteen hundred Jokonans around Porifors. . ." Hedrew a
bresth, and whedled. "Liss."

Shejerked upright. "Lord Illvin?!
"Go and find my lord brother, and ask him to attend upon us here. Fetch Foix, too, if heisto befound.”

She nodded, a bit wide-eyed, scrambled up, and scuffed rapidly down the tower'sturning stairs. Illvin
stared out over Prince Sordso and Princess Joen's camp as if memorizing every detail. I1staleaned
uneasly by hissde, studying that profile suddenly gone distant and cool.

Helooked back and smiled down at her in gpology. "I am seized by athought. | fear you will find mea
rather distractible man.”

It wasn't howshe would describe him, but she smiled briefly back in attempted reassurance.

All too soon, footsteps sounded on the sairs. Arhys emerged into the luminous twilight, followed by Liss
and Foix. Arhyslooked scarcely more corpselike than anyone else in Porifors at present, but hisface
was spared the usua smears of sweat. Foix's stolidity masked a deep depletion. He had spent the
afternoon clumsily trying to undo sorceriesal over the castle, to little effect. Dy Cabon had named the
effort fundamentdly futile, for various theologica reasonsthat no one stayed to listen to, and yet had
begged Foix's aid himsalf when faced with the rising demands of the sick.

"Arhys, come here," said Illvin. "Look at this." His brother joined him at the western parapet. "Five gods
attest we know this ground. Royina | sta says there are but elghteen sorcerersin Joen's pack atogether.
A dozen liein thefront of the camp, dong there. . ."—hishand swept in an arc—"9x morein the
command tents, arather better guarded area, | suspect. One big circle could pass round them all, if it
were rgpid enough. How many sorcerers do you think you could excise with stedl ?"

Arhyssbrowsrose. "Asmany as| could close with, | suppose. But | doubt they would just stand there
while we galloped up to them. As soon as they thought to drop our horses, we'd be afoot.”

"What if we attacked in the dark? Y ou said you see better in the dark these days than other men.”
"Hm." Arhyss gaze upon the grove intensified.

"Royinalgta” Illvin turned urgently to her—and where was dl that Siveet |sta now? "What happens
when aleashed sorcerer isdan?"

Istafrowned. Surdly the question wasrhetorical. ™Y ou've seen it yoursalf. The demon, together with
whatever pieces of its mount's soul it has digested, jumps to whatever new host it can reach. The body
dies. What the fate of the remaining parts of the person’s soul may be, | do not know."

"And one other thing," 1llvin said, excitement lesking into hisvoice. "Theleash isbroken. Or a
|east—Cattilarals demon broke from control at Umerue's desth. More: at that moment, the free demon
became Joen's rebellious enemy, dedicated to flight from her asfast as possible. How many demons
could Joen suffer to have cut away from her array—jumping randomly into unprepared hosts, or even
turning on her—before she was forced to retreat in disorder?”



"If she doesn't have othersin reserve, ready to harness like afresh team of horses,” said Arhys.

"No," said Issadowly, "I don't think she can. All must bethere, tied in her net, or they will fly—away
from each other if not from her. By Umerugstestimony, it took Joen three yearsto develop thisarray, to
bring each sorcerer-dave to some apex of carefully selected, stolen skills. Without another visit to
whatever back door of hell her master demon can unlock, | doubt she can replace them. And al shell get
at firstisapate of mindless, formless, ignorant elementals. We know she spillsthem, too; it cannot be a
well-controlled process, not when dealing with the essence of disorder itself. Although . . . Cattilara's
demon fearsrecapture; if that isnot just somefilial obsesson of Umerue's, it implies recaptureis possible.
| don't know how quickly Joen might effect it."

"With severd freed demonsflying in al directions, it would be more difficult, | should guess” sad lllvin.

Arhysleaned his elbow on the stonewall and eyed his brother. "Y ou are thinking of asortie. A
sorcerer-hunt.”

llAyell
"It cannot be done. | am certain to take wounds—which Catti would be forced to bear."

[llvin looked away. "I was thinking the royina could switch you back to me. For the occasion, asit
were."

Ista gasped protest. "Do you redize what that would mean? Arhyssinjurieswould be yours.”
"Yes, wdl ..." lllvin swalowed. "But then Arhys could go on for quite abit more than his enemieswould
guess. Perhgps physicians or women could stay at my side, binding up the leaks as they spring. Buying

extraminutes."

Arhysfrowned. "And then . . . what? At your last gasp, bresk the link? Return al my woundsto me at
once?'

Istatried not to let her voice emerge as ashriek. "Leaving you trapped in a hacked-apart body that can
neither die nor hed ?'

Arhyssaid vaguely, "l redly don't have dl that much feding in my body anymore. . . . Maybe | might not
be trapped. Maybe'—hisravishing gray eyesrose to meet Ista's, and the sudden light in them terrified
her down to her bones—"I might be released.”

"To the death of nothingness? No!" said Ista.

"Indeed not!" said Illvin. "1 mean the sortie to swing round and return to Porifors. The otherswould ride
to guard you, and clear your way to the sorcerers.And make sure you got back."

"Mm." Arhys stared down into the dusk. "How many men do you think it would take?"
"A hundred would be best, but we do not have a hundred. Fifty might makeit."

"We do not havefifty, either. Illvin, we do not have twenty, not mounted.”



[llvin straightened up from the pargpet. The excitement drained from hisface. "Twenty istoo few."
"Too few to ride out? Or to ride back?"

"If too few to ride back, then too few to ride out. | could not ask it of any man if | were not riding
myself, and | would perforce be detained in here.”

"Only inasense" said Arhys. He waslooking increasingly, disturbingly, intent. "We are dying here by
the hour. Worse—L ord dy Oby will ride apace to our relief. He was never laggard, but for the sake of
his daughter he will brook no delay. Without warning of Joen's demonic deceits, he will race histroops
into thistrap.”

"He cannot be here before day after tomorrow, at the soonest,” said Illvin.

"l wouldn't be so sure. If today's courier was taken by the Jokonan screen and failed to arrive at Oby,
hell know at once, for | know the warnings about the ambush of Foix and the divine reached him. The
fortress of Oby isaready well aroused." Arhyssfrown deepened. "Also, the longer we wait, the worse
conditionwewill dl bein."

"That would certainly appear to betrue," Illvin conceded.

"And," hisvoicelowered, "the worse condition | will bein. Our men are dying now without a blade
being lifted or aquarrel being fired. By nightfal tomorrow, at thisrate, Sordso'sforceswill be ableto
walk unopposed into a castle manned only by corpses, unmoving savefor one. And | will beleft facing
the same enemy—alone and unsupported.”

"Ah," sad Illvin, sounding sheken.

"Had you not thought it through? I'm surprised. Royina'—heturned to Ista—"1 am sundered now.
Freeing me from this body will not change that ate. Let it be donewhile. . . whilethereis till some
honor init. Some use."

"Arhys, you cannot ask this of me.”

"Yes. | can." Hisvoicefdl further. "And you cannot refuse me.”

Istawas trembling, both at what he proposed and at what he envisioned. That solitary fate was, she had
to admit, thelogica progression of events.

"Arhys, no, thisistoo fey," protested IlIvin.

"Fey isaman who looks forward to death. | look back upon mine. | am beyond fey, | think. If this
hazard isto be cast at all, it must be soon. In the dark before dawn.”

"Thisnight?' said lllvin. Even he, who had advanced the plan, sounded gppdled at its sudden
acceleration.

"Thisvery night. We've been shoved most forcefully onto the defensive, and the Jokonans do not look to
us, inour present shock, to turn it about. If ever the gods gave me the gift for finding the moment on the
fidd, | swear toyou, thisisone.



[lvin'slips parted, but no sound came oui.

Arhys smiled dightly and turned again to view thewanut grove in the fading light. Though perhaps not
fading for him, Istawas reminded. " So, how would | find these sorcerers and not waste time butchering
ordinary men?'

Foix cleared histhroat. "1 can see them.”

Behind them, sitting small and cross-legged by thewall again, Liss caught her breeth.

Arhyslooked across at Foix. "Would you ride out with me, dy Gura? It'sagood pairing. | think you are
less vulnerable to these sorcerous attacks than any other man here.”

"l ... let melook at the ground.” Foix, too, advanced to the battlement and leaned upon it, staring down
at the camp. Istasaw by the way his eyes opened and closed that he marshaled his second sight to study
thischdlenge.

Arhysturned to Ista. "Royina, can you manage this thing? Neither 1llvin nor | will be able to spesk to
you—we must rely on your judgment when to make or break our links."

lam every kind of afraid. Physically. Magically. Morally.But mogtly thelast. "I think | could cut Illvin
free of you, yes. What about Cattilara?'

"I would spare her,” said Arhys. "L et her deep.”

"Towakeawidow?| am not surethat isabetrayd she could ever forgive. She may be young and
foolish, but sheisnot achild now, and will never be achild again. In any case, she must be dlowed to
wake and eet, that she may lend you strength, and not fail through no fault of her own.”

lllvinsad, "l fear if she hasany hint of this, shewill grow quite frenzied. And | doubt her demon will be
on our Sde either.”

The stars were coming out, overhead. On the western horizon, glowing pink festhers of cloud were
fading to gray. So much indifferent beauty, in the world of matter . . .

"I must take thought for Cattilara," said Ista.lt seems no one else iswilling to.

From the deepening shadows, Foix spoke: "Lord Arhys, if you decideto ride out, | will go with you. If
the royinawill release meto your command.”

Istahesitated for three sick heartbests. "1 release you.”
"Thank you, Royina, for this honor," Foix said formally.

"Come," said Arhysto lllvin. "Let usgo seeif thereis enough unbroken geer |eft in Castle Poriforsto
outfit this curious hunt. Foix, attend.” He turned for the Sairs.

[llvin strode back to grasp Ista's hand and lift it to hislips. "I shal see you shortly.”

"Yes," whispered Ista. The grip tightened, and was gone.



CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

IT WASCLOSE TO MIDNIGHT BEFORE LORD ARHY SWENT TO REST in his chambers, so
that Cattilara, on the other side of the door, might be roused to eat. His page removed his boots, but no
more, and settled by the foot of the bed to guard his repose. Istathought the exhausted boy would be
adeep on the floor before five minutes had passed. Arhyslay back on hisbed, eyeswide and dark in the
light of the room'ssole candle.

"Betender with her,” he pleaded to Ista. " She has had to endure far too much.”

"l will use my very best judgment,” Istareturned. Arhys accepted her wordswith anod. It was|llvin,
overseaing the dispositions before returning to the night's too-eventful watch, who cocked a curious
eyebrow at her asthey turned away.

"Beas careful of her as of her demon, and | don't mean it the way Arhysdoes," he muttered to Ista.
"After that accursed escapade with the wagon, | believe thereisno limit to what shewould do in pursuit
of her ends”

"l will use" said Istaneutraly, "my very best judgment.” She let Foix and Liss pass before her into Lady
Cattilara's chamber and closed the door upon him, gently but firmly.

The most levelheaded of Cattilaras ladies was just arriving with the medl tray. The haggard look on her
face, aswell asthe care she took setting the food down, told Ista she recognized the cost of it. Ista
dismissed her only asfar asa seat on achest. Liss stayed by Ista's elbow as she approached Cattilaras
bed.

"Foix, stand by her feet. Keep an eye on her demon,” Istadirected. Foix nodded and did so. Istawas
unhappy to be demanding yet one more duty of him, when he was so plainly drained to the point of
swaying on hisfeet. He desperately needed to rest for afew hours before the sortie. But Joen had taught
her greater caution of demons.

Istacaled up her inner sight and closed her hands around the flow of soul-fire from Catti's heart,
reducing it to the tiniest trickle of contact with Arhys. Istaimagined the look of lifeflowing from hisfacein
the next room, and her chest tightened. The demon shadow squirmed in agitation, but did not challenge
Istas control. Cattilaras eyesflew open, and her breath drew in. She sat up abruptly, then swayed,
dizzy. Lisspressed atin cup of water into her hand. By the way she guzzled, pressing it to her dry lips,
| stathought they were none too soon with this sustenance. Lisstransferred the tray to asmall table by the
bedside and drew off the linen cover. Plain fare, and stale, presented on amiscellany of battered old
plates.

Catti glared over the cup at Istaand glowered down at the tray. "What is this? Servants food? Or a
prisoner's? s the mistress of Porifors so dethroned by her usurper, now?'

"It isthe last and best untainted food in the keep, reserved for you. We are now surrounded by a
Jokonan army and besieged by atroop of sorcerers. Their demon magic is chewing everything within
these walls to pieces and spitting it out upon us. All the water is gone. The mesat seethes with maggots.
Half the courts are burned, and athird of the horseslie dead. Men are dying tonight below us of disease
and injury without ever having come within bowshot of Joen and Sordso's troops. Joen's new way of
making war isingenious, crud, and effective. Extraordinarily effective. So est, becauseit isthe only medl
Arhyswill havetonight.”



Cattilara gritted her teeth, but at least she gritted them on her first bite of dry bread. "We could have
fled. We should havefled! | could have had Arhysforty milesfrom here by now, and out of this. Curse
you for alack-witted bitch!™

Foix and Liss stirred at the insult, but Istals raised hand stayed them. " Arhyswould not have thanked
you. And who iswe? Are you even certain whose voice speaks from inside your head right now? Eat.”

Catti gnawed, gracelesdly, but too driven by her ferocious waking hunger to spurn the proffered medl.
Lisskept the water coming, for Cattilara's sunken features betrayed how dangeroudy parched she had
grown. Istalet her chew and swallow for severd minutes, until she began visibly to dow.

"Later tonight," Istabegan again, "Arhysrides out on ahazardous sortie, agambleto save usdl. Or die
trying."

"You mean himtodie" Catti mumbled. "Y ou hate him. Y ou hate me."

"Y ou are twice mistaken, though | admit to astrong desireto dap you at times. Now, for instance. Lady
Cattilara, you are the wife of a soldier-commander and the daughter of asoldier-commander. Y ou
cannot possibly have been raised, herein this dire borderland, to such wild sdf-indulgence.”

Cattilaralooked away, perhapsto conced aflash of shamein her face. "This stupid war has dways
dragged on. It will dways drag on. But once Arhysisgone, he's goneforever. And al the good in the
world goes with him. The gods would take him and leave me bereft, and | curse them!™

"I have cursed them for years,” said Istadryly. "Turnabout being fair." Cattilarawas furious, distraught,
writhing in overwheming pain. But was she divorced atogether from reason?

So what is reality now, here in this waking nightmare? Where is reason? Absurd, that | of all
women should insist on reason.

"Keep chewing." Istastraightened her weary back, crossed her arms. "I have a proposition for you."

Cattilaraglowered in suspicion.

"Y ou may accept or refuse, but you may not have other choices. It quite resemblesamiracle, in that
regard. Arhysrides out tonight against Joen's sorcerers. lllvin has volunteered to accept hiswounds, to
the point of desth. It seemsto methattwo bodies, both nourishing Arhyss sword arm and bearing his
hurts, would carry him farther than one. Perhaps just the needed edge, that little difference between
amost succeeding, and amost failing. Y ou can be apart of hisride, or you can be shut out of it."

Foix, sartled, said, "Royina, Lord Arhyswould not desire thig!”

"Quite," said Istacoolly. "No one ese here will offer you this choice, Cattilara."

"Y ou cannot do this behind his back!" said Foix.

"| am the gppointed executor of thisrite. Thisiswomen's business now, Foix. Be slent. Cattilard'—Ista

drew breath—"widow you are and shall be, but the grief you will carry into the rest of your lifewill be
different depending on the choices you make tonight.”



"How better?" snarled Cattilara. Tears were leaking from her eyes now. "Without Arhys, dl isashes.”

"l didn't say better. | said, different. Y ou may accept the part apportioned to you, or you may lie down
and be passed over. If you do not take your part, and hefails, you will never, ever know whether you
might have made the difference. If you accept the part, and he ill falls—then you will know that, too.

"Arhyswould have protected you from this choice, as afather would abeloved child. Arhysiswrongin
this. | give you awoman's choice, here, at the last gasp. He looks to spare you pain this night. | look to
your nightsfor the next twenty years. Thereis neither right nor wrong in this, precisely. But thetimeto
amend al choicesrunsout like Poriforss water."

"Youthink hewill diein thisfight,” grated Cettilara.

"He's been dead for three months. | did not war against his death,

but againgt hisdamnation. | have lost. In my lifetime, | have looked two godsin the eye, and it has
seared me, till | am afraid of amost nothing in the world of matter. But | am afraid of this, for him. He
stands this night on the edge of the true degth, the death that |asts forever, and thereisnoneto pull him
back from that precipice. Not even the gods can save him if hefadlsnow."

"Y our choiceisno choice. It'sdeath dl ways."

"No: death in different ways. Y ou had more of him than any woman dive. Now the whed turns. Be
assured, someday it will turn for you. All areequad in this. He goesfirdt, but not uniquely. Nor aone, for
he will have alarge Jokonan escort, | do think."

"Hewill if | have anything to dowithit," growled Foix.

"Yes. Do you imagine not one of them isaso beloved, as Arhysis? Y ou have achanceto let Arhysgo
out in serenity, with hismind clear and unimpeded, concentrated as the sword which ishis symboal. | will
not give you leave to send him off harassed and dismayed, distracted and grieved.”

Cattilarasnarled, "Why should | give him up to desth—or to the gods, or to you, or to anyone? He's
mine. All my lifeishis”

"Then you shall be hallow and echoing indeed, when heisgone.”

"Thisdisaster isnot my doing! If people had just done things my way, thisal could have been averted.
Everyoneisagang me—"

The food on the tray was dl gone. Sighing, Istatouched her ligature, and opened the channel wide once
more. Cattilara sank back, cursing. The flow of soul-fire from Catti's heart was dow and surly, but it
would suffice for the next few hours.

"I would have liked to give her a chance to say good-bye," said Istasadly. "Lord lllvin'sremarks on
kisses withhel d and words unspoken weigh much on my mind.”

Foix, hisface appdled, said,"Her remarks were better |eft unspoken to Lord Arhysjust now, | think."

"So | judged. Five gods, why was | gppointed to this court? Go, Foix, get what rest you may. It isyour
most urgent duty now."



"Aye, Royina"" He glanced at Liss. "Will you come down to see us off? Later on?"'
"Yes," whispered Liss.

Foix started to speak, seemed to find histhroat strangely uncooperative, nodded thanks, and bowed his
way out.

* * *

ISTA, TOO, EVENTUALLY WENT TO LIE DOWN IN HER CHAMBERS FOR A few hours. She
longed for adreamless dumber, feared the deep of dreams, but in any case merely dozed, disquieted by
the occasiond agonized noisesthat filtered in through her lattice from a castle disntegrating, it seemed,
about al their ears. At length Liss, drawn face candldit by astub in abrass holder whose glass vase lay
in shards somewhere, cameto rouse her. Istawas aready awake and dressed. The bleak mourning garb
was growing dirty and frayed, but its black robe suited her mood and the shadows of this hour.

Lissfollowed her, holding up the meager light, as Ista eased out the door onto the gdlery. She took
three steps down the empty stairs, and stopped. Her bresth caught.

A tdl, somber man stood on the treads two below her, so that hisface wasleve with hers, in precisdy
the position she had kissed and challenged the dead Arhys, haf alifetime ago here. Hisface and form
were uncertain in outline; she thought he looked abit like Arhys, abit like Arvol, and morethan alittle
like her own dead father, though dy Baocia had been a shorter, thicker man. He was not much, she
thought, like las.

Hewas dressed as an officer of Porifors, in mail and agray-and-gold tabard; but the mail gleamed, and
the tabard was pressed and perfect, its embroidery bright asfire. His hair and beard were pure gray, cut
short as Arhysswere, clean and fine. The wavering candldight did not reflect from his upturned face, nor
from the endless depths of his eyes; they shoneinstead with their own effulgent light.

Ista swallowed, raised her chin. Stiffened her knees. "'l wasn't expectingYou here."

The Father of Winter favored her with agrave nod. "All gods attend on al battlefields. What parents
would not wait as anxioudy by their door, looking again and again up the road, when their child was due
home from along and dangerous journey? Y ou have waited by that door yoursdlf, both fruitfully andin
van. Multiply that anguish by ten thousands, and pity me, sweet Ista. For my great-souled child isvery
late, and lost upon hisroad.”

The deep resonance of his voice seemed to make her chest vibrate, her bonesring. She could barely
breathe. Water clouded her vison and fell from her unblinking eyes. "I know it, Sire," she whispered.

"My calling voice cannot reach him. He cannot see thelight in my window, for heis sundered from me,
blind and deaf and stumbling, with noneto take his hand and guide him. Y et you may touch him, in his
darkness. And | may touch you, in yours. Then take you this thread to draw him through the maze, where
| cannot go."

Heleaned forward and kissed her on the brow. Hislips burned like cold meta. Fearfully, she reached
up and touched his beard, as she had Arhyssthat day, tickling strange and soft beneath her palm. Ashe
bent his head, atear fell as a snowflake upon the back of her hand, melted, and vanished.



"Am | to be aspiritual conductor on Y our behaf, now?" she asked, dazed.

"No; my doorway." He smiled enigmatically at her, awhite stregk in the night like lightning across her
senses, and her reding mind dipped from dazed to dazzled. "I will wait therefor him, for alittle while."
He stepped backward, and the stair was empty again.

Istastood, shaken. The spot on the back of her Ieft hand where histear had splashed wasicy cold.
"Royina?' said Liss, very cautioudy, stopped behind her. "Who are you talking to?"

"Did you seeaman?'

"Um...no?

"l am sorry."

Lissheld up her candle. "You'recrying.”

"Yes. | know. It'sdl right. Let usgo on now. | think perhaps you had better hold my arm till we get
down the gtairs."

The stone court, the archway, the star court with its restive horse line, and the gate into the forecourt
passed in adark blur. Liss hed her arm the whole way, and frowned at itsfierce trembling.

Thetorch lit forecourt was crowded with men and horses. Most of the flowerpots were broken, fallen
from thewalls or tipped, spilling their dry soil. The succulents were smashed, the more tender flowers
wilted and limp like cooked greens. The two espaiered trees on the far wall shed dry leavesin the
breathless night hest, falling one by one atop adrift of rotting petals.

Foix wasthefirst to notice her arriva; his head turned, and his mouth opened. No doubt shemovedina
cloud of god light, just at present, being so recently touched. And | bear a burden that | am most
gravely charged to deliver. Her eye swept the court, found Arhys and IlIvin, but her attention was
temporarily distracted by the horse they both studied. From a distance.

It wasatall, long-nosed chestnut stallion, held by three swesating grooms. A blindfold covered its eyes
beneath its bridie, which was fitted with adeep curb bit. One groom held its upper lip tightly in atwitch.
Its ears were back flat, and it squedled angrily, showing long yelow teeth, and kicked out. 1llvin was
standing well back fromiit, looking aggrieved.

Istacame up beside him and said, "Lord Illvin, do you know that stallion is possessed of an ementa ?"
"So Foix hasjugt informed me, Royina. It explainsalot about that horse.”

|sta peered through half-closed eyes at the writhing mauve shadow within the animal. "Grant you, it
appearsto beasmall, unformed, stupid one.”

"That explains yet more. Bastard's hell. | was going to lend the accursed beast to Arhys. Hisgood
dappled gray has gone lame, dong with haf the horses that remain to us—an outbreak of thrush,
developing with unnatura speed, and | hope Arhys can soon deliver our thanks to whichever Jokonan
sorcerer thought of that one."



"Isthisan especialy good warhorse?"

"No, but no onewill careif Arhysridesit to deeth. In fact, | think the grooms are hoping he will. Five
godsknow I'vetried to, without success."

"Hra," said Ista. She walked forward; the two grooms holding the beast's head squeaked protest. Her
eyes narrowed, and she reached up and placed her god-splashed hand upon the stalion's forehead. A
tiny six-pointed mark burned upon her skin, snow-white to her outer vision, afierce spark to her inner
gye. "Removeitshlindfold.”

The groom glanced somewhat desperately at 111vin, who nodded permission but drew his sword and
held it with the flat out, watching tensdly.

The horse's eyes were dark brown, with purple centers. Most horses eyes had purple centers, Ista
reminded hersdlf, but they didn't usually have quite so deep aglow. The eyesfixed on her, and rolled
whitely. She stared back. The animal suddenly grew very ill. Istastood on tiptoe, grabbed one ear, and
whispered toward it, "Behave for Lord Arhys. Or | will make youwish I'd merely ripped your guts out,
strangled you with them, and fed you to the gods."

"Dogs," corrected the nervous groom holding the twitch.

"Them, too," said Ista. "Take off the twitch and stand away."

"Lady ... 7"

"It'sdl right.”

The groom backed away. The horse, shivering, flicked its ears up to strict attention and arched its neck
to bring itsface, submissvely, flat to Isastorso. It gave abrief nudge, leaving atrall of red horsehairs

across her black silk robe, and stood perfectly quietly.

"Do you do that sort of thing often?" lllvininquired, strolling over. With extreme caution, he reached out
to give the beast an experimenta pat on the neck.

"No," sghed Ista. "It has been aday for unique experiences.”
[lvin was Smply dressed in light linen trousers and his spark-spotted shirt, in preparation for hisroleto
come. Arhyslooked so much as he had when Istahad seen him for the very first time that she caught her

breath. Except that his mail and tabard were not blood-spattered. Y et. He smiled soberly at her ashe
cameto her sde.

"A word, Roying, beforel go. Two words."
"Asmany asyou please.”

Helowered hisvoice. "Firt, | thank you for bearing me up to a better death. One less shameful, small,
and stupid than my fire."

"Our men may yet surprise you on that score,” said lllvin gruffly. On the far Sde of the forecourt, amere
dozen soldiers were d so preparing their mounts. Pgar was among them; his face was flushed with fever,
Istanoted. He should have been lying on apallet, not attempting this. Then she wondered how few men



in Poriforswere sill abletowalk at all, at this hour.

Arhyssmiled briefly at his brother and forbore to argue or correct, or pull that thin hope from his hands.
Heturned back to Ista. " Second, | beg a boon."

"Anything within my power."

His clear eyesfixed on her with penetrating intensity; shefdt targeted. "If thisdy Lutez managesto die
well tonight, let it complete the set that was |eft undone so long ago. Let what victory | may gain swalow
up forever the old, cold derdiction. And be you heded of the long wound that another dy Lutez dealt
you."

"Oh," said Ista. Oh. She dared not let her voice break; she had till an office to perform. "1 was given a
message for you, too."

His brows rose; he looked alittle taken aback. "No courier has penetrated the Jokonan blockade for a
day. What messenger wasthis?'

"l met Him on the sairs but now. It isthis." She swallowed to clear her voice.

"Y our Father calsyou to His Court. Y ou need not pack; you go garbed in glory as you stand. He waits
eagerly by His paace doors to welcome you, and has prepared a place at His high table by Hisside, in
the company of the great-souled, honored, and best-beloved. In this| speak true. Bend your head.”

Wide-eyed, astonished, he did so. She pressed her lipsto his brow, the pale skin neither hot nor cold,
unsheened with sweet. Her mouth seemed to leave a brief ring of frost that seamed in the heavy night air.
A new line gppeared in her second sight, afine thread of gray light, strung from himto her.Itisa
life-line. It could, she somehow knew, stretch to the ends of the earth without breaking.Oh.

Moved, she completed the full formd rite, kissing the back of each hand, then bending to hisfeet and
touching her lipsto each boot aswell. He jerked alittle, asif to dissuade her, but then stood till and
allowed the gesture. He recaptured her hands and helped pull her back to her feet. Her kneesfdlt like
water.

"Surdly," hewhispered in awe, "we are blessed.”
"Y es. For we bless each other. Be at rest in your heart. 1t will be very well."

She backed away to let Illvin embrace his brother. 1llvin held Arhys away by his shoulders, after, and
gazed with smiling puzzlement into those strange exultant eyes, which seemed to look back from some
great and receding distance. The cooal lips smiled kindly, though. Illvin turned to give him aleg up on the
painfully obedient red stalion, check his girths and stirrups and gear onelast time, and dap his
leather-clad leg in some habitua gesture. He stood away .

Istalooked around through blurred and stinging eyesto find Liss, standing at the shoulder of Foix's
horse. Foix was dready mounted. He saluted Lissin the gesture of the Daughter's Order, touching his
forehead. Shereturned a courier's salute, fist tapped over her heart. Foix, meeting |stas eyes, saluted her
aswdll; she gave back the sign of thefivefold blessing.

The dozen men of Arhyssforlorn little company mounted up at his quiet word. No one spoke much.



"Liss," Istachoked, and cleared her throat. "Liss," she began again. "Attend on me. We must get to the
tower."

Both Lissand lllvin fell in beside her, and they started back through the archway. Behind them, I1sta
could hear Poriforss gates begin to creak open, the iron ratcheting of the drawbridge chains echoing
among the dying flowers. 1llvin walked backward amoment, staring into the fire-stresked 'dark, but Ista
schooled herself not to turn around.

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

ISTA'SACHING LEGS PUSHED HER UP THE NARROW TOWER STAIRS, the curving stone
wall harsh benegath her groping hand, into asquare of unexpected radiance. Rows of candles were lined
up at the base of the parapet walls on the north and south sides, stuck into blobs of their own wax,
burning clear and unwavering in the breezeless night air. The heat seemed to stream upward into the
garry night sky, but witha the air of the tower was much less close and stale than that of the forecourt.

With their arrival, the platform seemed crowded. Ista surveyed the arrangements sheld ordered and
breathed satisfaction. At one side Lady Cattilara, dressed in arobe, lay silently upon astraw pdlet that
was covered with a sheet. Another pallet, aso covered with old linens, lay empty beside her. The sewing
woman with her basket, Goram, and Learned dy Cabon, his robes now very stained indeed, al waited
anxioudy. Thelittle company would have to suffice; the few phys cians and acolytes of the Mother left
aivein the beleaguered town were felled by fevers, or worse, and in any case could not be smuggled up
the collgpsed tunndsto their castles aid.

[llvin, emerging from the stair's blackness, shielded his eyes againgt the candle glow. "Royina, will you be
able to see out, to track my brother's progress?"

"It won't be these eyes | useto follow him. And your attendants must be able to seeyou." Her materia
hand reached to touch the invisible reassurance of the gray thread, which seemed to spin out from her
heart into the darkness below. "I will not lose him now.”

He grunted somewhat disconsol ate acquiescence, drew abreath, and seated himself upon the empty
pallet. Laying hissword aside, he pedled out of his speckled and sweat-stained shirt and rolled up his
loose trouser legs. Goram helped pull off his boots. He swung hislong legs out sraight and lay back, face
not so much composed asrigid, hisdark dilated eyeslooking up at the stars. Wisps of cloud, moisture
out of reach, crossed the spangled vault in gray feathers. "I am ready.” Hisvoice sounded parched, but
not, Istathought, just from lack of water.

From the cagtle below, she heard the faint ratchet of the drawbridge chains being pulled up again very
dowly, and ajingle of harness and thump of hooves passing away from the walls, fading with distance.
The gray thread was moving in the pool of darkness below, very like afishing line taken by apike. "We
have not much time. We must begin." She dropped to her knees between the two pallets.

[llvin took her hand and pressed it to hislips. She caressed his dick brow as shetook it back.
Composed hersdf. Shut out the confusing Sght of her eyes and brought up the tangle of lightsand
shadows by which the realm of spirit represented itsalf to her now. She suspected the gods smplified it
for her, and that the reality beneath thiswas stranger and more complex till. But this waswhat she was
given; it must do.

She undid her ligature around the white trickle coming from Illvin's heart, opening the channd wide.



Soul-fire poured out, joined the duggish, sullen stream from Cattilara, and flowed away into the night,
winding around the gray thread but not touching it. Thelife drained from Illvin'sface, leaving it ftiff and
waxen, and she shuddered.

Sheturned away and studied the deeping Cattilara. The demon swirled in agitation benegath her thin
breastbone. Enormous stresses propagated here, straining toward some cataclysmic breskage. I sta's next
task was dangerous indeed, dangerous to them dl, but she could not shirk from it. So many soulswere at
riskinthisride. ..

Shetightened Cattilara's ligature, pushing the soul-fire up from her heart toward her head. The demon
tried to follow it. She laid her snow-gpangled left hand upon Cattilaras collarbone, stared in fascination at
the gray glow her fingers suddenly shed. The demon shrank again, crying with new terror. Cettilaras eyes

opened.

Shetried to surge upright, only to find her body till paralyzed. Y ou!" she cried to Ista. "Curse you, let
mego\"

Istalet out her tight breath. "Arhys rides out now. Pity hisenemies, for death on ademon horse
descends upon them out of the darkness, bringing sword and fire. Many will bear him company on his
journey to his Father's keep tonight, their souls like ragged banners borne before his echoing feet. Y ou
must choose now. Will you aid him or impede him, in hislast journey?'

Cattilaras head yanked back and forth in an agony of denid. "No! No! No!*

"The god himsdf awaits his coming, His own holy breeth held in the balance of the moment. Arhyss
heart flies ahead to his Father's hand like amessenger bird. Even if he could be dragged back now, he
would spend therest of hislife, and | think it would not be long, hanging at that window, longing for his
last home. He would not thank you. He could not love you, with dl his heart anchored in that other realm.
| think he might even grow to hate you, knowing what glory you denied to him. For one last moment, the
last instant of time and choice, think not of what you desire, but of what he does; not of your good, but of
his greatest good.”

"No!" screamed Cattilara.

"Very well." Istareached to open the ligature, one eye on the restive, mutinous demon.

Cattilaraturned her head away, and whispered, "Yes."

| sta paused, exhded. Murmured, "So | pray the gods may hear even me, and let my whisperedyes
tower above my shoutedno and mount al the way to their fivefold relm. As| would be heard, so | hear

you." She swalowed hard. "Hold your demon on its course. It will not be an easy one."

"Will | fedd much pain?' asked Cattilara. Her eyes met Istas at last. Her voice would have been amost
inaudible, but for the silence on the platform. Not even cloth rustled, from the people standing watching.

Yes, no, | havenoidea. "Yes, | think s0. All births have some."

"Oh. Good." Sheturned her head away again, but not in denid. Her eyes were wet, but her face was as
dill ascarved ivory.

Isalifted her hand, but her intervention was not needed. As Cattilaras face went dack, the whitefire



burst redoubled from her heart, to join the flow from Illvin in atorrent, roaring down over the parapet. So,
you do not ride alone, Arhys. The hearts of the two who love you best go with you now. She hoped
his body received their outpouring as an exatation, a the other end of that whiteline.

Sherose and hurried to the parapet, motioning the others to make ready with pads, cloths, and
tourniquets. She stared out into the darkness, the roads like gray ribbons, the open spaces rucked like
mist-shrouded blankets across an unmade bed, the trees of the grove black and silent. A few watch fires
burned in the enemy camp, and Jokonan horsemen dowly patrolled back and forth out of bowshot. A
clot of moving shadows reached the trees, dipping between the patrols.

She glared out with dl the strength of her other eyes, following the white flood and thin gray thread to
where a dozen soul-sparks moved, atop the lesser life-blurs of their horses. Arhyssgray glow was
digtinctive, Foix's violet-tinged double shadow even more so. She could see clearly through dl the
moving massesthat lay between, when Arhys kicked the demon-lit shape of hishorseinto acanter. He
closed rapidly on aquiescent, colored thread of sorcerer light, like ahawk swooping on unsuspecting

prey.
"Can you see Foix?" Lisss breathless voice sounded by her ear.
"Yes. Heridesby Arhyssside.”

The shouts of darm didn't go up till thefirst tent went down. Asmore criesand aring of sted split the
night, the mounted patrols wheeled about and began galloping back toward the camp. Abruptly, the
snake of sorcerer fire stretched and snapped. A bluish gout of soul-fire shot aoft, separating even aslsta
watched from aviolent purple streak, which sped away trailing soul shredsin torn-off, fluttering rags. The
bluish gout writhed in agony, and faded intoel sewhere. The purple stresk grounded itself inamoving
soul-spark somewhere beneath the trees; both the recipient and the demon dropped flat in the shock of
that arrival. But the snake did not renew itself.

"That'song," said Istaadoud.

The attackers made no criesor cdlsat al, moving in grim, determined silence. The pale blur of another
tent, sheltering the head of another colored snake, swayed, shook, and collapsed. The Jokonan sorcerer
gathered energy for some strike at his attacker; 1sta could see the flash of a bolt of demon magic pass
through Arhys, and hear the wail of the sorcerer's surprise and woe, cut off. She rather thought that faint,
digant, liquidthunk might have been abeheading. Another violet streak separated from another white
gout. Shocked and tumbling, the violet blur fell helter-skelter into ahorse being ridden toward the fray by
aJokonan cavalryman. The animal stumbled, jerked sideways, dumped itsrider, and wheded to run a a
hard gallop away down the Oby road. The loose snake head seemed to quest after it asif seeking to
grike, but then fell back in on itsdf, disntegrating in astream of sparks.

"That'stwo," sad |sta.

From the trees awavering glow blazed up, yellow and bright, as atent caught fire. Beyond the grove,
lights were being lit in the big green command tents. Istahad no doubt that those sorcerers aseep when
thefirgt blow fell were now agtir, yanked awake by Joen if they'd dept through the noise. How quickly
could the surprised Jokonans coordinate their defenses? Their counterattack? Another spurt of soul-fire,
without a demon thistime, seared past her eye. An ordinary enemy soldier dain, or one of Arhyss defiant
volunteers? From agod's-eye view, she redlized, it made no difference. All death-births were accepted
equaly into that reim.



"Three," she counted, as the attack pressed forward.
"Arewewinning?' gasped Liss.
"It depends on what you think isthe prize."

At thefourth tent the attackers began to cometo grief at last. Three sorcerer snakes had somehow
combined there. Possbly Arhyswasweirdly invisible to them, for they chose to concentrate on Foix. Of
course—they must imagine another sorcerer asthe greatest danger to them, mistake Foix for the heart or
head of the enemy strike. Soul-lights swayed, jerked, spun in Istas dizzied perceptions. The bear went
down, roaring, under anet of fire. But the fourth and fifth snakes were beheaded, ribbon-bodies lashing
furioudy in their death throes before shredding apart in a streaming aurora. From that far green-glowing
tent, 1sta.could hear awoman fiercely screaming, but the Roknari words were blurred to unintdligibility
by distance and rage.

"| think they have taken Foix," said Ista

Behind her, atriple gasp. "Help!" cried the sewing woman. White-faced, Liss whirled and dropped back
to her post by Cattilara's side.

On both Cattilarasright thigh and on IlIvin's, long dark dices had opened up. A brief glimpse of the
red-brown of pulsing muscle, a pae stresk of tendon, then both the twin wounds were flooded with red.
The sewing woman and L.iss, and Goram and dy Cabon, hastened to pad and bind each cut and dow the
Stream.

Yes. Yes,thought Ista. Her strategy was good. On one recipient, that sword cut would have gone to the
core. The haf wounds were hdf asdire. She amost laughed doud, if blackly, imagining the dismay of
Arhyss assailant, knowing from the shock of contact, the jerk of blade from the bone, the ringing up his
arm, how hard held struck, yet seeing that wound close up again before hiseyes. . . Indeed, thewild
wail that echoed up now from the grove might well be the very man.You thought you'd dropped all the
horrors of nightmare down upon Porifors, while you sat safe. Now, watch Porifors return the
favor. We hold, we hold.

For a very little while longer.

She turned again to try to peer beneath the trees. She could mark Arhyss striding progress across the
camp by the sounds of terror, she thought, as his enemies flew screaming before his pale face and deadly
blade. And by the streams of whitefirerisng in hiswake. He was unhorsed; she was uncertain when that
had happened. She hoped he was not yet aone, without one comrade left to guard his back.

| think he is alone now.

A weird wetthunk sounded behind her. She glanced back to see her helpers rushing to press padsto
Illvin'sand Cattilarals somachs. That was a crossbow bolt. She wondered if Arhys had plucked it out to
throw back at his dazed enemies, or left it in place like abadge. It would have been akilling strike, on
any other man, at any other time. Soon there will be more. By the gods, a dy Lutez does know how to
die three times, and three times three if needed.

Sheféell to her knees behind the parapet, clinging to the stone.

It seemed to her that some grest black glacier, someice damin her soul, was melting, asif ahundred



summers heat had falen on it in an hour. Cracking, coming apart. And that in the mile-deep, mile-long
lake of icy green water backing it up, an expectant surge rippled from bank to bank, from the surface to
the uttermost depths, troubling the waters.l passed blessing to you in the forecourt. But you passed
blessing back to me, too. Trading rescues. Five gods watch us ride out together in this breaking
dawn.

You Five may awe us. But | think we must awe You, too.
"Seven," she whispered doud.

Then something went wrong. A hesitation, aturning away. Too many, far too many, soul-sparks swirled
around thet gray flame.Now he is surrounded, cut off. Dozens who ran away now run toward,
encouraged by their own numbers, daring to take him down.

In the midst of your enemies, your Father has prepared a feast for you, on a table your father set
long ago. Hereit comes. . .

Anotherthunk, and another. From behind her, Lisss sharp voice cried, "Lady, there are too many
wounds splitting open! Y ou must stop thisl”

Dy Cabon's srained rumble, "Royina, remember you promised Arhysthat Lady Cattilarawould live—!"

And a certain fat white god has promised Illvin to me, if | did not mistake Him. If we both live. A
god-given lover, importunate and bold as a scarred stray cat, rubbing past my guard into my
good graces. If | can keep him fed.

She glanced over her shoulder. Illvin's body jerked upward with the transferred force of some massive
blow to Arhyss back, and Goram, hisface frantic, rolled him over to reach the red rent. Cattilara's white
hand half split from itswrist, and Liss pounced to staunch the spurting.

Now. Oh yes, now.lsta clenched her hand about the torrent of whitefire running past her shoulder. The
flow stopped abruptly. Wild shocks pulsed back in both directions from her grip. The violet channe
shattered. The whitefire, the constant companion of her inner eye for days, winked out.

A hushed hesitation: then, in the shadowed grove, agrotesque roar of hysteria-tinged triumph went up
from half a hundred Jokonan throats.

Theice dam exploded. A wall of water towered, bent, and broke, thundering forward, burgting its
banks, blasting her soul wide, wider, scouring and flushing alifetime of stones, rubble, rotted and clotted
trash before it. Boiling, roaring outward. | sta spread her arms wide, and opened her mouth, and let it go.

The gray thread, dmogt lost to view in the violent blazes, stiffened to ataut rope. It began to move back
through her new dilation, faster and faster, until it seemed to smoke with the heat of its passage, like an
overgtrained fiber rope about to char and burgt into flame. For an ingtant, Arhys's astonished, agonized,
ecstatic soul movedthrough hers.

Yes. We are all, every living one of us, doorways between the two realms, that of matter that
gives us birth, and that of spirit into which we are born in death. Arhys was sundered from his
own gate, and lost the way back to it forever. So it was given to me to lend him mine, for a little
time. But so great a soul does need a wide portal; so knock down my gates and breach my walls
and burst themwide, and pour through freely, by my leave. And farewell."Yes" Istawhispered.



IIY$II
He did not look back. Given what he must be looking on toward, Istawas not in the least surprised.
Itisdone, Sre. | hope You find it was done well.

She heard no voice, saw no radiant figure. But it seemed to her she felt a caress upon her brow, and the
ache there, which had throbbed for hours as though her head were bound in atight iron band, stopped.
The end of the pain waslike amorning birdsong.

Therewas ared morning birdsong, she redized muzzily, herein matter'slovely redlm, acheery, brainless
warble from the bushes below the castle walls. The gray cloud-feathers among the fading sarswere just
beginning to blush afaint, fiery pink, color cregping from east to west. A little threed of lemon light lined
the eastern horizon.

[llvin groaned. Istaturned to find him sitting up in dy Cabon's grip, pulling blood-soaked bandages from
his unmarked body. Hislips parted with dismay as he took in the extent of the mess, sarting to glow
scarlet as color seeped back into the world. "Five gods." He swallowed against asurge of bile. "That was
bad, at the end. Wasn't it." It was no question.

"Yes" said Ista. "But hel's gone, now. Safe and gone.” In the grove below, the fear-crazed Jokonans,
she somehow knew, were hacking Arhyss body to bits, pulling it apart, terrified that it might yet
reassemble and rise once more againg them. She did not see any merit in mentioning thisto Hivin just
now.

Cattilaralay on her sde, curled up. She cried in quiet, stuttering sobs, dmost unable to breathe, clutching
the sponge that had stanched her ssomach so hard that the blood bubbled through her fingers. The sawing
woman patted her clumsily and uselesdy on the shoulder.

The world darkened around Ista, asif dawn, appalled by the scene, retreated again over the horizon.
Stralling into in her mind like some casud wayfarer, aVoice spoke: familiar, ironic, and immense.

My Word. Spaciousin here all of a sudden, isit not?

"What areYou doing here now? | thought this was become your Step-father's battlefield.”

You invited Me. Come, come, you can't deny it: | heard you whispering over in that corner.

She was not sure she had any emotions left for this. Not rage, in any case. Her disembodied quietude
might be either serenity or shock. But the Bastard was surely agod to be approached with caution. "Why
do you not gppear in front of me?"

Because | am behind you, now. The Voice grew warm and amused. The press of an enormous belly
seemed to heat her back, aong with an obscene implication of loins against her buttocks, and a pressure
of wide hands upon her shoulders.

"Y ou have avile sense of humor,”" she said weskly.

Yes, and you catch every one of My jokes, too. | love a woman with a keen ear.He seemed to
breathe into hers.You should have a keen tongue to go with them, | vow.



Her mouth filled with fire.
"Why aml here?'
To complete Arhyssvictory. If you can.

The Voice was gone. The darkness faded into astresked pae dawnlight. She found herself falen on her
knees on the tower platform, leaning into lllvin'saarmed grip.

"Ista? Istal" he was saying into her ear. "Royina, dear, don't frighten a poor naked cavdier. Speak to
me, yes?"

She blinked open blurry eyes. He was only anearly naked cavdier, she discovered to her
disappointment. The bloodstained rags of hislinen trousers were il rucked up around hisloins. He was
amost magnificent mess otherwise, true, dark matted hair fdling in awild tangle over hisface and

shoulders, sweaty and soot-smeared and smelly and striped with red. But all his scars were old ones,
hedled and pale. He huffed with relief when he saw her looking back at him and bent his neck to kiss her.

She fended off hislipswith her pdm. "Wait, not yet."

"Whatwas that?" he asked.

"Did you hear anything? Or see anyone?'

"No, but I'll swear you did."

"What, would you not swear instead that | am mad?”

"No."

"And yet you see no god lights, hear no voices. How do you know?"

"l saw my brother's face when you blessed him. And yours when he blessed you. If that is madness, |
would run down the road after it dressed as| am, and barefoot.”

"l will walk dowly."
He helped her to her feet.
Lisssaid anxioudy, "Royina, what of Foix?'

Istasighed. "Foix went down beneath many soldiers and sorcerers. | did not see his soul arise, nor his
demon flee. | fear heistaken, perhaps wounded as well."

"That's. . . not good,” said dy Cabon, sill knedling by Illvin's pallet. Histeeth grated in alittle, nervous
gesture. "Do you think ... do you think Joen can bind him into her array?"

"I think yes, given time. What | do not know ishow long he can resst her." Five gods, | do not wish to
lose another boy.



"Not good at dl,” lllvin agreed.

He had barely exhded, steadying himsdlf upright, when a shout rang out, Goram's voice: "Lady Caiti!
No!"

Istatwisted around. Cattilarawas on her feet, her bloody robe falling wide about her. Her eyes were
huge, her mouth open. The demon light within her had expanded to the margins of her body, and pulsed
violently.

"The demonisascendant!” Istacried. "It istaking her. Seize her, do not let her run!”

Goram, closedt, attempted to take her arm. A violet light appeared in her palm, and she shoved it
toward him. Hefdll, retching. Ista staggered toward her, stepping between her and the opening of the
dairs. Cattilara started forward, then shied away, her handsraised asif to shield her eyes. She looked
around frantically. Her knees bunched, and she lunged for thewall.

Liss sprang forward and grabbed her ankle. Shetwisted, snarling, and yanked at Lissshair. Illvin
danced forward, hesitated for an instant of calculation, and clipped her precisely acrossthe side of the
head. Sheflipped backward, half-stunned.

Istatottered over and fell to her knees beside her. She seemed to see the demon like atumor spreading
tendrils throughout Cattilara's body. Winding like aparasitical vine around the tree of her spirit, sapping
grength, and life, and light. Stedling the high complexities of persondity, language, knowledge, and
memory that it could not, in the fundamental disorder of its nature, ever make for itself.

Oh. Now | see how to do this.

She reached out with her spirit hands and lifted the demon, trailing recoiling tendrils, from Cattilara's
soul. It came unwillingly, flopping in panic like some sea cresture drawn out of the water. Istaheld out a
material hand, fingers spread for a screen, and pushed back the trailing shreds of Cattilarals soul, like
carding wool, until only the demon was|€eft in her hand. She held it up dubioudy before her face.

Yes, said the Voice. That'sright. Go ahead .

She shrugged, popped the demon in her mouth, and swallowed it.

"Now what? Are Y ou going to extend this metaphor to itslogica concluson? It would bejust like Y ou,
| think."

| shall spare you that, sweet |sta,said the Voice, highly amused.But | do like your vile sense of
humor. | think we shall get along well, don't you?

Therewas no cranny in her armored spirit for the demon to wedge itself within, to clutch, to hold; and it
wasn't only that she wasfilled by the god. Shefelt the demon, knotted up in terror, pass out the other
sdeof her soul. Into the realm of the spirit. Into the hands of the god its Master. Gone.

"What will happen to the pieces of the other soulswho aretangled up init?* she asked in worry. But the
Voice had vanished again or, at least, didn't choose to answer.

Cattilarawas crouched on the tower platform, panting and hiccupping in little short sobs.



[llvin cleared histhroat apologeticaly, and shook out his hand. " The demon tried to fling you to your
death, and itsfreedom,” hetold her.

She stared up a him with aravaged face. In aragged voice she said, "1 know. | wish it had succeeded.”

I stamotioned the sewing woman, Goram, and Lissto her. "Get her to abed, areal bed, and call her
women to her. Find her what comforts this castle can yet yield. Don't let her beleft done. I'll cometo her
when | can." She saw them down the spird stairs, Cattilara, weary beyond weeping, leaning on the
sewing woman and shrugging away from Liss,

Istaturned back to find Illvin and dy Cabon dumping worriedly on the eastern parapet, staring down at
the Jokonan camp in the growing light. It roiled with activity, half hidden benesth the trees. Wigps of
smoke till rose from the tents that had been burned. A stray saddled horse trotted away from aman
trying to catch it; his Roknari curses carried faintly through the moist dawn air. 1sta craned her neck in
hope, but it did not appear to be lllvin'sred stallion.

"So what has happened, Royina?" asked dy Cabon, gazing down in perplexity. "Have we won or log?"
"It wasavery great hunt. Arhys dew seven sorcerers before they brought him down. He sumbled &t the
eighth. | think it was a sorceress. | wonder if she was young and beautiful, and he could not force his
hand swiftly enough to the task?"

"Ah," sad lllvin sadly. "That would be Arhyssdownfal, wouldn't it."

"Perhaps. The Jokonans had realized how few were his numbers and were combining against him by
then, anyway. But the freed demons are fled away in dl directions; Joen did not recover any."

"Alasthat we do not have two more Arhysesto complete thetask,” said IlIvin. "Perhaps ordinary men
must try now." He hitched his shoulders and frowned.

Istashook her head. " Joen has hurt us, and now we have hurt her back. But we have not defeated her.
She dtill holds eleven sorcerers on her strings and an army barely scratched. Sheisin arage; her assault
will redouble, without mercy.”

Dy Cabon dumped on the parapet, thick shoulders bowed. "Then Arhysrodein vain. Wearelos.”

"No. Arhys has won us everything. We have only to reach out our handsto collect it. Y ou didn't ask me
what | did with Cattilarals demon, Learned.”

His brows went up, and he turned toward her. "Did you not bind it in her, asbefore?"

"No." Igadslips drew back on asmile that made him recoail. "l ateit."

"What?'

"Don't look at me; it's your god's metaphor. | have findly penetrated the mystery of the Bastard's second
kiss. I know how the saint of Raumaaccomplished her task of booting demons out of the world and
back to their holy commander. Because it seemsthetrick of it has now falen to me. Arhyss parting gift,

or rather, something he made possible.” She shivered with a sorrow to which she dared not yet give way.
“llivin."



Her voice was sharp, urgent; it jerked him from the grieving lassitude that seemed to be overtaking him,
asheleaned dl hisweight on the wal and stared into nothing. He had logt, she reminded hersdlf, a
worrisome amount of his own blood in the past hour, for such an aready-depleted man. Muddled with
Cattilaras, it was spread out in clotting pools across hdf the tower platform. Hiswounds had al closed
asif they had never been, except for the row of scabbed needle holes bound with thread across his
shoulder. He looked back at her and blinked owlishly.

"What isthe swiftest, most efficient possible way by which | might come face-to-face with Joen?"

With unthinking brilliance, he replied smply, " Surrender.” Then stared at her aghast, and clapped his
hand to his mouth asif atoad had just falen from hislips.

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

ISTA HAD JUST FINISHED WASHING, OR AT LEAST, CLEANING, HER body with ahaf cup
of water and some rags when Lissreturned to their chambers. She clutched a pile of white garmentsin
her arms, pushing open the inner door with atwist of her hips. "These are the best Cattilarals women
could find in ahurry," she announced.

"Good. Put them on the bed.” Ista closed the dirty black robe back about herself and came over to
examine them. It had not been, by any definition, abath, but at least the touch of her less-sticky skin
againg clean clothing might not fed like some violation. "How fares the marchess?'

"Sheisadeegp now. Or unconscious. | redly couldn't be quite sure, looking at her. Shewasvery pae
andgray.”

"Just aswell, either way. The blood she spent on the tower buys her afavor, perhaps, in thisdrained
dumber.” Ita sorted through the piles. A linen shift the color of new cream, bordered with elaborate
cutwork, looked as though it had a hem short enough that she would not trip over it. A delicate white
over robe, embroidered in shining white threed that lent it weight and swing, was a Bastard's Day festival
garment. The unknown needlewoman had somehow endowed the friezes of tiny dancing rats and crows
with considerable charm. "Perfect,” Isamurmured, holding it up. The spark, she noticed, was gone from
her |eft hand, though the frost mark on her skin remained.

"My lady, urn.. . . isn't it alittleprovocative to place yoursdlf in Quadrene hands wesaring the Bastard's
own color?

Istasmiled grimly. "Let them imagine so. Itsreal messageisone | do not expect them to read. Haste,
now. Tiethe ribbons of the shift in back straightly, please.”

Lissdid so, cinching in the graceful waist. Ista pulled on the over-robe, shook out the wide deeves, and
fastened it closed beneath her breasts with the amethyst-and-silver mourning brooch. The meaning of the
heirloom had shifted, it seemed to her, haf adozen times sinceit had comeinto her possession. All itsold
woes had drained out utterly, last night. Today she wore it new-filled with stern sorrow for Arhys, and
for those who had ridden with him. All about her must be renewed, in this hour.

"The hair next," sheingtructed, sitting on the bench. " Something quick and nest. | do not mean to go out
to them looking like amadwoman dragged through a hedge, or ahaystack hit by lightning." She amiledin
memory. "Put itinone braid.”



Lissswalowed hard and began brushing. And said, for the fourth or fifth time since dawn on the tower,
"I wish you would take me with you."

"No," sad Istawith regret. "Ordinarily, you would be much safer asthe servant of avauable hostage
than left in acrumbling fortress about to fall. But if | should fail inwhat | attempt, Joen would make
demon fodder of you, steal your mind and memories and courage for her own. Or take you in trade for
her sorcerer-daves that Arhyskilled last night, and set you on me not as my servant but as her guard. Or
worse."

And if Istasucceeded . . . she had no ideawhat might happen after that. Saints were no moreimmuneto
sted than sorcerers, as her predecessor the late saint of Rauma—was no longer able to testify.

"What could be worse?' The long strokes of the brush faltered. "Do you think she has endaved Foix and
hisbear? Y et?'

"I'll know in an hour." Whatworse might be, should Lissfall into Joen's hands, suddenly occurred to Ista.
Now that would be the perfect, unholy union of two hearts: to feed Lissto Foix's bear, and let Foix's
own caring drive him mad with horror and woe astheir souls mixed . . . Then she wondered whose mind
was blacker, Joen's, to do such athing, or her own, to impute such a course to Joen.It seems| amnot a
nice person, either.

Good.
"There are some white ribbons here. Should | braid them in?"

"Yes, please” The pleasant, familiar yank of the plaiting went on swiftly, behind Ista's back. "If you see
any chanceof it at dl, | want you to escape. That isyour highest duty to me now, my courier. To carry
away theword of dl that has happened here, though they cal you mad for it. Lord dy Cazaril will believe
you. At al codts, get you to him."

Silence, behind her.
"Say,| promise, Royina ," sheindructed firmly.
A little mulish hesitation, then awhisper: "'l promise, Royina."

"Good." Liss pulled the last bowknot tight; Istarose. Lady Cattilara's white Sk dippersdid not fit Ista,
but Lissknelt and tied on apair of pretty white sandasthat did well enough, binding the ribbons around
Istals ankles.

Lissled the way to the outer chamber, opening the door to the gdlery for Istato step through.

Lord Illvin wasleaning against the wall outside, arms folded. It seemed he had dso found half acup of
water to bathein, for though he dtill reeked more than dightly, his hands and fresh-shaved face were
clean of blood and dirt. He was dressed in the colors of court mourning, in the light fabrics of this
northern summer: black boots, black linen trousers, adeaveless black tunic set off with thin lines of
lavender piping, alilac brocade sash with black tassels wrapped about hiswaist. In the hot noon, he had
dispensed with the weight of the lavender vest-cloak, though an anxious Goram hovered with the garment
folded over hisarm. Goram had arranged his master's hair in the pulled-back, elegant braiding in which
Istahad first seenit; the frosted black queue down the back wastied with alavender cord. Illvin
straightened as he saw her and gave her a sketch of a courtier's bow, truncated, she suspected, by



bloodless dizziness.
"What isthis?' she asked suspicioudly.
"What, | had not thought you dow of wit, dear Royina. What doesit look like?"!

"Y ou are not going with me."

He smiled down at her. "It would reflect exceedingly oddly upon the honor of Poriforsto send the
dowager royinaof al Chaion-lbrainto captivity without even one attendant.”

"That'swhat| said," grumbled Liss.
"The command of the fortress hasfalen to you,” Ista protested. " Surely you cannot leaveit now.”

"Poriforsisashambles. Thereislittlein hereleft to defend, and not enough men left standing to defend it
with, though | would prefer to concedl that fact from Sordso for awhile yet. The parley for your transfer
thismorning has bought us hours of precious delay, which we could not have purchased with blood. So if
thisisto be Poriforsslast sortie, | clamit by right. By the unfortunate logic of the Situation, in mylast bad
idea, | could not ride dong to correct my strategy in mid-legp. But such logic does not prevail here.”

"Y our riding would not have changed the outcome.”

"l know."

Disconcerted, she sudied him. "Do you, in some fey mood, seek to outdo your brother?”

"l never could before; | see no need to try now. No." Hetook her hand and made little soothing circles
on her pam with histhumb. "In my youth, | was apprenticed to my god's order, but | missed the whisper
of my cdling. | will not missthat calling twice. Well, | scarcely see how | can, when it smacks me on the

side of the head and bellows, Attend! in avoiceto bring down the rafters. | spent the years of my

manhood aimlesdy, though well enough in my brother's service, for the lack of abetter direction. | havea
better direction now."

"For an hour, perhaps.”
"An hour will suffice. If it istheright hour."

Arhyssforlorn page padded into the stone court, and cried from the foot of the Sairs, "Royina? They
are comefor you now &t the postern gate."

"I come," she cdled down gently to him. She hesitated, frowning at [llvin. "Will the Jokonans even let
you go aong with me?"

"They will be glad enough to have another prisoner of rank, at no further cost to themselves. It isaso the
perfect disguise by which | might scout their camp and number their forces.”

"How much scouting do you think you can do asaprisoner?' She squinted at him. "What are you
digguisedas?"

Hislipstwitched. "A coward, dear Ista. Asthey believe we betray you in terror to save our property, o



they will think | have attached mysdlf to you to save my skin."
"l don't think they are going to think any such thing."
"'So much the better for my poor reputation, then.”

She blinked, beginning to fed light-headed. "If | fail, they will make demon food of you. A very banquet
for some Jokonan officer-sorcerer. Maybe Sordso himsdlf."

"Ah, but if you succeed, Royinal Have you given thought to what you will do after?"
She looked away uncomfortably from that dark, intent gaze. "After isnot my task.”

"Jugt as| thought," he said in atone of triumph. "And you accuseme of being fey! | rest my argument.
Shdl wego?'

She found her hand disposed upon hisarm while she was till trying to decide if she was convinced or
just confused. He handed her down the stairs as though they advanced together in some procession, a
wedding or a coronation or afeast day, or onto adance floor in aroya's paace.

Theillusion ended soon enough as they picked their way across the charnel wreckage of the star
court—two more horseslay dead and swelling there this morning—through the shadow of the archway,
and into the disorder of the entry court. A dozen men clustered on thewallsin view of whatever Jokonan
embassy waited without, very nearly the whole of the garrison whocould stand.

Two short, round towers bulged outward on either end of the front wall of the forecourt, allowing a
covering crossfire upon the outer gate. A few more soldiers, and abroad, familiar figurein unfamiliar
clothes, waited by the leftward tower that harbored the postern door. Istaand Illvin, trailed by Goram
and Liss, cameto ahalt there.

"Learned.” Istafavored dy Cabon with anod. He had shed his order's digtinctive robes, not that hisfilthy
whites hadn't been ripe enough to burn by now, and was dressed in a hodgepodge of borrowed gear that
modtly failed to fit him. In any color but white, Ista noted.

"Royina" He swalowed. "Beforeyou go ... | meant to beg your blessing.”
"We are well met, then; before | went, | meant to beg yours."

She stood on tiptoe, leaned over his sadly reduced belly, and kissed hisforehead. If the god light passed
any messageto him, it was too subtle even for her inner eyeto read. He swallowed and placed his hand
upon her brow. Whatever ceremonious benediction hed mustered escaped him as he burst into tears: he
managed only achoked "Bastard help us”

"Sh, sh," Ista soothed his agitation. "It iswell." Or aswel as might be, under the circumstances. She
studied him narrowly. His deepless hours with the spell-sickened, with their impossible demands made
upon skills he didn't even possess, had shaken him badly. The bloody rite on the north tower had been
even more harrowing. His god, she thought, had sapped and mined his soul very nearly to the point of
breskthrough, stressng him close to cracking open, little though he realized it. The gods had ether been
unusudly lucky in driving two such mules down the road to Their task at Porifors, or else had been trying
exceptiondly hard . . .| wonder if dy Gabon is Their second sortie?



Five gods—wasit possibleto pray that her burden might pass to him instead? The notion shook her,
and she blinked to clear her vision. She had a hideous conviction that the answer wasyes. Yes. Yes! Let
the responsibility for disaster pass to another, not to her, not to heragain . . .

Except that dy Cabon's chances of surviving success, let done failure, seemed to her even lessthan her
own. She fought back an impulseto fling hersalf upon him and beg him to take her place. No.

| have paid for this place. | am emptied out with the cost of it. | will not give it up for any man.

"Buck up, dy Cabon, or esetake yoursdf off," Illvin muttered, scowling. "Y our weeping is unnerving
her."

Dy Cabon swalowed again, marshaing his saf-control. "Sorry. Sorry. | am so sorry that my mistakes
brought you here, Royina. | should never have stolen your pilgrimage. It was presumption.”

"Yes, well, if not you, the gods would have just had to send someone el se to make the mistakes." \Who
might have failed upon the road. "If you would serveme, liveto testify. Y our order will need to know
al thetruth of this, oneway or another.”

He nodded eagerly, then paused, asif finding her offer of release harder to digest than held expected.
He bowed and stood back, brow wrinkled.

[1lvin removed his sword and passed it to Goram. "Hold thisfor metill I return. No point in handing my
father's blade to Sordso for a present, unlessit be point first." Goram ducked anod and tried to ook
stern, but hisfeatures just came out looking contorted.

Istaembraced Liss, who, with aglower at dy Cabon, managed not to cry at her. Then Illvin was handing
her through the dark, close space under the tower. The door opened to the light, and a soldier grunted
and heaved at something that fell with amuffled thump, then turned aside to let the two of them pass.

The object turned out to be anarrow board, which he had thrown across the sharp cleft before the
castlewall. lllvin hesitated, and Istawondered if he thought of al the random breskage Porifors had
suffered in the day past, and if this makeshift bridge waslikewise vilely ensorcelled. But he cast her a
quick, encouraging smile over his shoulder and stepped briskly acrossit. It bent disturbingly, in the center
of its pan, but held.

| sta glanced across at the Jokonan embassy drawn up before the gate to accept her surrender. Some
dozen horsemen were assembled— mostly soldiers, together with three officers. Istarecognized Prince
Sordso ingtantly. The trandator-officer rode nervoudy by hisside. The other officer, aheavy, leathery,
bronze-skinned man with gray-bronze hair, was aso a sorcerer-dave; |sta saw by the ascendant demon
light thet filled his skin. Aswith Sordso, atwisting ribbon of light floated from his belly back toward the
distant green tents.

Also tethered thus was the one horsewoman, or rather, awoman who rode pillion Roknari-style behind
aservant, Stting sideways on a padded chair atop the horse's haunches with her feet demurely disposed
on alittle shelf. The sorceresswore courtly, trailing garments, and a broad-brimmed hat tied below her
chin with dark green ribbons. She was a much younger woman than Joen, though neither maidenly nor
beautiful. She stared intently at Ista.

| sta stepped out after 1lvin, keeping her eyes upon his face and not the dark drop below, which was
deliberatdly lined at the bottom with sharp rocks and glinting broken glass. Cattilara's sandas dipped on



her swesting feet. Illvin reached to clasp her hand, ahard grip, and pulled her to stand upon the dusty
ground beyond. Ingtantly, the board was jerked back, scraping through the postern door, which was then

clapped shut.

The woman rode closer. Even as Istalooked up to return her glower, the demon light within her faded,
until 1staonly saw skin and clothing. The mere expression of aface, not the colors of asoul. Istas breath
caught, and she looked again at Sordso. Now he appeared no more than a golden-haired young man
upon aprancing black horse. Not one of the sorcerers flung up their hands, wincing at the glare of Istas
god light, nor did the demons cringe within them—shecould not see the demonswithin them.

My inner sight is stolen. | am blinded.

Something else was missing. The pressure of the god upon her back, which had borne her forward
floating asif in adream since that bloodstained dawn upon the north tower, was gone aswell. Behind

her, only an empty silence loomed. Infinitdly empty, since so infinitely filled just moments before. Shetried
franticaly to think when she had last felt the god's hands upon her shoulders. She was certain He had
been with her in the forecourt, when she had spoken with dy Cabon. Shethought He had been with her
when she'd stepped onto the board across the cleft.

He was not with me when | stepped off.

Her useless outer eyes blurred with terror and loss. She could barely breathe, as though her chest was
bound tight with heavy cords.What have | done wrong?

"Who isthis?" asked Prince Sordso, pointing &t 1ivin.

The bronze-skinned sorcerer pushed his horse up next to the prince's and stared down in surprise at
[1lvin, who looked back coolly. "I believeit is Ser lllvin dy Arbanos himsdlf, Y our Highness—L ord
Arhyss bastard brother, the bane of our borders'. Sordso's blond eyebrows went up. "The new
commander of Porifors! What does he here? Ask him where isthe other woman.” He gestured at his
trandator.

The officer rode nearer to lllvin. "You, dy Arbanos! The agreement was for the dowager royinaand the
daughter of the march of Oby," hesaidin Ibran. "Whereis Lady Cattilarady Lutez?'

[llvin favored him with adight, ironic bow. Hiseyeswereicy black. "Goneto join her husband. When,
watching last night from the tower,

shefdt him die, sheflung hersdlf from the parapet and gave her grief to the stones below. She lies now
waiting to be buried, when you withdraw as you agreed and we can again reach our graveyards. | come
in her place, and to serve Royinalstaas warder and attendant. Since, having seen your armies and their
dubious discipline once before, the royinadid not desire to bring her handmaidens among you."

The trandator's brows drew down, and not only at the oblique trailing insult. He repeated the newsto
Sordso and the others. The sorceress nudged her rider to bring her closer. "Isthistrue?’ she demanded.

"Look yoursaves for what you redly seek, then,” said lllvin, with abow in her direction. "'l should think
Prince Sordso could recognize the remnants of hisown sister Umerue from this distance, if shewere dlill.
.. wdl,alive isnot quite the right term, now, isit? If shewere dtill residing within Lady Cettilarabehind
thosewadls" Thetrandator jerked in his saddle, though whether in surprise a Illvin's message or & the
tonguein which it was spoken, |stawas not sure. Sordso, the bronze-skinned officer, and the sorceress



al turned their heads toward Porifors, their expressions growing intent and inward.

"Nothing," breathed Sordso after amoment. "It isgone." The sorceress eyed IlIvin. "That one knowstoo
much." "My poor sister-in-law is dead, and the creatureyou lost isfled beyond your reach,” said lllvin.
"Shall we get thisover with?" At anod from the prince, two soldiers dismounted. They first took the
precaution of checking Illvin for concedled bladesin his sash and boots; he suffered their handswith a
look of bored displeasure. Tension flowed into hislong body when one of the soldiers approached Ista,
relaxing only dightly when the man kndlt by her white skirts.

"Y ou areto take off your shoes," the trandator caled to her. "Y ou will walk barefoot and bareheaded
into the presence of the August Mother, as befitting alesser woman and a Quintarian heretic.”

[lvin's chin went up and his jaw set. Whatever objections he had been about to voice, though, he closed
his teeth upon. It was an interesting subtlety, Istathought, that they did not aso demand IlIvin's boots.
The disparity only drove home hisimpotence to protect her.

The man's hot hands pawed at the ribbons Liss had so lately tied around I sta's ankles. She stood rigidly,
but did not resst. He pulled the light sandals away from her feet and threw them aside. He stood, backed
away, and remounted his horse.

Sordso rode up to her, his eyes searching her from head to foot. He smiled grimly at what he saw—or
possibly at what he didn't see. In any case, he did not fear to turn hisback on her, for he gestured her
sharply to take position directly behind his horse in the procession forming up. Illvin tried to offer her his
arm, but the bronze-skinned officer pulled his sword and pointed with it for him to walk behind her.
Sordso's hand rose and fell in signd, and they started off across the dry, uneven ground.

Istawas barely conscious of the brass-bright noon through which she stumbled. She groped inside her
mind, within an echoing darkness. Cdlled silent cursesto the Bastard. Then, silent prayers. Nothing came
back.

Were the Jokonan sorcerers doing this? Defeating agod in the realm of matter? Surelythese opponents
could not overwhelmthisgod . . . ?

Not the god'sfailure, then, but hers; her spirit gates had somehow been shut again, broken and tumbled
in, choked with stones of fear, anger, or humiliation, denying the new-dilated passage.. . .

She had made amistake, some monstrous mistake, somewhere in the past few fleeting minutes. Maybe
she had been supposed to give thistask, to give the god, to dy Cabon after all. Maybe keeping it for
hersdf had been the great presumption, ahuge and fatal presumption. Overweening arrogance, to
imagine such atask was given toher. Who would be stupid enough to give such atask toher?

The gods. Twice. It was apuzzle, how beings so vast could be so vastly mistaken.l knew better than to
trust them. Yet herel am—again. . .

Sharp stones it her feet aong the road. The procession turned aside toward the grove, angling through
alow space of dark muck that sucked at the horses hooves and stank of stagnant water and horse piss.
They scrambled up adight rise. She could hear Illvin'slong footfals behind her, and his quickening
bresth, his uneven puffing revealing more of his debilitation than hisface ever would. The grove loomed
before her, its shade ablessed relief from the hammering sun overhead.

Ah. Not so blessed after dl, nor any relief. They marched up past an aide of the dead. Laid quite



deliberately dong the left Sde of their route, as if made witnessesto this procession, were the bodies of
the men of Poriforskilled last night in Arhyss sortie. All were stripped naked, their wounds exposed to
feed theiridescent green fliesthat buzzed about them.

She glanced up the row of pae forms, counted. Eight. Eight, of the fourteen who had ridden out against
fifteen hundreds. Six must il live somewhere in the Jokonan camp, then, wounded and taken. Foix's
muscular body was not among the still forms. Pgar'swas.

She looked again, and recalculated:five still live .

There was aninth here, but not abody. Moreof a... pile. A spear was driven into the ground behind the
shambles, with Arhyss disfigured head displayed atop the shaft, peering out Sightlesdy over the Jokonan
camp. The once-ravishing eyes had been cut out by whatever fear-maddened soldier had sought revenge
upon the emptied form.

Too late. He was gone before you got there, Jokonan.Her bare feet fatered over some root, and she

gaspedin pain.
Illvin, striding forward, caught her arm before she tripped and fell headlong.
"They bait us. Look away," he ingtructed through clenched teeth. "Do not faint. Or vomit."

He looked ready to do both, she thought. His countenance was as gray as any of the corpses, though
his eyes burned like nothing she had ever seenin aman'sface.

"It'snot that," she whispered back. "I have lost the god.”

His browsflickered in congternation and confusion. The bronze-skinned officer, his sword out, gestured
them aong toward the far edge of the grove, though he did not force llIvin from her sde. Maybe she,
too, looked as though she were about to faint.

Shethought llIvin'sjudgment of baiting to be precise. If either of them had till concedled any uncanny
power—or any strength at al— that display might well have drawn it out of them, in somefurious, futile
lashing at their complacent enemies. If she had been elther a sorceress or a swordsman, she sworethe
prince would not have survived the smirk he had cast over his shoulder as shed ssumbled past Arhyss
remains. From afailed saint, the Jokonans were quite safe, it seemed.

"They meant to march Catti past that,” Illvin muttered under hisbreeth. "Add it to their taly, and five
godsgrant | may bethe oneto come collect ..." Hiseyesdidn't stop glancing from tent to tent, tracing the
path of last night's destruction, summing the condition of the men and horses that they passed. Thin silver
tracks did down hisface, but his hand scorned to wipe at them, under the gaze of the few dozen jeering
soldiers crowded up to watch therr little parade. Istadid not know enough vile Roknari to trandate the
insults, though Illvin no doubt did. His dogged mutter continued, "They're not preparing to strike camp.
They're preparing an assault. Are we surprised? Ha. One thing shows—they don't know how weak
we've grown. Or they'd be preparing for aromp ..."

Was hetrying to distract his senses from the Jokonan desecration of his brother's corpse? She prayed
the ploy might serve him. Shetried to extend her own blinded sensesfor any bresth of the god,
anywhere. Nothing. Joen and Sordso had placed Arhyss head along her path to be asymbol of her
falure, ahammer blow of despair.| wonder if Arvol dy Lutez felt as bereft as this, when his dangling
hair touched the water for the second time?



And yet the symbol turned beneath her enemies feet, for the reminder of defeat was dso areminder of
triumph. A presencein an absence. Strange.

The god may be absent, but | am still present. Maybe thisis a task for dense matter, to do what
matter does best: persist. So.Shetook abreath and kept on walking.

They arrived before the largest of the green tents. One side was rolled up, revealing what appeared to
be nothing so much as a portabl e throne room. Rugs were strewn thickly acrossthe ground. A daisran
along the back, supporting apair of carved chairs decorated in gold leaf, and a scattering of cushionsfor
lesser haunches. The pious dark green of staid and stern materna widowhood was everywhere,
overpowering even the sea-green of Jokonan arms, and never had |staloathed the color more.

Dowager Princess Joen, dressed in adifferent but equally elaborate layering of stiff gowns from when
they had—five gods, wasit only thistime yesterday that they had met upon the road?—sat in the smaller,
lower of the two chairs. Her woman attendants knelt upon the cushions, and adrab, moonfaced young
woman who might be another daughter crouched at her feet. Ista could not tell how many of them were
sorceresses. A dozen officers tood at painful attention aong each sde. Isawondered if dl eleven of
Joen's surviving leashed demons were present for this. . . demongtration.

Twelve.Foix stood rigidly among the Jokonan officers. His face was bruised and cut, but cleaned, and
he was dressed anew in Jokonan garb and a green tabard with white pelicans flying. His expression was
dazed, hisweird smile forced and unnatural. Istadidn't even need her lost Sight to be certain that a
glittering new snake floated from the woman on the dais to him, and that its fangs were sunk deeply into
hisbelly. lllvin's eyes, too, passed across Foix; and hisjaw s, if possible, even moretightly.

The possihilitiesfor more crud baiting were endless. Fortunatdly,

perhaps, time was not. The bronze-haired officer gestured Istaforward to the middle of the carpets, to
the center of this brief set piece of power, facing Joen. 1llvin was stopped at sword's point afew paces
back, behind Ista's right shoulder, and she was more sorry that she could not see him than that he could
see her. Shewondered what final stamp of humiliation had been prepared for her.

Oh. Of course. Not humiliation. Control. The humiliation out there had been to gratify Sordso's
sortie-stung troops. The woman in here was more practica.

Ista blinked, seeing Joen for the first time without inner sight, without the vast dark menace of the demon
glowering from her belly like some pitch-black pit into which one might fall forever. Without her demon,
shewasjus ... alittle, sour, aging woman. Unable to command respect or compel loyalty; easy to
escape. Smal. Five gods, but shewas smdll, dl her possibilities shrunken in upon herself: her only
recourse, force. Stubborn will without scope of mind.

Istals mother had oncefilled her household with her authority fromwall to wall. The Provincaras
husband had ruled Baocia, but within his own castle even he had lived on her sufferance. Istas eldest
brother, upon inheriting hisfather's seat, had found it easier to move his capital to escape the permanent
childhood that awaited him in his mother's house than to attempt to claim rule there. Y et even at her
direst, the old Provincara had known her limits, and had chosen no space larger than what she could fill.

Joen, it seemed to Ista, wastrying to fill Jokonawith her authority as awoman filled a household, and by
the same techniques; andno one could stretch hersdlf that far. In an unbounded world of infinite space,
one might move at will, but perforce must leave room for the wills of others. Not even the gods



controlled it al. Men endaved each other's bodies, but the silent will of the soul was sacred and inviolable
to the godsif anything was. Joen was seizing her daves from the insde out. What Joen did to her enemies
might be named war; what she did to her own people was sacrilege.

Prince Sordso took his high seet, flinging himsdlf into the chair with ahabit of body not yet eradicated by
his new demonic discipline. He grimaced around the chamber. His mother's gaze fell on him, and he sat
up sraight, attentive.

Ista's eye was drawn again to the moonfaced princess at Joen's feet. The girl seemed to be about
fourteen, but stunted for her age, with the stubby fingers and odd eyes of one of those late-life children
born sadly lack-witted, and who often did not live long. She was one princess who would not escape her
mother's household viamarriage to some distant country. Joen's hand fell upon her head, although not in

acaress, and it cameto Istac She's using the girl for a demon repository. Her own disdained
daughter's soul is made a stall for it.

The demon that she intends next to set in me.

Joen stood up, facing Ista. In heavily accented | bran, she said, "Welcome to my gates, Istady Chaion. |
am the Mother of Jokona." Her hand lifted from the girl's head, flicked out, fingers spreading.

Within Ista, the god unfolded.

Her second sight burst anew upon Istals mind like adazzling lightning stroke, brilliant beyond hope,
reveding an eerie landscape. She saw it dll, at one glance: the dozen demons, the swirling, crackling lines
of power, the agonized souls, Joen's dark, dense, writhing passenger. The thirteenth demon, spinning
wildly through the air toward her, tralling itsevil umbilicus.

|sta opened her jawsin afierce grin, and took it in agulp.

"We cometo mine, Joen of Jokona," said Ista. "'l am the Mouth of Hell."

CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

A WAVE OF LIGHT PASSED ALONG THE DEEP VIOLET CORD between Joen and Ista, and its
color and brilliance seemed to intengfy. Was Joen's first shocked impulse to strengthen her line? For a
dizzy ingant, | tawondered who was the fisherwoman and who the fish. Then shefdlt the Struggling,
panicked young demon passfirmly into the Bastard's hands, within her.

You have hooked a god, Joen. Now what shall you do?It was asthough agalley had thrown a
grappling hook onto a continent, thinking to tow it away.

"' She bears the demon-god!" Joen screamed. "Kill her now!"
Yes. That would do . . .

Y et even as Joen cried out, time seemed to stretch in Ista's perceptions like cold honey spinning off a
gpoon on awinter morning. Shedid not think it would stretch indefinitely.

Where should | begin? Ista asked the Presence within her.



Begin at the center, It replied. The rest will follow perforce .

She opened her material hands and let her spirit hands flow out aong the violet cable. Enter Joen's body
through that channd. Wrap the dark mass, and pull it out toward her. It came resisting, surging and
Spitting, streaming corrosive violet shadows like water spilling. It burned her spirit handslike vitriol, and
she gasped with the unexpected pain, which seemed to strike down into the center of her being and pulse
back out to every extremity, the way the shock of agreat wound reverberated in abody. The creature
was very dense, and ugly. And large. And old, centuries old, rotten with time.

It is hideous.

Yes, said the god.Go on anyway. Finish Arhyssride .

Ista's material hands were too duggish to keep up with her streaming will. With her spirit hands aone,
she combed back the strands of Joen's soul tangled with the demon. Y et asfast as she did so, Joen flung
out tendrils of cold whitefire to wrap the demon round again and pull it back. The demon shrieked.

Let go,Istaurged.Let it go, and turn to some better task. Even now, you have a choice.

No! Joen'smind returned. It is my gift, my great chance! No one shall wrest it from me, least of all
you! You were so feckless, you couldn't even keep your own son alive! Mine shall have his place; |
have promised it!

Istaflinched, but the Presence sustained her.1f she will not stay, she must come, It said.Continue.

Your wrongful attempts to impose order create yet vaster destruction,said Istato Joen.You
torment and demolish the very souls you most desire to make grow and love you. You possess

truer gifts, stunted though they have been. Let go, find them instead, and live.

Thewhipping white fire was avisible scream of denid. Init Ista.could discern not the faintest whisper of
assent.

So.

Ista brought the great violet-black demon to her lips, and pulled it inward. It seemed to siretch and
digtort in its passage, its screeching becoming pain in her mouth, firein her gullet. There are soulsinside
it, sheredized.Many pieces of old souls, all digested and smeared together. Souls of the dead, and
thelong dead. What is to be done about them?

The dead belong to Us; sorting themis beyond your calling. The souls of the yet living, torn apart
untimely while still trapped in the realm of matter, those are your care on Our behalf.

And this?lsta asked. Joen's live white soul-fire, tangled with the demon, was passing into her now. It
clawed and burned.

Comes out of your hands and into Mine.

Thisis not the quiet damnation of sundering.Indeed, the white fire seemed to howl, splitting Ista's
earsfromwithin.Neither isthis heaven's healing.

No,said the Voiceregretfully. Thisis will-not. So it shall pass with its demon to the place of be-not.



Istahad avison of astrange, dimensionless void, the picture leaked, perhaps, from Hismind to hers. a
roiling pool of demon energy, without form, without personas, without minds or wills or song or speech
or memories or any gift of higher order—the Bastard's hell. Reservoir of pure destruction. Spilling from
that pool into the world of matter, athin controlled flow. Returning to it, an erratic stream. Balancing the
life of the world exactly midway between the hot death that is chaos and the chill death that is stasis. She
redlized at last why the concatenation of Joen's demons had made her edgy, on alevel separate from
their direct thregt to Porifors. Was it possible that such avortex of disorder might cresteitsown rip
between the two realms, one that even the gods might be hard-pressed to mend again? So much divine
atentioninonesmdl place. ..

Some human attention now would gratify Me greatly,the Voice murmured. It did not, Ista noticed,
ether confirm or deny her guess.Bring me in the rest of my little brethren, sweet Ista, as swiftly as
you may. It will no doubt take practice before it comes easily.

So therefore my first trial is a dozen at once?The pain flaring in her somach felt asthough she had
been forced to swallow molten lead. Along with that sickening, twisted thing?

Well,said the Voice affably,thereisthis; if you survive this, no other demon astray in the realm of
matter should pose too onerous a challenge to you hereafter . . .

Ista considered awedth of objections starting withWhat do you mean, if? but abandoned theimpulse.
Starting an argument with this Presence was likely to do nothing but spin her in endless circlestill shewas
dizzy, and make Him laugh.

You will not abandon me again? she asked suspicioudy.
| did not abandon you before. . . . nor you Me, as | have marked. Persistent Ista.

She turned her second sight outward again. Trying to seethe god with it had been asfutile astrying to
see the back of her own head. Joen's mouth was open, her eyesrolling back, her body dumping.
Somewhere under 1sta's breastbone, the first burst of pain was diminishing, asthe god drew the ancient
demon and its clawing mistress back into His realm. Following after it, but now running to her and not to
Joen, adozen tangled, writhing cords of light jerked and yanked, as the demons fettered upon them tried
to flee the feared presence of their god. The human bodies in which they were lodged were only just
beginning to move under their riders frantic lashings.

Oneat atimeor al together? |stareached out with her spirit hands and plucked one cord at random,
and did her light-palms aong it to the demon within one of Joen's attendant women. This one waswell
cultivated, with parts of three or four different soulswhirling within it. The white soul-fire of theliving host
was more readily discernible, and she combed it back toward the woman, imperfectly. I staswallowed
the demon. The woman's back arched, and she began to collgpse. The demon passed through into the
god's hands more easily thistime, amost immediately.

These cords. | recognize them. | pulled Arhys safe to shore last night with something very like
one.

They were stolen from Us, long ago. The demon could not have created them, you know. The
V oice was edged with wrath, though only the faintest reflection of it glimmered through to Ista, ese she
would have been crushed flat.



I stareached for another cord, repeating the gesture of plucking and combing. It was aman, one of the
officers; his mouth opened on abeginning scream.|'m not getting it all sorted, sheworried.l'm not
getting it right.

You are brilliant, the Voice reassured her.
It isimperfect.

So are all things trapped in time. You are brilliant, nonetheless. How fortunate for Us that We
thirst for glorious souls rather than faultless ones, or We should be parched indeed, and most
lonely in Our perfect righteousness. Carry on imperfectly, shining Ista.

Another, then, and another. The demons flowed to her, through her, faster, but it was an undeniably
doppy process. The next demon was Sordso's, and it was the most complex construct I1sta had yet
encountered. Layer upon layer of souls and their talents were interpenetrated with the young man's
agonized, congtricted soul-fire. It was aweirdly loving fabrication. Istathought she perceived bits of
soldiers, scholars, judges, swordsmen, and ascetics. All the Golden Genera's public virtues, collected
and concentrated: the purified pattern of perfect manliness. It was horrifying. How could something made
of soulsbe so coldly soulless?

No poets, though. None at dl.

This dark piece of soul hereis different, she realized, as one fragment began to flow through her
fingers

Yes, said the god. The man still lives, in the realm of matter .

Where? Isit. .. ? Should | attemptto...?

Yes, if you think you can endureit. It will be uncomfortable.

Istarolled up the patch of darkness and bundled it asdein her mind. It pulsed there, hot and thick.
Somewhere off the edge of her materid vision, the bronze-skinned Jokonan officer was lifting his sword,
beginning to turn. A mation in black was|llvin, beginning to move with—no, after—him. Istaignored it dl
and kept on combing. Sordso's mouth was opening on awordless howl, but not, she thought, of aman
bereaved by his dispossession. It might be rage. It might be triumph. It might be madness.

Then the next cord, then.. . . thelast.

She glanced upward with both material and inner Sght at the ashen Foix in his green tabard, standing
among the sartled Jokonan officers. The violet shadow within him was no longer bear-shaped, but
distributed unevenly throughout his body. It seemed both to cringe from her, and starein fascination.

She consdered the fina cord in her spirit hand. Lifted it to her lips. Bit it through.

Good, said the Voice.

Oh. Should | have asked?

You are my Door-ward in the realm of matter. A lord's appointed porter does not run to himto
ask if each beggar, whether in rags or silks, should be admitted or turned away, else he might as



well stand at his gates himself The porter is expected to use his judgment.

My judgment?She let the end of the cord go. It snapped back into Foix, and hewasfree. Or ...
whatever Foix was now, wasfree.

Foix'sfaceflickered; hislips parted, firmed. Then, after abare second, siretched again in that horrible
grained amile of perfect assent. False faseness, treachery turning in air.He is much less simple than he
looks.

Istawas barely aware of the cries and turmoil erupting throughout the tent. The voices grew faint and far
off, diminishing, the figures dimmer and dimmer. Sheturned to follow the entrancing Voice.

* * *

SHE SEEMED TO COME TO THE DOOR OF HERSELF, AND LOOK through. An overwhelming
impression of color and beauty, pattern and complexity, music and song, al endlesdy eaborated,
bewildered her senses. She wondered how confusing the world looked to a newborn infant, who had
neither names for what she saw nor even the concept of names. The child began, Ista supposed, with her
mother’ s face and breast, and from there worked outward—and in alifetime could not cometo the end
ofitdl.

Thisisa world greater and stranger than the one of matter that gave my soul birth, and even the
world of matter was beyond my comprehension. How now shall | begin?

Wl Ista,said the Voice.Do you stay or go? You cannot hang forever in My doorway like a cat,
you know.

| have not words for this. | would see Your face.

Abruptly, shewas standing in an airy room, very like achamber in Porifors. She quickly glanced down,
and was relieved to discover she was granted not only abody, healed and light and free of pain, but
clothes as well—much as she had been wearing but cleansed of stains and mended of rips. She looked
up, and rocked back.

Thistime, Heworelllvin'sbody and face. It was ahedlthy, full-fleshed verson, if dill tal and lean. His
courtier's garb was silver embroidered on white, hisbadric ik, hissword hilt and Signet ring gleaming.
Hishair, pulled back in Roknari braids and along, thick queue, was pure white. Theinfinite depths of His
eyes destroyed theillusion of humanity, though, even astheir darkness recaled the man.

"l should have liked," she admitted faintly, "to seewhat Illvin looked like with white hair.”

"Then you will haveto go back and wait awhile," the Bastard replied. His voice was scarcely deeper or
richer than the origind's; it even adopted those northern cadences. ™Y ou would take your chances, of
course; by thetimedl hishair iswhite, will there be any left?"

His body and face shifted through a hundred possible Illvins at ahundred possible ages, Sraight or bent,
thin or fat, bald or not. The laughter on Hislips remained the same, though.

"l desire. . . this" It was unclear evento Itaif her hand gesture indicated the god or the man. "May |
comein?'



His amile softened. "The choiceisyours, my Ista. Asyou do not deny Me, | will not deny you. Yet |
would still await you, if you chosethe long way home.”

"1 might become lost upon theroad.” She looked away. A great cam filled her. No pain, no terror, no
regret. Their immense absences seemed to leave room for ... something. Something new, something
never dreamed of before. If thiswas what Arhys had experienced, it was no wonder he'd never looked
back. "So thisismy death. Why did | ever fear it?"

"Speaking as an expert, you never seemed to Meto fear it dl that much,” He said dryly.

She looked back. "There may be more to paradise than the cessation of pain, but, oh, it seems amost
paradise enough. Might anext time. . . hurt?"

He shrugged. "Once you return to the reelm of maiter, the protection | can offer you islimited, and its
bounds, das, do not exclude pain. This death isfor you to choose. The next may not be."

Her lips curved up despite themselves. "Are you saying | might find myself back at thissamegatein
another quarter of an hour?”

He sighed. "I do hope not. | should have to train another porter. | quite fancied aroyinafor atime." The
eyesglittered. "So does my great-souled Illvin. He's prayed to Mefor you, after dl. Consder my

reputation.”

Istaconsidered Hisreputation. "It's dreadful," she observed.

He merdy grinned, that familiar, stolen, heart-stopping flash of teeth.

"What training?" she added, fedling suddenly cantankerous. "Y ou never explained anything.”
"Ingtructing you, sweet Ista, would be like teaching afacon to walk up toits prey. It might with great
effort be done, but one would end with avery footsore and cranky bird, and atedious wait for dinner.
With awingspan like yours, it's ever so much easier just to shake you from my wrist and let you fly."

"Plummet,” Istagrowled.

"No. Not you. Granted, you tumble and complain hafway down the abyss, but eventually you do spread
your wings and soar.”

"Not aways." Her voice went lower. "Not thefirgt time."

Hetilted hishead in adiver of acknowledgment. "But | was not your falconer then. We do suit, you
know."

She glanced away, and around the strange, perfect, unreal room. Antechamber, she thought, boundary
between theinsde and the outside. But which door was which? "My task. Isit done?!

"Done and well-done, my, true, foster, laggard child.”
"l have come very late to everything. To forgiveness. To love. To my god. Evento my own life." But she

bowed her head in relief.Done was good. It meant one could stop. "Did the Jokonans day me, as Joen
ordered?’



"No. Not yet."

Smiling, He stepped up to her and tilted her chin up. He lowered His mouth to hers as boldly as|llvin
had, that afternoon—yesterday?—on the tower. Except that His mouth tasted not of horsemest but of
perfume, and there was no uncertainty in Hiseyes.

His eyes, theworld, her perceptions, began to flicker.

Infinite depths became dark eyes reddened with frenzied weeping. Perfume became parched, sdt flesh,
then fragrance, then flesh. Sweet silence became noise and cries, and then silence, and then din again.
Painlessfloating turned to a crushing pressure, headache, thirst, which melted in turnto bliss.

| think He takes His foot to his cat and pushes her to decision. She had no doubt she might yet
dodge around that boot in elther direction. But just what direction He desired was plain. The unsettling
Not yet did at least suggest He did not guide her back toward abody pierced with sword thrusts. The
Bastard maneuvers meinto this, blast Him. It felt very comfortable, cursing her god. He was agod
she might dways curse, and the more inventive the invective, the more He would grin. Well suited,
indeed, to true Ista.

The flickering dowed, stopped, on parched mouth, weight and pressure, din and pain. On dear,
distraught, blinking, merdly human eyes. Yes.

And furthermore, my god cheats. He set out this bowl of cream before ever He held the door, and
He knew it well. She smiled, and tried to inhale.

Ilvin pulled hisfranticaly questing tongue from her mouth, and gasped, " She lives, oh, five gods, she
breethes again!™

The crushing pressure, Ista discovered, was llIvin's arms, wrapped around her torso. She stared up into
tree branches, blue sky, and hisface, bent over hers. His face was flushed with heat and furrowed with
terror, and athin spattering of blood droplets marked it in an angled track from sdeto side. Sheraised a
weak hand and dabbed at the red beads, and was relieved to find they did not appear to be his.

She whispered through dry, bruised lips. "What has happened?’

"That iswhat | prayed you might tell me," said Foix's hoarse voice. She looked up to see him looming
over them. He till wore his Jokonan mail and tabard, and stood in a convincingly menacing guard stance
above his apparent prisoners. She and IlIvin were seated on the ground not far from the green command
tents. Foix's eyes were white-rimmed, but it ssemed not to be the surrounding Jokonans that disquieted
him.

"Y ou were marched into the tent,” Foix continued in alower tone. "Y ou looked . . . ordinary. Helpless.
Then suddenly the god light blazed from you, so brightly | was blinded for a breeth. | heard Joen cry for
your deeth."

Upon her arm, llIvin'stight clutch tightened further.
"When | could see again,” continued Foix, gazing away in guard-pretense, "dl the demonsin the tent

seemed to be rushing into you, like hot metd being drawn through aform. | saw you swallow them all
down, Joen's soul aswell. It wasdl over in an ingtant.”



"Saveone" murmured |sta

"Eh. Ur. Yes, therewasthat. | felt when you freed me from Joen's geas. | aimost bolted from the tent
then, but I got my wits back just in time. Prince Sordso and some other officers were drawing their
swords—five gods, but the scraping seemed to go on forever. Sordso's knuckles were white."

"| tried to get between them and you," Illvin said huskily to Ista. He rubbed at his nose and blinked.

"Yes" said Foix. "Bare-handed. | saw you lunge—alot of goodthat was going to do. But instead
Sordso whirled around and hacked at Joen."

"Shewas dready dead by then,” murmured Ista.

"l saw. She was Starting to topple, but his edge caught her just in ... time. Or something. He struck so
hard, he spun around and fell backward off the dais. Half the freed sorcerers were running away, but |
swear half the rest had the same idea Sordso did. There was one of Joen's women had a dagger out, and
was going at the body even asit fell. I'm not sure she knew or cared that it was dead—she just wanted
to get in her stroke. Everyone was jostling and ydling and starting in every direction. So | jumped in front
of 1llvin and you and shouted, ‘Back, prisoners!* and brandished my sword."

"Cursed convincingly," muttered Ivin. "I just about tried to legp on you. Except that | had my hands
full."

"Youfel, Royina Youjust . . . turned gray and stopped breathing and crumpled up. | thought you had
died, for your soul was gone from my sght, like alantern blown out. Illvin tried to lift you up, fell down,
then scrambled up again—I dared not help—I Iet him drag you out, pretending to stand guard over him.
Most of the Jokonans thought you were dead, too, | think. Sain in your sorcery, some kind of desath
magic like Fonsaand the Golden Generd al over again. So, um ... lie dill for aminute, there, till we think
what to do next.”

It was not adifficult suggestion to follow. Following any other instruction, now that would have been
hard. Illvin was staring down into her face, looking like aman whose kisses had just brought his beloved
back from the dead and was now too terrified to move least he shed unexpected miraclesin al
directions. Isasmiled up muzzily at his ddicious confusion.

"Thedemonsare dl gone," shereported in avague, dreamy voice, in casethey still harbored doubts. "It
waswhat | was sent to do, and | did it. But the Bastard |et me come back." To where she was now, it
occurred to her—sitting on the hard ground in the midst of an enemy camp surrounded by severd
hundred very live and agitated Jokonans. Vile sense of humor. Hers had been atimelessinterlude, but
for everyone else, she redlized, bare minutes had passed since Joen's sanguinary end. But however
dismasted their high command, not al of the enemy officerswere going to stay confused for long. It was
hard to summon fear of anything, in her lingering bliss, but she managed aflash of mild prudence. "I think
we should leave now. Right now."

"Canyouwak?' asked lllvin uncertainly.

"Canyou?' she asked, curious. Crawling, now, shewould believe crawling of him, in his present
interestingly debilitated state. He should bein bed, she decided. Hers, by preference.

"No," muttered Foix. "Got to drag her again. Or carry her. Can you go on pretending to be a corpse for



alittlelonger, Royina?'

"Oh, yes" sheassured him, and sank back gratefully into llIvin's grip.

[llvinflatly refused to drag her, on the grounds that it would scrape her dready-bleeding legs and feet
further, but carrying her in hisarms proved sill beyond his strength. A short argument, inwhich Ista, asa
corpse, declined to participate, resulted in Foix helping lIvin rise to his shaking legs with her butt-upward
over hisshoulder, her arms and legs dangling down in an appropriately lifeless manner. It reminded her of
the ride on Feather. Shetried not to smilein memory, on the grounds that it would be out of character for
her part. Her white gown was even splashed with blood, a continuation, she suspected, of the same
gpray that had crossed Illvin's face. She could guessits source, and shuddered.

They staggered away. "Turn left," Foix directed. "Keep waking." More Jokonan soldiersran up to
them; Foix pointed backward with his sword toward the command tents and cried, "Hurry! You are
needed!" The soldiers sped away astheir apparent-officer directed.

[llvin muttered through histeeth, "Foix, you may speak aglib camp Roknari, but | beg you will leave
sentences of more than one syllable to me. That tabard can't cover everything.”

"Gladly," Foix returned under his breath. "Go right here. We're dmost to the horselines."”

"Do you think they'rejust going to let uswalk up and steal horses?* asked Illvin. His wheeze sounded
more curious than objecting. Ista peered upside down through ditted eyesto take in the guards loitering
in the shade. Some of the men were standing and staring toward the uproar around the green tents.

"Yes." Foix tapped his green tabard. "'I'm a Jokonan officer."

"Y ou're relying on more than that," observed Ista, her tone almost as detached asllivin's.

"Yeswhy are you so certain they will not stop and question us?* asked Illvin, ahint of nervousness
entering his voice as afew headsturned to follow their progress.

"Did you stop and question Princess Umerue?”'
"No, not &t first. What has that to do with anything?'

Istamumbled from lllvin's hip, "1 spoke imprecisely, before. Thereis one sorcerer left in thiscamp. He's
on our Side, however. Seemed agood idea. The god did not object.”

[lvin tensed, turning to stare, presumably, at Foix.

"Two left," said Foix. "Or asorcerer and asorceress. If that isyour proper classification, Royina. | am
not sure.”

"Neither am I. Welll haveto ask dy Cabon," she returned agreeably.

"Right," said Foix. "Don't do anything that |ooks too exciting, though. 1'd rather not attempt anything
gaudier, and there are limitsto mild misdirection.”

"Indeed," murmured Illvin.



They trod on for afew more steps.
"Wdll," said Foix, stopping before the lines, "have you a preference, horse-master?!
"Anything aready saddled and bridled.”

One choice was made for them. At the end of theline, atdl, ugly chestnut stdlion suddenly lifted its head
and nickered in excitement. It began shifting its haunches from side to side, disturbing the horsestied
not-too-closdly to it. Ears pricked, it practically danced as they neared, and raised and lowered its head,
shorting.

"Bastard's eyes, Royina, can you shut that stupid monster up?* Foix muttered. "Men are Sarting to
dare

IIM e?l
"It'syou it wants."
"Set me down, then."

[llvin did 0, letting her dide through hisarmsto her feet, gazing into her face with asearching look that
was, for an instant, as good as a kiss, and holding her upright on hisarm. Shewas very glad for thearm.

She approached the possessed animal, who lowered its head again and laid itsface flat to her bloody
bodice in what might be submission, love, or dementia. She looked it over in fascination. It still worethe
bridle with the deep curb bit. A dozen cuts scored its body, but they were dready starting to hea with
unnatural speed. "Yes, yes," she murmured soothingly. "It'sdl right. Where he went, you could not
follow. Y ou did what you could. It'sal right now." Shetried to shake off her dreamy lassitude, saying to
[llvin, "I believe | had better ride thisone. If you don't want it following after uswhinnying its heart out.”
She stood on tiptoe and glanced aong the serrated ridge of its backbone. "Find asaddle, though,” she
added.

Foix filched asaddle from a pile farther down the line, and Illvin tightened the girths while Foix picked
out two more horses.

"What is he called?' she asked Illvin as he cupped his handsto give her aleg up. It seemed avery long
way to the ground, typica of his mounts. She disposed her skirts awkwardly in the military saddle, and
let lllvin'swarm hands guide her anklesto the stirrups. Hisfingers lingered unhappily over the bruisesand
cutson her fet.

[llvin cleared histhroat. "I'd really rather not say. It's, um . . . crude. He was never alady's mount.
Actudly, hewas never any sane person's mount.”

"Oh?You rode him." She patted the snaky neck; the horse turned its head around and nuzzled her bare
foot. "Wdll, if heisto be alady's mount from now on, held probably better have another name, then.
Demonwill do."

I1lvin cocked his brows up at her, and alittle grin flashed across his tense mouth. "Nicdy."

He turned to take hisown horsein hand, hesitating briefly in order to gather his strength before swinging
himsdlf up into the saddle. He settled himsdf with abetraying grunt of exhaustion. By mutua, ungpoken



assent, they started off across the bordering field together at astaid walk. Somewhere back in the grove,
something had caught fire; 1sta could hear the muted roar of flames and men's criesfor water. How much
pent-up chaos, both natural and unnatural, had been released upon the Jokonans by Joen's death? She
did not look back.

"Turnleft," lllvin told Foix.
"Don't wewant to circle out of Sght over that rise to the north?"

"Eventudly. Therésagully along herethat will hide us sooner. Go dowly, though, it'slikely to be
patrolled. That'swhere I'd put men, anyway."

The counterfeit cdlm held. The sharpening noise of the camp fell behind them, and the empty countryside
began to feign the air of some other quiet, drowsy, over warm afternoon, one not given over to war,
sorcery, gods, and madness.

"At the earliest chance" Igatold Illvin, "you must bring Goram to me."
"Whatever you desire, Royina." Illvin looked over the ground they traversed, turning in his saddle.

"Shall we attempt to circle back to Porifors?' asked Foix, following his gaze back over the treetopsto
the distant sone pile. A curl of dirty smoke still rose from somewhereinit. "I think I might be able to get
usin, under cover of darkness.”

"No. If we clear the gully, | am going to try to win through to the march of Oby."

"I do not know if the royina can ridethat far,” said Foix, clearly picturing not just Ista but the pair of
them fdling from their saddles a any moment. "Or do you think to meet him on the road?"

"Hewon't be on theroad. If he'swhere | suspect, we've less than ten milesto cover. And if he's not
there yet, his scouts will be aong soon.”

They dropped into the gully, where they found Illvin's predicted Jokonan patrol dmost immediately.
Between the unexpected direction of their passage, Foix's officer's garb and wit-fogging sorcery, their
horses Jokonan gear, and IlIvin's crisp, arrogant court Roknari, they soon |eft the pickets bowing and
scraping in their wake. Illvin returned the hapless soldiers the fourfold Quadrene sign, touching histhumb
to histongue in secret apology to the fifth god as soon as they turned again out of sight. They pressed
their horsesto afaster pace.

[llvin led them onward, finding what cover the country afforded in low places, little watercourses,
spinneys, and groves, angling ever north and east. They had gone somefour or five miles before they
even stopped to water themsaves and the horses. Though multiple columns of smoke still smudged the
clear blue air behind them, Porifors had disappeared from sight beyond some low, rolling ridges.

"Canyou il fed your bear?' Ista asked Foix, when held finished dipping his head in the stream.

He sat back on his haunches and frowned. "Not quite as | did before. Joen did something to us. | hopeit
wasnotvile"

"Itismy impression,” said Ista carefully, "that you two have been pressed together by al these events
more quickly than you would have grown on your own. Without ether of you becoming ascendant or



endaved, you have merged. Because, | think, your demon did not steal your soul, nor did you plunder its
power. Y ou both shared fredy."

Foix looked embarrassed. "Always did enjoy feeding theanimals...."

"Drawing you apart is beyond my present skills—or your present need. Y ou have achieved a curious
theologica state, but not, | suspect, aunique one. | have occasiondly wondered where Temple sorcerers
camefrom. Now | know. | expect it was one of the saint of Raumals tasks to judge who might carry this
power without succumbing to it. Y ou will need to take training from the Bastard's Order, probably. | am
sure your own order will spareyou, if | request it."

Foix's face screwed up. "Me, a Bastard's acolyte? Don't think my father will be best pleased. Or my
mother. | can just see her, explaining it to her lady friends. Ouch." He grinned despite himself. "Can't wait
to see the look onFerda's face, though ..." He glanced shrewdly at her. "And will you take training, too,
Royina?'

She smiled. "Tutors, Foix. A woman of my rank can demand tutors, to wait on me at my convenience. |
think my convenience will be very soon, and possibly not too convenient to them."”

The reminder of Ferdaand the hope of finding news of his brother overcame Foix'sinitia urgeto coddle
Ista, and it was he who marshaed the horses and boosted his companions back aboard.

"Roll up that tabard and stuff it in asaddiebag,” Illvin advised, settling into his saddle. "Bastard willing,
the next scouts we encounter may well be dy Oby's. Baby Temple sorcerer or no, a mistaken crossbow
bolt would not be good for your hedlth.”

"Ah. Yes" sad Foix, and hastened to do so.

Illvin eyed hisred stdlion, carrying Istawith such exquisite care that she might hold a cup of water
without spilling it, and shook his head in wonder, asif of al the marvels he had latdly witnessed thiswas
the mogt inexplicable. " Can you endure?' he asked her. "It's not much farther now."

"After wakingthat mile, riding afew moreis nothing,” she assured him. "I feared the god had abandoned
me, but it ssems Hed only hid Himself within." And left me to carry Him. It was one of the Bastard's
little jokes, she decided, that He had appeared to her before then as such an enormous man. Had He
known? Even she, who had now met three face-to-face, could not guess the limits of the gods
foreknowledge.

"All dark, you were," Foix said. "Makes sense. The Jokonan sorcerers would hardly have towed you
into Joen's presence looking like some holy fire ship. They weren't that stupid. But whenyoullitup. . ."
Hefdl slent. Foix was not, Istathought, an inarticulate man; but she began to seewhy Lord dy Cazaril
sad only poetry could cometo grips with the gods. Foix finaly managed, "I have never seen anything like
it. 'mglad that | did. But if | never see anything likeit again, that will bedl right."

"I could not seeit,” said lllvin, in atone of deep regret. "But | could see when things begin to happen,
wdl enough.”

"lam glad you werethere)" said Ista.

"| did little enough," he Sghed.



"Y ou bore witness. That means the world to me. And therewasthat kiss. It did not seem such asmal
thing."

He blushed. "My apologies, Royina. | was distraught. | thought to draw you back from death, asyou
once seemed to do for me."

"lvin?'
"Yes, Royina?'
"You did draw me back."

"Oh." Herode dong very quietly for atime. But a strange smile crept across hisface, and would not go
away agan.

At length helooked up and rosein his stirrups, summoning some unimaginable reserve of energy. "Hah,"
he whispered. Istafollowed his glance. It took her amoment to discern the faint clear smokes of careful
fires, marking a camp concedled in the watercourse that opened below them. The fires were not few.
They followed the ridge around adight bend, and yet more of the camp came into view. Hundreds of
men and horses, more than hundreds—she could not count their numbers, half-hidden as they were.

"Oby," said lllvin in satisfaction. "He made excdlent time. Though | thank the gods he was no faster.”
"Good," bresthed Iain relief. "I'm done."

"Indeed, and we do thank you for your work, without which we would all be dead in some hideous and
uncanny fashion by now. I, on the other hand, till have fifteen hundred ordinary Jokonansto remove
from around Porifors. | don't know if Oby meant to wait for dawn, but if we struck more quickly ..." His
eyesglazed over in afamiliar fashion, dternating shrewd glances summing the men below with staring of f
at nothing; Istaforboreto interrupt.

A patrol galloped up to them. " Ser dy Arbanos!” cried its astonished officer, waving wildly at Illvin. "Five
gods, youre divel" The riders formed around them in excited escort and swept them into the part of the
camp, marked by tentsin the shade, where their commanders had no doubt set up their headquarters.

A voicerang from thetrees, and afamiliar form shot from the green shadows. "Foix! Foix! The
Daughter be thanked!" Ferdaran toward them; Foix swung from his saddle to embrace his eager
brother.

"What are these men?" lllvin inquired of dy Oby's officer, nodding toward an unfamiliar company of
horsemen in black and green. The riders opened out to revea a crowd of people approaching on foot,
some running, some lumbering, some proceeding more dowly and decoroudy, dl caling out to Ista.

Istastared, torn between joy and dismay. "Bastard spare me, it ismy brother dy Baocia," shesaidina
stunned voice. "And dy Ferrg), and Lady dy Hueltar, and Divine Tovia and dl."

CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

LORD DY BAOCIA AND SER DY FERREJLED THE RUSH TO ISTA'Ssde. Thered gdlion laid
his ears back, squealed, and snapped histeeth, and both men recoiled severd feset.



"Fivegods, I9a," dy Baociacried, temporarily diverted, "thathorse! " Who was mad enough to put you
up on such abeast?'

|sta patted Demon's neck. "He suits me very well. He belongsto Lord Illvin, in part, but | suspect he
may become a permanent loan.”

"From both his magters, it seems," murmured Illvin. He glanced across the camp. "Royina—Ista—love, |
must report first to March dy Oby." His expression grew grim. "His daughter is il trapped in Castle
Porifors, if thewalshold as| pray.”

Along with Lissand dy Cabon, |sareflected, and added her silent prayersto his. Shefedt the walsyet
held, but in truth her only certainty was that Goram ill lived; and sheld been mistaken before.

"With the newswe bring,” 1llvin continued, "I expect histroop will ride within the hour. | cringeto think
what rumors have come to him by now of my brother'sfate. Thereis much to do.”

"Five gods speed you. Of your many burdens, | am one the less now. These people here will cosset me
to distraction, if I know them." She added sternly, ™Y ou spare some care for yourself, too. Don't make
me come after you again."

A grin ghosted across his mouth. "Would you follow meto the Bastard's hell, dear sorceress?”
"Without hegitation, now that | know theroad.”

He leaned across his saddlebow and caught her hand, and raised it to hislips. She gripped hishand in
turn and boreit to her own lips, and nipped his knuckle secretly, which made his eyes glint. With
reluctance, they released each other.

"Foix," lllvin caled, "atend upon me. Y our testimony is urgently required.”
Dy Baociaturned eagerly to Foix. "Do | have you to thank, young man, for the rescue of my sster?”
"No, Provincar," said Foix, giving him a polite salute. " She rescued me."

Dy Baociaand dy Ferrg) stared at him rather blankly. 1sta became conscious of the bizarre picture they
must present: Foix, gray with exhaustion, wearing Jokonan gear; Illvin ahollow-eyed, reeking scare-crow
in the most eegant of court mourning; hersalf in rumpled white festival dress splashed with brown blood,
barefoot, bruised, and scratched, her escaping hair completing the impression of generd dementia.

"L ook after theroying," Foix said to Ferda, "then come to Oby'stent. We have strange and great tales
totdl." He clapped his brother on the shoulder and turned to follow Illvin.

Temporarily unmenaced by Istas erratic steed, Ferda came to Demon's shoulder to help her down. Ista
was dizzy with fatigue, but she stayed determinedly upright.

"Seethat thisdreadful horseiswell cared for. He bore Lord Arhysfaithfully last night. Y our brother
rodein that great sortie aswell, and endured capture and grievous use. He needsres, if you can make
him takeit in thisuproar. We have dl of us been up since dawn yesterday, through flight and siegeand . .
.andworse. Lord lllvinlost agreat ded of blood last night. Make sure he gets drink and food
immediately, at theleast." She added, after athoughtful pause, "And if he attemptsto rideinto battlein his



present state, knock him down and sit on him. Although | trust he has more sense.”

As soon as her horse was led out of range by asoldier of Oby, dy Ferrgl pounced on Ista, practicaly
wresting her from Ferda. "Royinal We have been in terror for your safety!™

And not without cause, in truth. "Well, | am safe now.” Soothingly, she patted his hand gripping her arm.
Lady dy Hudtar tottered up, armin arm with Divine Tovia "Ista, I3, loviel”

Dy Baociawaslooking intently after [llvin. "Now that you are dl ddlivered to each other, | think I'd
better attend on dy Oby aswell." He managed a distracted smile at Ista. "Y es, yes, good.”

"Did you bring troops of your own, brother?" | sta asked.

"Yes, five hundred of horse, dl that | could muster in ahurry when these people descended upon me
waving your darming letter.”

"Then by al means, attend upon Oby. Y our guard may well have a chance to earn the coin you pay
them. Chalion owesthe garrison of Castle Porifors. . . much, but certainly relief above dl, and that as
soon asmay be."

"Ah." He collected Ferdaand dy Ferrg) and hurried off after the other men, half in curiogity, haf, Ista
suspected, in eagerness to escape hisimportunate entourage.

The problem of explaining her own adventures to them without sounding like araving madwoman, she
discovered, could be put off— possibly indefinitely—by asking after their own journey. A mere query of
"How did you come here so timely?" induced an answer that ran on until they reached dy Baocias tents,
and longer. Thefive hundred of horse, 1stafound, had been trailed by what seemed a hundred more
servants, grooms, and maids, in support of the dozen ladies from the courts of both Vaendaand
Taryoon who had accompanied Lady dy Hueltar on her salf-gppointed mission to bring Istahome. Dy
Ferrg,

more or lessin charge of shifting them dl, wasjustly punished, Istadecided. That he had moved them
such adistance in aweek, instead of amonth, was anear miraclein itsaf, and her respect for him, never
low, rose another notch.

Ista cut though a plethora of plans by requesting awash, food, and bed, in that order; Divine Tovia,
aways more practica than mogt of Istals attendants, and with an eye to the blood on her gown, backed
her up. The ederly physician managed to run off al but two maids, her own acolyte-assstant, and Lady
dy Hueltar from the tent where she guided Istafor abath and treatment. 1sta had to admit, it was both
comfortable and comforting to have those familiar hands about her, applying salve and bandagesto her
hurts. Tovias curved sewing needle, too, was very fine and sharp, and her hands were quick about the
wincing task of mending flesh whereit was required.

"What in the world arethese bruises?' Divine Toviainquired.

Ista craned to see the back of her own thigh where the physician was pointing. Five dark purple spots
were spaced around it. Her lips curved up, and she twisted about to spread her own fingers between
them.

"Fivegods, Ista," cried Lady dy Hudtar in horror, "who has dared to handle you s0?"



"Thosearefrom. . . yesterday. When Lord Illvin rescued me from the Jokonan column on the road.
What excellent long fingers he does have! | wonder if he plays any musica instruments. | shal haveto
find out."

"IsLord lllvinthat odd tal fellow who rodein with you?" asked Lady dy Hudtar suspicioudy. "I must
say, | did not like the very forward way he kissed your hand.”

"No? Well, he was pressed for time. | shal make him practice, later, until histechniqueimproves.”
Lady dy Hueltar looked offended, but Divine Tovia, at least, snorted alittle,

Istawas laid down in atent under aguard of ladies, but rose again to peek out, despite her nightgown,
at the sound of many horses thundering out of the camp. It was only late afternoon; on thislong summer
day Oby's cavary would be descending on Poriforswith hours of light gtill Ieft for their work. Thetiming,
|stathought, was excellent. Maximum confusion, disorder, and dismay would have spread through the
Jokonan forces from the dire events of noon, and the chances that competent leadership had yet
reemerged—especidly from the habits of sullen mindless obedience extracted by Joen—were dight.

Shelet hersalf be coaxed back to bed by those who loved her. Though the Ista they thought they loved,
she supposed, was an imaginary one, awoman who existed only in their own minds, part icon, part habit.

The reflection did not depress her unduly, now that she knew someone who loved the Isawho wasredl.
Shefdl adeep thinking of him.

* * *

ISTA AWOKE FROM UGLY DREAMSNOT, SHE THOUGHT, ENTIRELY HER own, to the
sound of female voices arguing.

"Lady Istawantsto deep, after her orded,” said Lady dy Hudtar firmly. "1 will not have her troubled
further."

"No," sad Lissin apuzzled tone, "the royinawill want the report from Porifors. We started before dawn
to bring it to her as swiftly aswe could.”

Istalumbered up from her sheets. "Liss!" shecried. "In here!" It appeared she had dept the short
summer night through; it sufficed.

"Nowsee what you've done!" said Lady dy Hueltar in aggravation.

"What?' Lisss bafflement was genuine; she had not Istals years of training in deciphering her now-senior
lady-in-waiting's oblique locutions. Istatrandated it handily asl didn't want to travel again today, and
now I'll have to, drat you, girl.

A leap from her cot, Ista discovered, wasn't going to occur. She did manage to lever hersdf painfully to
her feet before the tent flap was thrown back, admitting alevel golden light and agrinning Liss. Ista
embraced her; she embraced Ista back. The grin and Liss's presence seemed amost al the report she
needed.Poriforsisrelieved. There were no more devastating deaths last night. Therest might be
learned in order, or no order, asit came.



"Sit," sad Ia, not releasing Lissshands. "Tell me everything.”

"Lady Istaneeds to be dressed before receiving petitioners,” said Lady dy Hudtar sternly.
"Excdlent notion," said Ista. "Do go and find me some clothing to wear. Riding dress.”

"Oh, Ista, you won't be riding anywheretoday, after al you've been through! Y ou need to rest.”

"Actudly,” Lissput in, "March dy Oby has sent some officersto see the camp is broken down and
shifted to Porifors as quick as may be. Ferdaiswaiting with some of your brother's men to guard you on
the way, Royina, as soon asyou are ready. Unlessyou prefer to ride in acart with the baggage train.”

"Shewill surely want to ride in the wagonswith us," said Lady dy Hueltar.
"Tempting," Igalied, "but no. I'll ride my horse.”
Lady dy Hudtar sniffed baefully and withdrew.

|sta continued eagerly to Liss, "Oh, you will laugh a my new horse. It has come to me as the spoils of
war, | think, though | may persuade lllvin to makeit a court gift, which would amuse him. It'sllIvin'svile
red gdlion."

"The one that possessed the stray dementa ?

"Yes; it has conceived a sudden adoration for me, and abasesitself in the most gppalling unhorsdike
fashion. You will find it quite reformed, or if you don't, let me know, and I'll put the fear of itsgod in it
again. But say on, dear Liss."

"Wdl, the castle and town are secured, and the Jokonans driven off or taken—most of them fled north,
but there may be some stragglers il lurking.”

"Orjus plainlog," sad Istadryly. "It wouldn't be the first time.”

Liss snickered. "We have captured Prince Sordso and hiswhole retinue, which has pleased Lord llIvin
and March dy Oby no end. They say the prince has gone mad. Isit true you ensorcelled him to hack up
the dowager princess?'

"No," said Ista. "All | did was remove the sorcery that was preventing him from doing so. | rather think it
was awild impulse on his part, soon regretted. Joen was dead before his sword struck her; the Bastard
took her soul. | wonder if it would be ardlief or aregret to Sordso to know that? | should probably tell
himin any case. Go on. What of Lady Caitilara, and our stalwart divine?'

"Well, we dl watched from the walls as the Jokonans marched you off. And thenit got al quiet for a
little, and then we could hear some terrible uproar a the those big green tents, but we could not make out
what was happening. Lady Cattilarasurprised usdl. After you and Lord Illvin were made hostage, or so
we al thought, she rose from her bed. She drove her ladiesto defend the walls, snceamogt dl of the
men were too sick to stand by then—it seems they make a game of archery here, and the Jokonan
sorcerers spells had not destroyed their sporting bows. Some of the ladies proved quite good shots.
They had not the power to penetrate mail, but | saw Lady Caiti herself put an arrow right through arude
Jokonan officer's eye. Learned dy Cabon stood with her—she swore that Porifors would not fall while
shewas il itschatdaine. Me, | threw rocks—if you fling one from a high enough tower, it hits quite



hard by thetimeit lands on itstarget, even if you don't have a strong throwing arm.

"We could see the Jokonans were just probing, but we bit them till they bled nonetheless. | think we
could not have held for long againgt adetermined assault, but we discouraged them from attempting the
walls at once—and then it wastoo late, for the march of Oby's forces struck and swept them away.
Lady Catti was quite splendid when she opened the gates to her father. | thought she would break down
and weep when he embraced her, for he did, but instead she was very stern.”

"What of Goram?"

"He helped hold the wallswith us. He was exhausted and feverish thismorning, whichiswhy Lord Illvin
did not dispatch him to you, hetold meto tell you. Sinceif you are riding to Poriforsthis morning, it made
no sense to send Goram twice ten milesto meet you at dmost the same time anyway."

"Excdlent thinking. Yes. | will ride at once." She looked around; Lady dy Hudtar was bustling back into
the tent leading amaid carrying an armload of clothing. "Ah, good.”

Ista's satisfaction died as she saw the dress the maid was shaking out for her; afine layered silk, suitable
for acourt function, in widow's dark green. "Thisisnot riding dress.”

"Of course not, dear Ista," said Lady dy Hudtar. "It isfor you to wear to breakfast with usdl.”
"| shall take a cup of teaand abite of bread, if such may be had in this camp, and ride at once.”

"Oh,no," said Lady dy Hudltar, in atone of earnest correction. "The med isbeing prepared. We are dl
s0 looking forward to celebrating having you with usagain, just asit should be."

The feast would take two hours, 1sta estimated, maybe three. " One mouth the less will not be missed.
You al must eat anyway before you break camp; it will not be wasted.”

"Now, Lady Ista, do have sense.”

Istals voice dropped. "1 ride. If you will not bring me the clothing | asked for, | will send Lissthrough the
camp to beg me some. And if noneisto be had, I'll ridein my nightgown. Or naked, if | must.”

"I'd share my clotheswith you, Royina," Liss offered at once, clearly bemused by that last image.
"I know you would, Liss." Ista patted her shoulder.

Lady dy Hudtar drew herself up in offense, or possibly defense. "Lady Ista, you mustn't be so wild!"
Her voice grew hushed. "Y ou wouldn't want peopl e thinking you had been overtaken by yourold
troubles agan, after dl."

| stawas tempted, for adangerous moment, to test just how much sorcerous power the Bastard had
endowed her with. But the target was too small and unworthy, pitiable in her way. A natural sycophant,
Lady dy Hueltar had made her way in the world most comfortably for the past two decades as
companion to the old Provincara, enjoying an imagined indispensability and the status lent her by her
august patron. It was clear she wished that pleasant existence to continue; and it could, if only Istawould
move into her mother's place and take up her mother'slife. All just as before, indeed.

Istaturned to the maid. "Y ou, girl—fetch me someriding clothes. White if they may be had, or whatever



color, but in any case, not green.”

The girl's mouth opened in panic; she glanced back and forth between Istaand Lady dy Hudltar, torn
between conflicting authorities. Istals eyes narrowed.

"Whymust you evengo to Porifors?' asked Lady dy Hudltar. Her seamed face worked with distress,
closeto tears. "With your brother's troop to escort us, we could surely start back to Vaendaright from
herel"

She must take deeper thought for Lady dy Hudtar, Istadecided, for in truth her years of service had
earned her some consideration. But for the moment, Istameant to ride. She unclenched her teeth and
sad mildly, "Funeras, dear Lady dy Huetar. They will be burying the dead today at Porifors. Itismy
solemn duty to attend. | will wish you to bring me the proper attire when you follow on.”

"Oh,funerals," said Lady dy Hudltar, in atone of relieved enlightenment. "Funerds, oh, of course." She
had accompanied the old Provincarato amultitude of such ceremonies. It onlyseemed their primary
entertainment in late years, | sta supposed dryly, though she'd be hard-pressed to name a commoner one.
But Lady dy Hueltar understood funerals.

She won't under stand these. But it wouldn't matter. For the moment, at least, her customary role
seemed safely confirmed to her. The old lady brightened instantly.

She actualy unbent so far asto go find Istariding dress, while Lisswent to saddie Demon and Ista
gulped tea and bread. The costume's pale tan color even looked good atop the chestnut stallion, Ista
fancied, settling at last into the saddle. Theride would limber her tiff body, at least. She had alingering
headache, but she knew its cause; and its cure lay in Porifors. Ferdawaved on his Baocian troop, and
Lissfdl in at her sde. They pressed forward through the bright morning air.

* * *

A RELAY OFDY OBY'SMEN WERE HAULING OUT RUBBLE FROM THE gates of Poriforsas
|stals party rode in. Istawatched them work with glad approva. The rebuilding would be alonger
project, but with so many hands, at least the clearing and cleaning would be swiftly accomplished.

The forecourt was already swept out. The limp flowersin the two or three pots|eft intact on thewall
even seemed to belifting their heads again; Itawas obscurdly grateful, in dl the noisy confusion, that
someone had spared a bit of water for them, and she wondered whose hand it had been. The apricot and
the amond trees, though haf-denuded, had also stopped dropping leaves. She hoped they would
recover.

We can do better than hope, she redlized, and thought to them,Live. By the Bastard's blessing, |
command you. If thislent the trees any specia vigor, it was not ingtantly apparent; she trusted the
ultimate results would not prove peculiar.

Istals heart lifted to see Lord Illvin striding through the archway. He was cleaned up, hair rebraided,
freshly dressed as an officer of Porifors; it even seemed possible that he might have snatched afew hours
of deep. The shorter, stouter Lord dy Baocia pattered by his side, puffing to keep pace. At dy Baocias
other shoulder Learned dy Cabon trod, waving eagerly at her. To her relief, atired-looking Goram
tralled immediately after them.

Cautioudy, Goram took her horse's head, eyeing the beast's new docility askance. Istadipped from her



saddleinto Illvin's upreaching arms, returning his secret embrace on her way to the ground.

"Greetings, Ista," said Lord dy Baocia. "Areyou, um, al right now?' He bore adightly dazed
expression, as might any commander touring the insde of Castle Poriforsthis morning. His smile upon her
was not nearly so vague as I stawas used to; in fact, she suspected she had dl hisattention. It felt very
odd.

"Thank you, brother, | am well; alittletired, but doubtless |ess fatigued than many here." She glanced at
dy Cabon. "How do the sick men fare?’

"Weve had no more degths since yesterday noon, five gods be thanked.” He signed himsdlf in heartfelt
gratitude. "A few are even back on their feet, though | judge the rest will be aslong recovering asfrom
less uncanny illnesses. Most have been moved down to town, into the care of the temple or their
relaives”

"That isgood to hear."

"Foix and Lord lllvin have told us of the great deeds and miracles you performed yesterday in the
Jokonans tents, by the grace of the Bastard. Isit true you died?’

"l ...amnot sure.”
"I am," muttered Illvin. His hand had somehow neglected to release hers, they both tightened.

"l did have avery odd vision, which | promise | will recount to you at some less hurried moment,
Learned." Wdll, parts of it, anyway.

"For al my terror, how | wish |, too, could have been there to bear witness, Royina! | should have
counted myself blessed above dl in my order.”

"Oh? Well, stay a moment, then. | have another task, which presses on me. Liss, please take my horse.
Goram, come here."

Looking puzzled and wary, Goram obeyed, trudging up to her and giving her adaunted bob of his head.
"Royina" His hands clenched each other nervoudy, an